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      In 2854, Section 5 analyst Edward Yeun approaches Tycho Barrett with suspicions of a plot against the life of the Sol Federation Secretary-General. The evidence implicates officials at the highest levels of the North Atlantic States government, potentially igniting an interplanetary war between every world and colony in the Sol system.

      

      Tycho and Section 9 must work to prevent the killing, uncover the assassins, and—if necessary—suppress the truth. Their efforts see the return of a man from Tycho’s past and the true extent of The Eleven’s power is laid bare, signaling the beginning of Section 9’s end.
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      Light afternoon rain pattered on our car as we waited, parked in a charging station across the street from the restaurant where our targets were having drinks. I adjusted the cropping on the interior display and set it to record. Documenting an arrest was more useful than not in my experience.

      Andrea Capanelli sat to my left. She had her blonde hair in a less practical style than I’d ever seen. The bangs were cut straight just above her eyebrows, the rest shoulder-length with subtle curls that she must have deliberately set in her naturally straight hair. She gave off the impression of an ingenue, looking more like the kind of young professional you’d meet in a classy nightclub after work than a seasoned field operative trained in espionage. Her tailored, charcoal gray suit, black tie, and Marcus Guo heels only added to the idea.

      Across from us sat Andrew Jones. He wore a similar suit but tended to dress well as a habit, so it didn’t seem as uncharacteristic to me. His was a darker gray, and with a silver tie. His hair was short on the sides and a bit longer on top, and it swept to the left in the intentionally tousled style that was becoming popular again. He had the look of a man you might notice in a room but would just as easily forget. A gray man. Fitting for an infiltration specialist.

      “You ready, Tycho?” he asked me.

      “Absolutely. This is my kind of work.”

      It’d felt like decades since we first met. I was an Arbiter then, an officer of the most elite law enforcement organization in the Sol system. I’d jumped down from orbit to infiltrate a Venusian living tower and prevent a mass murder orchestrated by Nightwatch commander August Marcenn. That single mission would lead me from one revelation to another, one life-changing event after another, until I became a spy for a unit that didn’t exist, fighting monsters nearly a thousand years old.

      The sheer magnitude of what lay hidden beneath the surface of everything I thought I knew was almost incomprehensible. Maybe that’s why I was so thankful for days like this. Days with a simple, tractable problem to solve.

      Andrea chambered a round into her sidearm. “I guess police work is your area of expertise, isn’t it?” she commented and slipped the weapon into the holster under her coat.

      “Well, Inspectors General are hardly Arbiters,” I replied with a shrug. “But they do make arrests, so yeah. This is something I’m definitely familiar with.”

      Jones smirked a little. “You sound excited.”

      “I’m relieved we aren’t going up against black ops cyborgs or offworld special forces this time.”

      “What, you didn’t enjoy any of that?”

      “Not every day, no.”

      “Well, a smart lady once said, ‘Life is either a daring adventure or nothing at all.’”

      “To that lady I would say doing the same thing over and over is to be controlled by, rather than to control, what one does.”

      “In any case,” Andrea said, “we need time to rebuild Section 9. We also need cover, and to maintain that cover as Inspectors General, we have to do everything Inspectors General would normally do. That includes low-level arrests of white collar suspects.”

      I nodded. “You don’t have to convince me. Like you said, it’s just like police work.”

      A voice came in over our dataspikes. “They’re all in place now. Pierce just went in.”

      “Understood,” replied Andrea. “Get your team in place and be ready to move.”

      The arrest team were exactly what they seemed to be—local MetSec believing that they were serving an arrest warrant under the supervision of the North Atlantic States Inspector General office. Factually true, if not the complete story.

      “Stay sharp,” she said to Andrew and me. “We’re heading in.”

      I tapped the release and the car doors popped open. We stepped out and crossed the street. The holo in the restaurant’s window showed rolling hills of wheat in the Russo-Sino countryside that were backlit by the setting sun. Above us, recessed speakers built into the facade projected a tasteful interpretation of Rachmaninoff’s Symphony Number 2.

      The bouncer noticed us as soon as we walked in. He was broad-shouldered, the buttons of his white shirt straining with every breath he took. I could see the curling serifs of tattooed lettering peeking out from below his collar. His posture told me he was armed and likely left-handed. I moved to the right to get clear of Andrea’s line of fire, disguising the movement by shaking the rain from my coat.

      He raised a hand to stop us in the entryway. “You have reservation?” His accent was heavy.

      Andrea held up her badge. “NAS Inspector General.” The bouncer looked intently at it then was still for a few seconds, no doubt running the badge fiducial through the official registration with his dataspike.

      “You go,” he replied at last and stepped aside to let the three of us pass.

      At tables scattered throughout the restaurant, small groups were chatting quietly. Men and women conducted business meetings, tried to interest potential lovers, or simply shared an after-work drink or two with co-workers. At the bar in the back of the room, Lyndon Pierce sat with the four other targets. Lyndon was a skinny blond man, not physically imposing in any way, but he was clearly the leader of this particular group. Reclined comfortably in his seat, he spoke with exaggerated, sweeping gestures as the others hung onto every word he said.

      I checked to make sure we had the whole group as we crossed the room. There was Karl Jensen to Lyndon’s right, with Nisha Coulter beside him. The two were close and had had an on and off relationship. Securing one would almost guarantee taking the other. Next to Nisha was Arnold Klepp, a possible flight risk. Beside Arnold was Jeff Bloom, who was laughing along with Lyndon’s anecdote. He would likely follow Arnold’s lead, whether that meant complying or putting up a fight.

      Lyndon was so caught up in what he was saying that he didn’t notice us until we were almost on top of him. When he finally did, his mouth hung open in mid sentence and his eyes froze on the three of us.

      “His brain’s rebooting,” Andrew said, stifling a laugh.

      I kept my eyes on the group’s hands. I didn’t expect any of them to produce a weapon, but seeing Andrea swap her sidearm to condition 1 in the car had put me on edge.

      Lyndon closed his mouth and blinked. He visibly collected himself and consciously returned to the relaxed, open stance he’d had before, then he leaned against the bar and addressed Andrew.

      “What the fuck is this about?” he asked, his voice more than a little tinged with contempt.

      “We’re NAS Inspectors General,” replied Andrea. “But you already knew that. What you’re really asking is how much we know, isn’t that right?” She looked at each of them in turn.

      “There must be some mistake,” offered Nisha in a feeble voice.

      Andrea walked closer to her as she replied. “Are you Nisha Coulter?”

      “Yes. What—”

      “On June 5th you received payment from a Levantine terrorist group through an offworld account under the name Natalie Hart. You received another payment on July 9th, then again on July 23rd, August 8th, and August 21st, for a cumulative sum of 415.6 million credits.”

      No one spoke.

      “We know everything,” Andrea said. “You are all under arrest for treason against the North Atlantic States.”

      Network credentials for NAS classified systems rotated on a bi-weekly basis. What these people had done was sell fresh network credentials at the start of each of these periods to foreign buyers. White-collar crime, but potentially devastating geopolitically. Done right, it was hard to trace.

      Unfortunately for these people, Lyndon was neither as intelligent as he wanted people to think nor as skilled as he believed himself to be.

      When he finally decided to run, he jumped to his feet so quickly that his chair tipped to the floor with a loud clatter. He probably thought he could make for the rear exit and disappear into the crowd on the street before we caught up to him. Again, he’d overestimated his intelligence and skill.

      A smarter man would have considered that the arrest team was more than just the three people immediately in front of him. A smarter man might have noticed the odd number of patrons sitting near him that hadn’t ordered anything. And, of course, a smarter man wouldn’t have tried to sell state secrets in the first place. As Lyndon came running by, one of our plain-clothes MetSec tackled him to the floor. He landed face-first, stunned too senseless to resist as he was cuffed.

      Arnold Klepp kept repeating “what” over and over, like he just couldn’t wrap his mind around whatever strange thing was happening. Jeff Bloom shook his head. “I should never have listened to that guy. I knew this was stupid.”

      Tears welled in Nisha Coulter’s eyes, and her voice was strained. “It was his idea. It was all his idea, the whole thing!”

      “Shut up,” snapped Karl Jensen. “They don't have anything. This is a bluff.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Andrea smiled at him, like this was all nothing more than a friendly conversation. “Besides the bank records, we have your dataspike activity, location services records, and office network logons.”

      “That miserable asshole,” Jeff Bloom muttered.

      “I’ll testify,” offered the openly weeping Nisha. “I’ll testify for immunity!”

      “You unbelievable bitch…” Karl Jensen started, but Andrew raised a finger.

      “Take your own advice, Jensen. Keep your mouth shut.”

      Karl sunk down into his seat did as he was advised. I tapped Arnold Klepp on the shoulder. “Time to get up, Arnold.”

      He was visibly trembling as he stood up from the chair. He didn’t resist as I cuffed his wrists behind his back. Andrew Jones did the same with Nisha Coulter, who didn’t stop pleading for us to let her testify. Jeff Bloom kept muttering obscenities to himself while he waited for his turn, but Karl Jensen turned out to be the troublemaker.

      As I pulled Jeff to his feet, Karl suddenly stood and swung a pint glass at Andrea’s head. My first instinct was to reach for my weapon, but Andrea had already caught his arm before I could draw.

      We might have had similar prosthetics, but Andrea’s speed was still leagues ahead of mine. She fluidly cradled the back of Karl’s head with her free hand and slammed his face into the bar in less than a second. She then twisted his arm back and dragged him to the floor.

      Andrea had her heel on his back a moment later. “That stunt cost you the bridge of your nose. Would you like a broken arm too?”

      I shook my head and helped Jeff Bloom take a seat. He seemed as shocked by Karl’s attempt as I was. For his part, Karl wasn’t resisting anymore. He just exhaled foamy blood through a crooked nose as I cuffed his wrists together.

      Another voice came in over my dataspike. “The transport’s out front. We’re ready to receive the prisoners.”

      “We’re bringing them out now,” Andrea replied.

      Lyndon Pierce was on his feet, looking more angry than anything else. Considering that the whole scheme was his idea in the first place, I would have thought his friends had more of a right to be angry with him.

      “Bag their heads?” asked the officer who’d cuffed Lyndon.

      Andrea nodded. “I’m sure they don’t want their faces on the news streams.”

      This wasn’t much of a consideration, honestly. The media wouldn’t have any problem finding pictures of these people once their names were released. To say nothing of the video the patrons no doubt recorded. I understood the fascination; it isn’t every day you see feds arresting people.

      We escorted them out to the waiting van past dozens of staring eyes. The rain had picked up and was quickly becoming a shower. Once all of our targets were in MetSec custody, we quickly went through the inter-agency formalities, then hurried back to our car on the other side of the street.

      Andrew set our destination and its self-driving AI pulled us out into traffic to start the ride back to the Inspector General’s Office. After a few minutes, Andrea turned to me. “So. A welcome return to police work?”

      “Mostly. I don’t love it when they cry,” I replied. “That’s the nature of the work, though.”

      “Our pretend work, anyway.”

      “It might be cover, but that arrest was certainly real.”

      “Granted,” she acknowledged. “That crew deserved it. Nisha Coulter can cry all she wants, but she was a traitor. She can face the consequences.”

      “She’s willing to testify. That would probably earn her a reduced sentence.”

      Andrea didn’t seem convinced. “As the Romans said, no wise man ever thought that a traitor should be trusted.”
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      We were given a few days off by the Regional Commandant after the arrest of Lyndon Pierce and his crew in recognition of our “exemplary investigatory performance.” The case hadn’t been difficult in the slightest, but perception is relative by definition. I accepted with gracious thanks and went back to my condo in the city center with vague instructions to relax.

      That was when I realized I didn’t know how. I was restless, anxious, always expecting word of some emergency or imminent threat. Every notification from my dataspike made my chest tighten and my blood run cold. It wasn’t a sense of fear, it was something deeper, something primal I didn’t have a name for. It was like sitting alone by a fire in the wilderness at night. I was warm and physically comfortable, but I kept staring at the shadows in the dark, trying to spot the wolf before it was too late.

      From an abandoned city choked with radiation to labyrinthine Martian streets, I’d spent most of my time in places where I was risking my life. I didn’t even know how many days I’d spent simply doing nothing since I joined Section 9, but it was few enough that I couldn’t quite remember the last one.

      I was aware that my thoughts were racing. Since I didn’t have anything I needed to think about, my mind just went around in circles. Orbiting topics I wanted to avoid.

      Gabriel and Sophie.

      Daphne.

      Jonathan Bray.

      I tried to go to bed, but sleep never came. Night faded into dawn as I stared at the ceiling to avoid the ghosts in my periphery.

      It didn’t work, so I got dressed and headed out for a while.

      When I stepped outside into the streets of the city, I realized I didn’t know the first thing about the neighborhood I lived in. I’d never spent any time here, and even the view across the street from my condo didn’t look all that familiar.

      I wandered into a smoke shop—not that I smoked anything—and glanced around at the products they offered. They seemed to specialize in long-stemmed pipes made of colored glass. There were entire rows of shelves filled with them.

      After a few minutes, I decided I’d move on. On my way out of the store, I noticed a young man with Asian features watching me from across the street. He was standing as if on a dataspike call, gesturing absently as he presumably subvocalized a message, but I could see through the subterfuge. It was an act, feigned when he noticed me noticing him. I stopped where I was and waited to see what he would do. He gestured in the air as if closing a call, then stretched and entered a convenience store a few meters down the block.

      I was certain of what I’d seen, but I’d also been awake for some time. It was possible fatigue was setting in. Combined with the anxiousness I was feeling, it could have just been nothing. Another shadow in the dark.

      I went into the store that sold Martian imports and bought a spiced red dumpling. I half-expected to see a tail when I came out again, but I found nothing and walked through the neighborhood as I ate.

      I saw the man again about ten minutes later when I was on my way out the door of an antique bookstore. He was walking down the street a short distance behind me, occasionally stopping to look in a store window. Was he only exploring the neighborhood like me, or was he actually following me?

      As far as anyone in this hemisphere knew, I wasn’t former Arbiter Tycho Barrett, I was Inspector General Jean-Paul Baudri. Who would be tailing an internal affairs officer other than someone from inside the organization? Was he hired by someone with a connection to Lyndon Pierce’s ring?

      When you suspect a tail, there are ways to confirm it. I decided to try them, reasoning that the man might turn out to be nothing more than a curious civilian wandering around the neighborhood.

      I stopped and looked in a window for a long time, hoping to leave him in the awkward position of having to do the same. He walked past me instead, which made me doubt my instincts about him for a moment, but I still had to know.

      I walked up the block to an intersection and then suddenly turned, weaving left and right through several streets. And then I saw him again in the reflection of a window in a shop a few doors down.

      There was no longer any doubt about it. The only lingering question was why.

      I took off, walking rapidly toward the nearest maglev stop. He matched my pace, no longer being all that discreet. When I reached the station, I paid for my ride and got on a departing train, unsure of whether I’d left him behind or not. I took the train for two stops, got off at another station, then took a train going back in the other direction for one stop.

      When I left the station this time, I headed into a Russo-Sino restaurant for lunch. I could call Andrea with a full stomach and a clear head.

      I sat down at a table in a booth at the back of the restaurant, where I wasn’t likely to be noticed by anyone. The holo on the table had a sizable menu, and I ordered some fried pierogies. Then the door to the restaurant swung open as the holo confirmed my request, and the young man with Asian features walked in.

      He was dogged, I’d give him that, but now it seemed like he was making the choice to confront me directly. I slowly dropped one hand below the table and wrapped my fingers around the sidearm beneath my coat.

      The adjacent tables were empty, so with tight grouping there wouldn’t be a significant risk of civilian casualties. Two rear exits, both without ground-level visibility to one another, meant he’d have to make a blind choice if I decided to run. This was as ideal as the situation could get.

      The man spoke briefly with the hostess, pointing in my direction. Then he walked over to me at a relaxed pace, keeping his hands where I could see them.

      “Jean-Paul Baudri?” he asked, his voice quiet and polite.

      “You skipped a line,” I replied. “I have no idea who you are.”

      “Then why have you been dodging me all morning? Your escape and evasion skills are pretty well developed for an IG.”

      “Not developed enough, considering that you caught up with me. Why don’t you sit down.”

      He took a seat across from me. “My name is Edward Yeun. I have been following you, but it probably isn’t what you think it is.”

      “I don’t think anything yet. Not enough information.”

      “Let me be clear, then. I’m not recruiting you. That isn’t my area in the first place, and I don’t have any training in it.”

      “You’re an agent of some kind?”

      “I’m not really an agent. I work for Section 5 of Sol Federation Intelligence. I’m an analyst.”

      That was interesting. If this man could be believed, we worked for different departments of the same intelligence service. Did he know that, or did he really believe me to be a North Atlantic States Inspector General?

      “Section 5 has a lot of intelligence analysts, right?”

      He nodded. “Other sections collect the data, and we look for patterns. My job is to correlate bits of information gathered here and there and draw connections between the different pieces to find the bigger picture.”

      “Okay. I’ll bite, Mr. Yeun. The NAS is officially a member state of the Sol Federation, but we both know that’s largely fictional. In fact, most people seem to think a war is coming. Approaching me at all is a shaky move, one that could easily get both of us in a lot of trouble. So why would you do it?”

      “Believe me, I wouldn’t unless I had a damn good reason. The question I’m asking myself right now is whether you are who I think you are. Whether I can trust you to do what needs to be done.”

      “Who do you think I am?”

      “An honorable agent, someone who believes in the law. Someone who wants to help preserve the peace.”

      An android came with my pierogies, and I waited until it was gone before I replied.

      “I’m not at all sure how you might have formed that opinion,” I said and speared a pierogi with my fork. “It sounds like a bunch of vague ideals to me, if you want the truth.”

      “It was your involvement in the Scott Morris case.”

      “Go on,” I told him, taking a bite from my pierogi.

      “From what I know of the NAS, a lot of the Inspectors General won’t willingly arrest one of their own.”

      That was sometimes true, but of course I wasn’t really an Inspector General. I had no loyalty to their code of silence, and especially not toward a corrupt agent. I never thought twice about arresting Morris.

      “It was just my job,” I told him.

      “Be that as it may, when I saw how you handled the case, I decided I had found my man.”

      “Your man for what? You still haven’t told me.”

      “I still haven’t decided whether I ought to tell you.”

      I smiled a little. “So, you actually haven’t decided if I’m your man or not.”

      “No, no I guess not.” He drummed his fingers on the table, and I could see his mind working though it, trying to decide whether to trust me or just stand up and walk out the door. He was already past that point, though.

      “To be clear, I’m required to report any contact from outside agencies. If you don’t give me a good reason not to, a very good reason, I have no choice but to report what happened today. That could end up being a problem for you. The fact of the matter is that you decided to tell me as soon as you walked in the door.”

      He gave me a shrewd look. “You think more like an intelligence agent than a law enforcement officer.”

      That was a sharp guess, if that’s all it was. “We do counterintelligence work too.”

      “I suppose that’s true.” He took a deep breath, then steepled his fingers. “I guess you’re right. When it comes down to it, I don’t have much of a choice. If I don’t do something, the result could be devastating for both of our countries.”

      “I thought it was the position of the Sol Federation that there is only one nation—the Sol Federation itself?”

      If I wanted to maintain my cover, I needed to seem like a patriotic servant of the North Atlantic States. In the complex network of power that governed the solar system, the North Atlantic States was probably the least inclined to respect the authority claimed by the Sol Federation.

      “I don’t think semantics really matter, do they?”

      “I suppose not. So what do you have for me, Mr. Yeun?”

      “Call me Edward, please. If you agree to help me, we’ll be working together closely on this. A strictly off the books investigation to prevent a war between the NAS and the Sol Federation.”

      “Listen, Edward. I’m a law enforcement officer. I investigate crimes, and I arrest the people that commit the crimes. If you have evidence of wrongdoing, I’ll happily look at it and see if it merits a full investigation. If I believe it does, I’ll arrest the suspected parties even if they happen to be high-ranking officers of my own service. What I won’t do is go off the books on a rogue mission because someone from Federation Intel told me to.”

      Tycho Barrett was all about the rogue, off the book missions. That was the entirety of his job. Jean-Paul Baudri was just an Inspector General, devoted to his duty and not inclined to stray from the rulebook. When you’re protecting your cover, you have to stick to your character.

      “I’ll send you the full dossier by dataspike.”

      A notification appeared in my view, indicating a file transfer request. I gestured confirmation, then I opened it for a closer look.

      “Edward, this is a large file. I’m seeing transcripts of conversations, some banking information, some dataspike messages. What’s the executive summary?”

      He nodded once. “That file contains information compiled over the last eight months. It proves the existence of a criminal conspiracy, which is why I’m bringing it to you.”

      “A conspiracy by whom?”

      “By multiple cabinet members of the North Atlantic States.”

      “To do what, Edward?”

      He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “To assassinate the Sol Federation Secretary-General.”

      This Section 5 analyst could have potentially just handed me Section 9’s next mission. The question, of course, was whether any of this was even true.

      “That’s a substantial claim,” I said. “Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir is arguably the most powerful leader in the system. If what you’re saying is true, the implications are—”

      “I know.” He nodded. “I wouldn’t expect you to just take my word for it. Verify the data for yourself.”

      “Will you be available if I have questions?” I asked.

      He looked surprised at that, as if he’d expected today to be the extent of his involvement.

      “I am concerned about anyone seeing the two of us together,” he said. “I’m officially on leave. I’m not expected to be at the office for a few days, but these are powerful people. It wouldn’t be hard for someone to—”

      “I’m not suggesting anything else face-to-face. We can communicate strictly through encrypted dataspike messages. I’ll send you the endpoint node address.”

      I gestured in the air to call up my notes. Colored tiles with dates and subject lines filled my vision, and I swiped through to find the tile containing my personal remote service list.

      As an engineer, secure messaging had been a necessity to avoid corporate theft in a cutthroat industry. As an Arbiter, I was granted access to a completely isolated network with its own unique protocols. Section 9’s systems were even more secure and atypical, so it’d been years since I last needed my personal services. I’d only maintained access because it was easier to keep paying the fee than to cancel.

      “We’ll use this,” I said, and I initiated a dataspike transfer.

      Edward seemed satisfied, nodding as he spoke. “Remote access service in Córdoba? That’s good. Very good.”

      “Indulge me, Edward,” I said, dipping my last pierogi in sauce. “Why didn’t you go through your own agency? Intelligence Section 5 could present a report, get someone to take adequate countermeasures, notify MetSec...”

      “I did present a report. My supervisor directed me to reach out to you.”

      “Your boss told you to contact a member of a foreign service?”

      “You’re not a foreign service in our view. The North Atlantic States is a regional government under the purview of the Sol Federation. We’re the ones ultimately responsible for the welfare of all member states, and we have a better chance of stopping this if we work together.”

      That sounded a little weak.

      “I’m sure that will be the official reasoning,” I said, “but my gut tells me it has everything to do with who’s implicated. If the Federation tried to move on NAS senior officials, it would be considered an act of war.”

      “As would the murder of the leader of the free system.”

      He was right to come to an Inspector General with this, and fortunate that person was me. “We’ll do everything we can,” I said.

      “How many people do you expect to bring in?”

      “A few. I’ll see what they say.”

      “Can you trust them?”

      “Without their help, this goes nowhere.”

      He stared at me intently. “Okay. Meet with your people. I’ll wait to hear from you.”
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      Walking back to the train station, I sent a message to Andrea and the others.

      Emergency meeting at A’s place. On my way now.

      Andrea sent the first reply a few seconds later.

      You have something for us?

      Maybe. Need to confirm.

      As the train wound through the city, I reviewed Edward’s file. It wasn’t as complete as I would have liked. He’d claimed that it proved the existence of a conspiracy, but proof was too strong a word. The file was at best an assortment of hints, records of people talking around something without saying exactly what it was they were talking about.

      Once I’d read the whole thing, though, I had to agree that it made a fairly compelling case. Whatever these cabinet ministers were talking about, it did seem to center on Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir. Footage of her moving through the Federation building in Bruges, records of building access times, and archives of her itinerary stretching back months. Payments to non-bidding contractors. Maps of her properties in Florence and Dusseldorf. Working backward from the conclusion, the pieces lined up.

      Andrea’s apartment was in west Brent, rented under her pseudonym Anne Walsh. It was in a quiet residential area fifteen minutes away from the maglev by foot. With little traffic and fewer MetSec cameras, it was the ideal hub for meetings like this.

      Thomas Young was just walking up as I reached the building. He must have come straight from the IG office, still wearing his black suit and gray long coat. He had hair I could only describe as poetic, and with his high cheekbones he had the look of some decadent aristocrat from long ago. His seemingly unblinking eyes constantly hinted at a restless intellect, with the almost intolerable arrogance that sometimes goes with it.

      “Tycho…Jean-Paul, I should say. Do you really have something interesting?”

      Andrea buzzed us in, and I pulled the door open. “You’ll just have to see, won’t you, Thomas?”

      He somehow managed to flinch and scoff at the same time. We walked up the hallway to her apartment and found Vincenzo Veraldi holding the door open for us. He was a man who looked equally at home attending a cocktail party with system leaders or taking part in a back-alley knife fight. Both perceptions would be accurate.

      “Tycho, Thomas, you’re the last ones here. We can get started whenever you’re ready, Tycho.”

      He locked the door behind us, and I walked into Andrea’s living room. She was sitting on the arm of the couch, with Raven Sommer next to her. Raven gave me a warm smile, which was typical of her in our relationship. She was a rare beauty, with soft, dark hair and flawless brown skin. She was also an expert sniper who had killed more men than she cared to remember.

      Andrew Jones was standing nearby, leaning against a wall with a vaguely nonchalant air. He was wearing his dark gray suit, despite the fact that we were all off duty that day.

      “Everyone’s here,” announced Andrea. “What have you got for us, Tycho?”

      “I decided to go out and explore my neighborhood today. While I was out, I noticed that I was being tailed.”

      “Internal Affairs?” asked Andrew.

      “Man, if our cover’s blown…” muttered Raven, but Andrea held up a hand to silence everyone.

      “That’s what I thought, too,” I said. “I slipped him for a while, but then he approached me in the restaurant where I was eating lunch.”

      “He just went right up to you?” asked Raven.

      I nodded. “Yes. He’s not Internal Affairs. He’s an Intelligence Analyst with Section 5 named Edward Yeun.”

      Andrea frowned. “Are you saying that Section 5 knows about our presence here?”

      “No, I don’t think he has any idea we’re Section 9. I don’t think he even knows that Section 9 exists. He seems to genuinely believe I’m an Inspector General.”

      “Well, what does he want?” asked Andrew. “Don’t keep us in suspense.”

      “He gave me documents. I’ll send it to all of you right now and summarize what he told me about it.” I sent the file out to them by dataspike, then waited a few seconds while everyone completed the transfer.

      “This is some varied material,” commented Veraldi. “It’s like someone was conducting an investigation.”

      “That’s exactly what he claims he was doing.”

      “Investigation into what?” asked Andrea.

      “Into a plot by several members of the NAS cabinet to assassinate Claudette de Beauvoir.”

      Andrew blinked a few times and pulled his head back. “Wait, the Secretary-General of the Sol Federation?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      “That would start the biggest war the solar system’s ever seen.”

      “According to Yeun, that’s exactly what he’s trying to prevent. He told me he’d been authorized to undertake a covert mission to reach out to us as IG so we can stop it.”

      “Of all the people he could have brought it to, it was someone from Section 9. What are the odds,” said Raven quietly.

      Andrea shook her head. “This doesn’t add up. Section 5 does analysis; they don’t undertake covert ops of any kind. And if they needed something done, they’d reach out to Section 1 . Why would the bosses in Section 5 authorize him to reach out to a rival service?”

      “I’m suspicious of it too,” I told her. “When I spoke with him, he seemed genuine. But his actions are peculiar, and absolutely against protocol. Something strange is going on here.”

      “Let’s analyze it then,” Veraldi replied. “Why would Section 5 not reach out to the other sections for help with this?”

      Andrew stepped away from the wall and started pacing. “Trust. Maybe there’s too much oversight, or they suspect there’s a mole and don’t want the operation blown."

      I hadn’t considered that, but it was a possibility. Still, the most plausible explanation was the one Edward offered. “He said it was because of the optics,” I countered, “and I’m inclined to agree. Anything overt could start a war. If the Federation takes action against high-level members of the NAS government, it’ll look bad whether they’re guilty or not.”

      “This is taking us off-vector,” Andrea said. “We need to focus on this information. The facts of the material and what it tells us. Everyone have a look at the file and then we’ll pick this up in ten.”

      We scattered around the apartment, everyone seeking out a comfortable place to pore through the documents. I’d already read it all, but I tried to look over it again with fresh eyes. My conclusion was still the same. It didn’t amount to proof, but there was a lot of circumstantial evidence that the plot was real.

      The unresolved question was whether the evidence itself was real.

      I went back to the living room and sat down in a lounge chair. The others filtered back into the room one by one, Thomas Young returning last of all. He had an uneasy look on his face, like he was trying to figure out something vaguely worrisome.

      “What’s the verdict?” I asked.

      Andrea shook her head. “I’d like to hear from the rest of you before I say anything. Raven, why don’t you start?”

      Raven was standing behind the couch with her arms crossed. “Well, I’ve done plenty of targeted killings, and the things they’re talking about in this file are exactly what I would need to figure out first. Where the target is going to be, when they’re going to be there, and so on. That part tracks.”

      “Does that mean you buy this evidence?” asked Andrea.

      “I’m not sure I do. They don’t seem security conscious enough to me. Yes, I would be trying to figure out the same things they’re trying to figure out. Would I ever be talking about those things so openly? No, I would never do that. It sounds like they’re planning to kill the Secretary-General, but it also sounds like they’re doing so in a way I would describe as amateur.”

      “They are amateurs, though,” Andrew Jones pointed out. “They’re politicians, not trained intelligence operatives. In my opinion there’s a decent chance this thing is real.”

      “Thomas?” asked Andrea. “I can see you thinking about something.”

      “It’s a technical question,” he replied, brow still knitted in thought. “How did Section 5 gain access to this information? What we’re seeing here includes raw stream captures of private dataspike conversations between NAS cabinet members. I’ve never heard of anyone successfully eavesdropping on cabinet-level encrypted comms before. Unless one of the ministers is secretly working with Section 5, it’s unclear to me how they could have gained access to these messages.”

      Andrea nodded thoughtfully. “That’s a possibility. Another possibility is that they’ve broken the encryption and don’t want to reveal that fact to anyone, so they maintain access to everything they’re listening in on. Alternatively—”

      “This entire file could be an expert fake,” I finished.

      “Vincenzo,” Andrea said. “We haven’t heard from you yet. What do you think?”

      “I’m just as wary of this evidence as you are. Someone could be playing us, maybe to bring down these particular cabinet ministers or shake faith in the NAS government. Or maybe there’s some agenda we don’t yet understand.”

      “Having said that,” Andrea added, “we have to consider the potential consequences. If this report is true, we have a major problem on our hands.”

      Veraldi nodded. “Yes, we do. Even if the ministers involved are acting independently, the optics of an assassination plot would force the Federation to condemn the North Atlantic States or risk appearing weak. Every negative outcome leads to war.”

      “So we have two main responsibilities.” Andrea held up two fingers. “First, we obviously have to prevent anyone from assassinating the Secretary-General. Second, we have to prevent anyone from using the assassination plot as justification to start a war. Is everyone agreed that we should treat this alleged assassination plot as a real threat?”

      “I think we should investigate it,” Thomas answered. “According to Federation comptroller records, one Edward Yeun is receiving FCS-6 pay. Residence on file is an apartment in east London. It seems he may really be with Section 5, though I would like to compare facial topography for full confidence, of course.”

      Andrea looked thoughtful for a few seconds, quietly considering the information. “Give Tycho the address of that apartment,” she said. “For now, I want you to create dossiers on our principals. Recent history, known associates, the full course. Andrew can help you.”

      Thomas tilted his head quizzically. “Why do you always assume I need his help? Clearly I’m perfectly capable of accessing any system that can be hacked. Andrew’s really just a hobbyist by my standards.”

      “Thanks, buddy. I respect you too,” Andrew replied.

      “You need to learn how to play well with others, Thomas.” Andrea’s voice was just slightly stern, like she was lecturing a difficult but sensitive teenager. “We’ve talked about this, remember? Andrew can’t improve if you don’t let him work with you.”

      “Wouldn’t the effort be better spent on someone with an aptitude for it?” Thomas asked, seemingly oblivious to how much he was offending Andrew.

      Andrew just shook his head and said, “Holy shit.”

      “He has plenty of aptitude for it,” Andrea replied, her voice becoming slightly firmer. “I’m assigning him to help you. Find something for him to do.”

      “As you say,” he replied

      Andrea didn’t hesitate to continue. “Vincenzo and I will check the details for corroboration. We’re all on leave with the IG through the end of the week, so we can focus on this for now. If all of this is true, we may end up having to break cover at some point, but until then, be discreet.”

      “What do you need me to do?” I asked, though I already knew what she was going to say.

      “If Yeun’s story isn’t just a story, then the people he’s exposing will try to kill him. We should assume they already know. He’ll need a bodyguard until we get this figured out. Is he still going into work?”

      “He said he was out on leave.”

      “That’s good for us. It’ll be much easier to keep him alive for a little while. You’re assigned to Yeun. Stick with him whether he likes it or not. If he objects, you can reveal your status as an intelligence agent. But no mention of Section 9, and only if necessary.”

      I nodded. “You’ve got it. I’ll keep the guy alive.”

      Raven looked over at Andrea. “Alone? That’s not a one-man job, is it?”

      “Are you asking to tag along?” asked Andrea with a hint of indulgence and irritation at the same time.

      Raven shook her head. “I can provide overwatch. If I see anything suspicious through my scope, I might be able to put a stop to it before it even gets off the ground.”

      Andrea nodded. “Alright. Get in position tonight, both of you. We need to get Yeun covered before anyone can make a move on him.”

      “Be careful not to make any assumptions here,” Veraldi warned us. “All we know so far is that something is going on. We don’t know what it is yet. We don’t even know who all the players are.”

      “That’s right,” said Andrea. “At this point, our goal is to find out what’s really happening here. We can’t do that effectively if we assume we already know. If this is real, we’ll put a stop to it. If it’s a fabrication, we find out by whom and to what end. Everyone clear?”

      Thomas looked over at Andrew and raised an eyebrow. “Coming?”

      Andrew sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, Thomas. I’m coming.” He walked across the apartment, and the two of them disappeared into Thomas’s room. I’d thought it was strange that someone as distant as Andrea would share an apartment with anyone, but given Thomas’s personality, it was probably so she could keep an eye on him.

      Raven turned to me. “Do you have your car?”

      I shook my head. “I took the maglev.”

      “I’ll give you a ride over there.”
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      I followed Raven to a sleek black coupe parked a few streets away. I recognized the make. Some of the car’s design resembled my original work for the company. It was  strangely nostalgic to see.

      “Nice ride,” I said, and Raven threw me a funny look.

      “Thanks,” she replied at last as she gestured the doors open. “I wouldn’t choose something so conspicuous, but then that fits our cover as Inspectors General, doesn’t it? They want to be seen.”

      Raven was stylish too, but I knew what she meant. “Yeah, they do seem to cultivate an image, don’t they?”

      We climbed in, and I set our destination.

      Raven took a seat beside me. “It’s an intimidation thing,” she commented as the car pulled into the flow of traffic. “Like those giant drop suits the Arbiters wear. It’s the appearance of power, when in reality they don’t have much of a way to exercise it.”

      “Big bark to hide the small bite.”

      “Yeah, I suppose so.” She pointed to my left. “Could you pass me that?” She indicated a black canvas bag on the opposite seat.

      “I don’t think Section 9 is much different,” I said, surprised at the weight as I picked up the bag. “I think it’s just human nature.”

      She took it and broke the slip-tie binding the zipper closed. “What do you mean?” she asked, pulling out what I recognized as the upper receiver of a gauss rifle.

      “We’re a covert unit,” I explained, “but it seems like everything we do is loud. I don’t think that’s an accident, not entirely. Because even if no one knows who we are, they’ll know we exist. That’s a kind of intimidation.”

      Raven didn’t look away from me as she deftly assembled her rifle. She seemed to be reading my face as if she wasn’t sure if I was serious.

      “The things we do move history, Tycho,” she said hesitantly. “Nothing at that scale is quiet. If it frightens our weaker enemies to inaction, then all the better. We’re not trying to be known.”

      “But if even half of what Solovyov or Katerina claimed is true, then the Eleven managed it with no one even aware of them as a concept.”

      Ivan Solovyov was one of the Eleven, the cabal of immortals who had existed for some eight centuries. They were Section 9’s greatest threat and had somehow captured the loyalty of our old field commander Katerina Capanelli.

      Raven’s reply was a simple “If.”

      She had a point. Neither Solovyov or Katerina were a reliable source and, if anything, they had something to gain by fabricating a narrative.

      “So even if they were telling us the truth,” I said, “it’s an incomplete picture.”

      “Exactly.” She smiled. “To an outside perspective, we’re just as opaque. I’m sure the Eleven are responsible for things just as messy and loud as Mars or Venus was for us. We just don’t know they were involved. The Inspectors General chase data brokers and cypher replicators, normal stuff that makes sense. Section 9 is up against something older, something…” She paused to find the words.

      “Mythological?” I offered.

      “You make it sound cliché.” She laughed. “Good versus evil, angels against demons, is that it?”

      “I think ‘demon’ is a fundamentally accurate descriptor for the Eleven, yes.”

      “Did Tycho Barrett just call me an angel by proxy?”

      It was my turn to try to read her, but I couldn’t pierce her warm smile and gentle eyes. City lights streaked by as the car drove through the night, and we sat in a comfortable silence.

      The car came to a stop two blocks from the address. “What happened?” I asked, a little confused.

      “We’re as close as we need to be,” she said, wrapping her rifle in a gray cloth. “I have it programmed this way. The car never takes me directly in front of my destination. You can set a route of no distance to force it to stop where you’ve marked.”

      We got out of the car, and Raven looked around to orient herself. “Edward’s apartment faces south. If I take the roof there”—she pointed to a building on the adjacent block—“I’ll have a clear line to both of you and most of the street.”

      “All night? It’s going to rain.”

      “You’re sweet, Tycho,” she said and shouldered her weapon. “Will you make contact with the target tonight or just observe for now?”

      “Is there a field kit in the car?”

      “Of course. In the lower storage.”

      “Then I think I’ll observe. Making contact right now might rattle him.”

      “Alright, I’m sending you the keys.” My dataspike chimed in my ear as the file came through.

      “Be careful with my nice ride,” she said with a wink before turning on her heel and walking away.

      I climbed back into the car and set it to circle the block to give me a sense of the area I couldn’t get from my map. Edward’s building was exposed on the north side, but it was fenced off. Not that it would present an obstacle to an Augman or android, but it was at least something to limit an extreme attack. To the east and west were green areas with high visibility, making them similarly unappealing. The building’s entrance was to the south, the same side as the windows to Edward’s apartment. If a threat was coming, it would likely be from that direction.

      Raven’s indicator on my map was bright blue before I’d gone full-circle, meaning she was a significant distance above me. I keyed up my dataspike.

      “You’re already on the roof?”

      “I’ve done this ten thousand times. I have eyes on the target, too.”

      “What’s he doing?”

      “It’s zero dark-thirty, Tycho.”

      “Point taken,” I said, setting a route of no distance in front of the building. “So is our guy a restless sleeper?”

      “Doesn’t look like he is,” she replied. “But he’s smart, if not expressly law-abiding. He has a sidearm under the bed.”

      “That’s interesting. What about in the adjacent units? Does anything stand out to you?”

      “No, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary so far. Did you find the field kit?”

      I shifted over one seat and checked the storage compartments. “I saw it, I just wanted to hear your opinion.”

      “You enjoy the sound of my voice that much?”

      “That’s the main reason, yes.” I took the field kit out of the lower storage and opened it. “Like the dulcet tones of an aria in my ear.”

      “Flatterer.”

      “Alright, I’ll stop.”

      “I didn’t say that. Keep going.”
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      That was the last thing I remembered before opening my eyes at the sound of Raven’s voice. “Eyes up, our man’s leaving the building.”

      The monocular from the field kit was in my hand. The fatigue from the last two days must have caught up to me as I watched Edward through the night. I blinked my vision clear and tapped to wake the car’s interior display.

      Early morning blue-gray light filled the car’s interior as the street view loaded in. “You didn’t miss much,” Raven said. “He got up seven minutes ago. Seems to be in a hurry. Brought his sidearm.”

      “Understood.” It was early in the day, but I could already see dozens of people passing by. Any one of them could be a potential assassin.

      “I’ll make contact, but it’s going to be fast.”

      I climbed out of the car and crossed the street as Edward stepped out of his building and took a furtive glance around. The sudden shift in his posture was a clear giveaway, but for the most part he did well in playing casual when he noticed me. He put his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall a few feet from the entrance as I walked up, not once turning to face me directly.

      I used the building’s call box to play into his cover, placing a request for entry with Edward’s apartment that I knew would go unanswered. To an observer, it would be a convincing justification for the next few minutes.

      “We weren’t supposed to see each other again,” said Edward. “Why are you here, Jean-Paul?”

      “I’m here to keep you safe.”

      He exhaled sharply. “Having you near me tells people I’ve done something to warrant protection. You’re making me a target. I thought we had an understanding.”

      “That’s one way to look at it. Another would be that it shows you’re backed by the full internal affairs branch of the NAS.”

      “Excuse me if that doesn’t make me feel better.”

      “Look, if there’s a real threat, it’s better than coming under fire alone. Take my word for it.”

      Edward was quiet for a long time. I stepped back from the call box and took a few circling, lazy steps as I looked up at the apartment windows. It felt a little much, but performance was about exaggeration and I needed to sell the fiction.

      “Alright,” Edward said. “I don’t have the time to argue. We’ll do it your way for now. I have somewhere to be ten minutes ago. Let’s go.” He pushed off the wall and began walking down the block.

      I followed after a few steps. I subtly gestured to open my tunneling service and requested a channel with Edward’s dataspike. After a few seconds, a green notification appeared in my view.

      I subvocalized a question. Aren’t you on leave?

      That doesn’t mean I don’t have work to do. I need to go to Westminster for a deposition with the Ministry of Justice.

      Unlike the de facto hegemony of the outer worlds, Earth was a strange patchwork of overlapping sovereignties. It wasn’t that unusual for an employee of the Sol Federation to have to attend a deposition for the North Atlantic States. Terran litigation was often a farce in that way.

      You’re going to a government facility with an illegal weapon?

      His response was delayed. They don’t ask for documents, just that you surrender it while on the premises.

      Another notification appeared in my view, a red warning that the secure tunnel had dropped. I motioned to reconnect but the request was refused. Something about my question must have angered Edward, or maybe he was still irritated with the idea of being shadowed. I decided to let him work through it on his own, and I swapped channels to contact Raven.

      We’re taking Edward’s vehicle to the Ministry of Justice. Any sign of trouble?

      She didn’t respond.

      Raven, are you there?

      No reply. I stopped walking and checked my dataspike’s network connectivity. I tested the local network cell and had 80% stream loss. Looking around me, I noticed people on the street seemed to be reacting to the same. A man on the opposite block removed his dataspike and held it close to his eye, turning it slowly between his fingers. A young girl had removed hers and was trying to give it to the older woman holding her hand. Occasional interference is always a potential issue, but it could also be caused by deliberate action.

      Edward must have sensed I was no longer right behind him. He stopped walking and turned to face me, then he glanced around undecidedly before walking closer.

      “Why’d you drop?” he said. “My car’s right there.”

      “I didn’t. Something’s wrong. Which one’s yours?”

      “The blue Mialto.”

      I looked past him and saw the vehicle. It was parked about a dozen meters away, between two sedans and plugged in to the public charger. I wasn’t sure what it was about the car that set me on edge, but I felt an overwhelming sense of dread and an irrationally strong desire to get away.

      I shook my head. “Forget it, we’re taking mine instead.”

      “Why?” Edward looked like he was halfway between annoyance and exasperation.

      “I can explain when we aren’t in a kill box. Now move.”

      We took maybe three steps before everything was consumed by blue light and intense heat as the car exploded behind us. My lungs flattened and I was lifted off my feet, battered from every direction by something unseen and unyielding. Streaks of color filled my vision, and all I could hear was a deep roar like the crash of an ocean stretched out for an eternity.

      I shut my eyes and surrendered to physics until, eventually, I had the vague sense that I was finally still. I’d come to rest face-down on the sidewalk, and I took a few breaths before finding my footing. I planted my palms and tentatively pushed myself off the ground, anticipating the searing pain of shattered bones before remembering that most of them were made of graphene now.

      I got to my feet and drew my sidearm.

      “Edward!” I called out.

      “I’m here,” he answered, stumbling to his feet from the grass five meters away.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so, no.”

      I waved him over and took stock of the situation. Edward’s car was gone, and in its place was a black crater filled with twisted, still burning metal. All of the first floor windows on both sides of the street near the blast had been blown out, and the plasticrete facades had been scarred by thrown debris. As my disorientation faded, I became aware of people screaming. A severed arm pooled blood at my feet. Across the street, an older woman cradled half of a young girl’s body, while the rest of her bled onto the sidewalk two meters away.

      The threat against us was no longer theory.

      “We need to get under cover,” I told Edward.

      “Yeah, let’s go.”

      “Stay low and hug the wall.”

      I didn’t think it was an accident that the bomb went off when it did. Someone was watching, and the decision to take my vehicle instead of Edward’s had forced them to act. Wherever that assailant was now, they were probably in a position to make a direct attack. Our best chance of survival was to get somewhere defensible. I put my hand on Edward’s shoulder and guided him back toward the apartment building entrance.

      We’d traveled less than half the distance when gunfire powdered the plasticrete wall ahead of us.

      “Contact right!” called Edward.

      I grabbed his arm and practically threw him a few feet forward. “The foyer! Just run!”

      Another burst of shots cut through what was left of a shattered window behind us. We didn’t have much ground to cover, but exposed and on foot it may as well have been measured in light minutes.

      Three more bursts raked across the doors of the entrance, but Edward didn’t back off. He had the door unlocked as soon as he was in range, and he waited until I was through before jumping in and slamming it shut behind us. Another burst of fire struck the door, and wispy cracks like spider’s webs radiated from the impacts.

      Edward stood his ground, looking almost quizzically at the fracturing glass doors. “I think the shooter’s using 7.62,” he said.

      “That won’t hold,” I called out. “Find cover.”

      “Third floor. And he’s burst firing, so it’s not a bolt-action. Probably a battle rifle.”

      “Who gives a shit. We need to get to the north side of the building and—”

      “Fuck that,” Edward said, then he drew his weapon and ran through the front door before I could stop him. I scrambled to my feet and ran after him.

      What he was doing was incredibly stupid and wildly reckless. On the other hand, that made it unpredictable and gave his plan—whatever it might be—a real chance of success.

      Edward sprinted across the street, with me not far behind and gaining. There were no shots as we crossed, and while that was great for our short-term survival, it could mean the shooter was anticipating our entry and was already getting into position.

      The apartment complex across the street had a meter-wide strip of greenery, which was blocked off from the sidewalk by a two meter high fence. Edward had already scaled it and was lowering himself on the other side when I caught up to him.

      I bent deep at the knees and jumped, and I sailed clear over the fence, landing in front of Edward on the other side. “Stop,” I demanded.

      If he was surprised, Edward didn’t show it. “We can get in through the broken window,” he said. “There’s a good chance he hasn’t made it out of the building.”

      He was right about that, and as idiotic as it was to bring my target into harm’s way, this was still a chance worth taking.

      “Alright, stay behind me,” I said.

      I cautiously moved across the grass toward the window. When I reached it, I quickly leaned in and back out for a view of the adjacent wall to the left and right. Satisfied there was no one waiting for us, I cleared some of the glass with my forearm and vaulted through.

      Edward followed a moment later.

      “You saw the shooter on the third floor?” I whispered.

      “Yeah, five windows down from the left.”

      I nodded and moved toward the stairwell. It reminded me of Bruges and the assault on Section 9. Here I was again, facing an unknown force around blind corners. And just like in Bruges, the solution would have to be speed.

      Running up three flights is not a terribly hard thing to do, but the shooter was probably trying to make his escape by now. He was most likely going to run down a stairwell, meaning that I had to move up the staircase with a degree of caution. If he took a different way down to escape the building, then I could at least consider the path I’d taken to be clear. If not, then it would come down to speed and accuracy.

      My prosthetics carried me over each flight of stairs as if gravity were a suggestion. I reached the third floor and listened at the doorway. The sounds of Edward’s footsteps echoed behind me, and the chaos outside continued unabated, but I heard nothing in the hallway. I stood and gently eased the door open.

      Through the cracked doorway, I saw only an empty hallway. Edward came up behind me and tapped my shoulder once. My training made me react before I was aware of it, and I entered the hallway to clear in one direction, knowing that Edward would cover in the other.

      The apartment where the shooter had fired from would be on the right, but as we moved down the hall I noticed a door to my left that had clearly been kicked open.

      I raised a fist and whispered to Edward. “Forced entry.” He nodded and sidled up to the adjacent wall, while I stepped cautiously out to get a better line into the room beyond.

      The first thing I saw was a man lying on his back. His head was split nearly in half from multiple gunshots. Bright red blood covered the floor, and I could see a partial footprint in the growing pool. I motioned for Edward to stay where he was, and I strained to listen. Beneath the sounds of the building’s environment control. Beneath the chaos on the street below. Something faint, almost inaudible.

      A quiet sobbing.

      I crouched low, raised my weapon, and quickly leaned into the doorway. A few meters past the dead man was a boy, inexplicably just standing in the middle of a living room with tears streaming down his face. He looked around fourteen, old enough to understand the situation he was in but too young to control his response to it. The crotch of his trousers was wet, and his arms hung limply at his sides.

      The boy’s eyes went wide when he saw me, and he took a breath as if to speak. I held a finger to my lips and shook my head. He remained quiet, but someone out of sight in the room spoke. “If I see you, you know what happens.”

      It had to be our shooter. He was using the confined space to negate our advantage in numbers. Clearly not an amateur, but he’d run himself into a corner that a professional would have avoided.

      “Your attempt failed,” I said. “You can see that, right?”

      I motioned for Edward to come up. I tried to make my voice as calm and relaxed as I could. The deaths so far today had been unavoidable, but this boy still had a chance. It all hinged on what I said and did in the next few minutes.

      There was a long silence, then the assassin spoke. “It’ll get done, one way or another. Did you really think this ends with me?”

      “It doesn’t have to go down the way you think,” I said. “If you let the kid go, I’ll back off and let you leave. Nice and easy.”

      “You think I’m that stupid? I should shoot him on principle.”

      “You’re outnumbered.”

      “Is that supposed to scare me?”

      “It should give you pause,” I replied. “The fact that you took a hostage at all means you want to live, but things have gotten out of hand, right? Your target was supposed to die in his car, but you didn’t anticipate someone like me interfering. You had to improvise, but you couldn’t get a good line of fire. Now here we are. Don’t make another bad decision.”

      “I don’t want your deal.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “From you? Nothing.”

      I couldn’t understand it. Presumably he had taken the boy hostage because he knew we had him and it was the only way to force us to negotiate. So why wasn’t he? As it was, it seemed like he really intended to stay like this forever if he had to.

      I heard sirens in the distance. “Do you hear that,” I asked him. “MetSec is on the way, and when they get here, there’s going to be nothing I can do. Take my offer before it’s too late.”

      Edward came up from behind me and whispered in my ear. “He’s stalling for something. I think we should accept the hostage as a loss and move in before he gets whatever he’s waiting for.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t trade lives.”

      “MetSec will see us before they see him,” Edward explained. “We’re in a worse position than he is the longer this goes. We need to take the loss so we can get a win.”

      In that moment, he reminded me of Andrea. That same cold, extremist logic that allowed her to rationalize away countless deaths. “We’re not doing that. Full stop.”

      I needed to keep the shooter talking until he gave up some hint of his motive. “The dataspike network, that was you, wasn’t it? A communications blackout like that takes resources. Do you have a diffraction jammer in there?” The answer was almost certainly yes, but the point was to at least get him talking.

      I waited a beat, but the shooter said nothing. Edward took up a position on the opposite side of the doorway and looked at me expectantly.

      I tried switching subjects. “Why do you want to kill Edward Yeun?”

      Still nothing.

      If he wasn’t willing to talk, then he’d already made up his mind. I’d have to take the risk and move in after all. I turned to Edward and motioned my intent. He nodded and focused on the apartment, squaring up and ready to provide cover fire. I crept through the doorway, quiet as snowfall.

      The boy winced and turned his head slightly to the right as I did. That told me where to expect the shooter would be standing, but I still didn’t have eyes on him. I vacillated between keeping up my measured approach and trusting the speed of my prosthetics to overwhelm him before the boy could get hurt. The choice became harder the closer I got.

      I was two meters away from the boy when a loud noise made us both flinch. I immediately threw myself into him at the sound, then I twisted to the right, hoping to put myself between him and the shooter. I snapped my head up and swung my weapon around the instant we landed on the floor but saw only an empty room and an open balcony window. I rolled onto my feet and went to it, already knowing exactly what I’d find but hoping I was wrong.

      On the street below, I saw a black sedan pull away. There was a man with a battle rifle slung across his back crouched on the roof of the vehicle. Our shooter had just made a three-story leap onto his escape vehicle, and he seemed to have no trouble keeping his balance as the vehicle turned and sped into traffic.

      It would be a simple thing for an Augman, even Andrea or I could do it, but the person I was looking at was just a man. At least, he had been when I knew him. Dark skin and a serious facial expression, with a well-groomed goatee. He looked just as I’d remembered him from when he was my Senior Arbiter.

      The assassin was Byron Harewood.
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      The dataspike blackout ended minutes after Byron was gone. I was leading Edward out of the block on foot when I began receiving notifications of missed messages, all from Raven. From the context, it seemed like she’d left the blackout area and thought I’d done the same. She would have been right if Edward hadn’t run out like he did.

      I sent her a message. Evading on foot with the target. No injuries.

      She replied immediately. Where are you?

      That was a good question. I checked my map. Northeast Rainham, I replied.

      On my way to you for safehouse transport. Update A, she’s asking about you.

      We were passing a busy convenience store, which seemed like a reasonable place to stop. Edward must have been thinking the same thing.

      “I think we’re in the clear for now,” he said. “Section 5 will make arrangements for my safety. No offense, but I feel lucky to have made it this far with a civilian.”

      I could already see where this conversation would have to go. There was a row of large plasticrete planters with ficus trees in front of the store. Taking a cue from some of the crowd, I sat on the edge of a planter and explained to Edward why none of that was going to happen.

      “Here’s the thing,” I began. “I am not a citizen of the North Atlantic States.”

      He half-shrugged and frowned quizzically, as if to ask what that point had to do with anything, then he indulged me. “What do you mean? Don’t you have to be an NAS citizen to serve as an Inspector General?”

      “You do. But I’m not actually an Inspector General either.”

      He straightened and moved closer. “What are you trying to say? If you aren’t really an Inspector General, then what are you, Jean-Paul?”

      “I’m an agent of the Sol Federation Intelligence Service, just like you. There are several of us right now in the NAS working under deep cover.”

      He stood there staring at me, visibly unsure how to respond. He might have thought I was lying—if the roles were reversed, that’d be my first instinct—but it wasn’t any less fantastic than what had happened just this morning. Let alone the last day, for that matter. When he finally spoke, all he said was an incredulous “really?”

      I nodded. “When you decided to approach an Inspector General, you happened to pick a fellow agent by pure chance. To tell you the truth, when you contacted me in that restaurant, I thought my cover was blown. The whole time we were talking, I assumed you knew.”

      “This is the strangest coincidence…” He kept shaking his head, like he wasn’t sure how this had even happened. “Do you have a vetting code? It’s not that I don’t believe you, but I need something to give my commanding officer.”

      Espionage is a complicated business, moreso when the need for compartmentalization means one hand can’t even know the other hand exists. For the rare moments when two independent assets meet, the codes would prove to both that the other person was a part of Federation Intel. It would say nothing of what section, or even give a name, but it would be enough to instill some level of confidence. He was being polite about it, but Edward was doing exactly what we were expected to.

      “My code is V-5632-A9-7.”

      He took a seat next to me on the planter and gestured in the air, running my code through Intel registration. He nodded after a few seconds and then turned to me.

      “Amazing. What section are you?”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “That’s not important right now. What I want to know is how you’re doing.”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      “That’s what people say instead of the truth. You’ve survived a car bombing and a shooting. It’s not a stretch to imagine something like that would rattle a person.”

      He raised an eyebrow and nodded. “Yeah, I’m an intelligence analyst. The point is to not be where the trouble is.”

      “So what’s with the hardware?”

      “What do you mean?” He must have known what I meant, but he was giving me an out. I pressed my point.

      “This is a state where most people are not legally authorized to own a gun, yet you have that Keres-8 under your jacket.”

      “Keres-6 actually. I like the older trigger action.”

      “You’re stalling. You’ve shown a skillset well beyond what’s expected of an intelligence analyst. Urban tracking, field tactics, close quarters. What’s your story, Edward?”

      He grinned. “It’s that obvious? I don’t like to talk about it, but it isn’t really a secret. I used to be a PK.”

      “You were in the Federation Peacekeeper Corps?”

      “From ‘32 to ‘44.”

      “So you were—”

      “Yeah, but I was lucky. Only one tour in Antarctica.”

      Working backward from that, everything about Edward made sense. The war in the Antarctic was horrific for all sides. “So today was nothing new for you, was it?” I asked.

      “Not really,” he answered. “But I was born in Yanbian. Bombings and shootings were a normal thing as a kid.”

      “The Federation accepted refugees early on into the insurgency. Did your family ever emigrate?”

      “Eventually,” he said. “Not soon enough. I became a PK and hoped to get back home, maybe make a difference, you know? Didn’t happen. The Separatists gave up, so the Federation sent me to NA twice to fight the Dominion, then they sent me to the Antarctic along with everyone else for that whole mess.”

      That was exceptionally ugly luck. “I remember watching news streams from the North American campaign. They said the desert was responsible for more casualties than the Dominion by the end of it.”

      Edward frowned and nodded. “Yeah. Eighty degrees during the day, just under five at night, and constant sandstorms. I still don’t know why we were ever there. It’s an endless stretch of nothing as far as you can see in every direction. Nothing grows there, it’s all just UV bleached sand and rocks. The Dominion can have that shithole.”

      I could tell he was getting agitated at the memory, and I couldn’t blame him. It’s not an easy thing to accept that you risked your life and watched people die, only to have accomplished little, if anything at all.

      “The fighting in Antarctica was horrific, but it saved countless lives,” I offered. “Most of our food comes from territory you secured. All this”—I swept my hand in a wide arc—“is because of that.”

      Edward made a sound, somewhere between a half-hearted laugh and a hiss of dismissal. “Yeah,” he said, “that’s something.” He stared at the ground, eyes fixed on something long ago and far away. I let the silence hang and watched the people around us go about their day.

      After a few minutes, Edward turned to me and asked, “So what’s the plan?”

      “We wait here for one of my people. They’ll take us to a safehouse where you can stay until we neutralize the threat against you.”

      “I’m not worried about me,” he said, tapping his sidearm through his jacket. “I’m worried about the Secretary-General. She has layers of security, but foreign leaders can walk right through that.”

      “We’re working on it. She’ll be safe.”

      “Who is ‘we’?”

      “The less you know, the better. All I can say is that there’s no one in the system better equipped to handle this than we are.”

      Edward looked dubious but said, “Alright, I’ll take your word for it.”

      My dataspike chimed with a message. Eyes up. I see you.

      Raven’s black sedan came around the corner then, and stopped in front of us. The doors opened and she leaned out.

      “Gentlemen, you look in need of a ride,” she said with a smile. We climbed in, and the car pulled into the busy afternoon flow.

      “What safehouse are we cleared for?” I asked Raven.

      “Chelsea. Bit of a long trip, but it’s still in the city at least.”

      I turned to Edward. “This is my colleague, Rachel Henderson.”

      “Edward Yeun, nice to meet you.”

      She threw him a smile as she quipped, “Different circumstances would have been nicer, I’m sure.”

      Edward didn’t catch it and took her words at face value. “Yeah, this morning was a little rough,” he said.

      “I saw the shooter,” I said to Raven.

      “Anything we can use to ID?”

      “I saw his face. It was Byron Harewood.”

      She knitted her brow. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m absolutely positive.”

      “That can’t be a coincidence,” she said with a meaningful look, and I understood her implication. Did this case have something to do with the Eleven somehow? Our deathless enemies were deeply involved in power politics at every level across the system, manipulating events to serve their own agenda. Had they found us again?

      “You know that man?” Edward asked, sitting forward in his seat.

      “I did,” I answered. “A long time ago, in a different life.”

      He looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “That isn’t a coincidence. It’s possible that man is involved as a warning to you personally, Jean-Paul. I thought it was odd that there was only one person involved in the attack this morning, but now I think it makes sense.”

      “How’s that,” I asked.

      “I think you were meant to see him. I think the people behind this plot are aware of your involvement and are telling you so.”

      “That’s a reach,” I said. “I wasn’t involved until less than twenty-four hours ago. It’s hard to believe anyone could orchestrate something like what you’re suggesting in such a short time.” It was a lie, of course, but I couldn’t let Edward know how right I thought he was.

      “Maybe,” he said and leaned back in his seat, absently scratching his chin with his thumb. “I’ve seen some unlikely events cross my analysis queue. Things that could accurately be described as miraculous. You may be right, and this man’s involvement is a coincidence, but I think Ms. Henderson is right and there’s more to it than that.”

      He looked as if he was going to say more, then his expression changed to a deep contemplation and he went silent. I waited, knowing there was more to come. It was the same kind of chaotic calm that came over Thomas in moments like this. I glanced over at Raven, who returned a shrug with her eyebrows and smiled with faint amusement. Edward drew a deep breath, then continued.

      “I think at this point, I’m in far less danger than you. Killing me may have been the original intent, but now that you’ve prevented their first attempt, I don’t think there’s going to be another. I think the target is now you, Jean-Paul.”

      I could see why Edward was an analyst. He’d taken a single fragment of information and deduced the contours of the entire story. I had to deflect, but it would be difficult with someone like that.

      “Well if it’s all the same to you, I’d feel better with you in our safe house for a few days. If the orchestrators of this conspiracy are after me, then it makes my job that much easier.”

      Edward looked surprised. “Oh I wasn’t suggesting I go anywhere else, I’m just saying, in my professional opinion, the data shows you should watch your back.”
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      I remembered to call Andrea five minutes out from the safehouse. I swiped through my secure channels and subvocalized a message.

      En route to Chelsea safehouse with Raven and target.

      Andrea replied moments later.

      I already know that. Tell me something useful.

      Something had her stressed. I decided to play it straight and just give her the facts so she could get back to whatever was irritating her.

      I got a look at the shooter. It was Byron Harewood.

      Byron Harewood? Your old Senior?

      Yes, possibly with augments, but I couldn’t verify.

      I wonder if he was really just there to kill Edward Yeun.

      She was hinting at the same thing we all suspected.

      I don’t know, I replied. I think we have to turn over a few more facts before we can say for sure.

      I saw a notification that Andrea was adding Raven to the channel. She continued after Raven joined.

      I’m sending Andrew to the safehouse right now to babysit your analyst. I’ve got a job for you two. I want you to look into Minister Alan Lindelt.

      What are we looking for, Chief? Raven asked. I remember his name from the files but not as a primary source.

      It wasn’t clear what he was up to, Andrea replied. None of the exchanges he was involved in directly implicate him, and we need to know whether he’s involved or not before we compile a final list of suspects.

      So, it’s a B and E? I asked.

      That’s right. I need the two of you to break into his home and access his data. I’m sending you the address and a scan of the building. Take everything, full memory dumps. If he has hard copies of anything for some reason, I want scans.

      Okay, no problem.

      There was a long pause before her response. For your sake, I hope there isn’t. The house should be empty, but if you get caught, the Federation won’t be able to get you out of it. This is a ghost op. Leave no bodies, leave no trace.

      Raven winked at me and replied, Don’t worry, we’ve got it covered.

      The car took the next slip off of the A13 and we entered Chelsea. It was an affluent neighborhood, even by the already lofty standards of the NAS capital. Buildings in the area had been carefully planned with complimentary architectural stylings and integrated with meticulously cultivated greenery. Climate-controlled skyways separated pedestrians from the vehicle traffic on the streets below, though much of the area’s roads were below ground anyway to maintain the aesthetic. Even advertisements were limited to small, tastefully designed holos projected from standardized kiosks throughout the district.

      Our safehouse was the 47th floor of a residential tower overlooking the Thames. As we pulled into the underground car park, it occurred to me that this area may have been what inspired the living towers on Venus. Both had the same superficial sentimentality, cities trying so hard to create a specific impression that the empty hollow beneath it all was laid bare. On Venus, it came across as a distorted reflection of Terran culture, but here it was something else entirely. Something—

      “Creepy,” said Edward, as if he’d heard the thought.

      Raven gave him a confused look. “I think it’s a nice part of town.”

      “I’m sure it’s safe,” he explained. “But that doesn’t make the place any less soulless.”

      “To each his own, I guess,” Raven said. She pointed to a gray compact parked near the exit tunnel. “Looks like Alex is already here.”

      Alex Laughlin was Andrew’s pseudonym. One of the most difficult parts of maintaining cover was remembering to use the right names. I’d managed to avoid a mistake so far, but it wasn’t without effort. The only one who seemed almost unable to do it was Thomas Young. If you called him by his pseudonym, Terry Campbell, he didn’t know what to do with it. Another reason why Andrea mostly had him work from home.

      The car parked near Andrew’s and we took the lift up. As the floors ticked by, Raven handed me a keycard.

      “This place uses a two-factor lock,” she said. “The code is 414347”

      “Easy enough.”

      “Don’t I get one?” Edward asked.

      “If you need to leave, you’ll be with one of us,” Raven answered.

      “Ah, that’s no fun,” he said with a knowing smile.

      Andrew was sitting on the couch and helping himself to a glass of whiskey when we walked in. “Hey Jean-Paul, Rachel. I heard you had a day.”

      Raven threw up her hands and shook her head. “We had a day alright. Alex, this is Edward Yeun. Edward, this is Alex. He’s one of us.” She then turned to me. “I’ll go get ready,” she said, and disappeared down the hall to our left.

      “SFIS?” asked Edward.

      “You told him what team we’re on?” asked Andrew skeptically.

      “That’s right,” I said. “I told him.” My tone felt aggressive even as I said it, but there was something about Andrew that always put me on the defensive. “There isn’t much of a point in having him continue to think of us as agents of a foreign service.”

      Andrew set his whiskey down and held up one hand. “Stand down, I wasn’t criticizing. In fact, I suppose you’re right. Kind of wonder what the chief would say, though. Nice to meet you, Edward.”

      “Nice to meet you too,” he replied, looking slightly uncomfortable. Andrew and I had often clashed, largely due to his antagonistic sense of humor. I still considered him a friend, though. He’d proven he was someone I could trust under fire, time and again.

      Raven came back out, dressed in form-fitting all-black clothing.

      “What are you supposed to be,” asked Andrew. “Some kind of ninja?”

      “Black is extremely fashionable, I’ll have you know.” She tucked a handgun into a holster at the small of her back. “I have something for you, Jean-Paul,” she said, offering me a black polysynth jacket. “Size forty-six, right?”

      She was spot-on. “Yeah. Thanks,” I said, taking off my sports coat. I hadn’t noticed, but it was frayed and torn in places, with a spot of something that may have been blood on the back.

      “Are you sure it’s a good idea to carry?” said Andrew. “It’s a charge enhancement if they catch you in there.”

      “After the morning we’ve had, I’m not going anywhere unarmed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We arrived at Alan Lindelt's home an hour later. As expected, Raven’s car parked a few blocks away, and we wandered in an aimless spiral through the area for a few minutes to confuse anyone monitoring the public surveillance feed.

      Like most homes in the city center, Lindelt’s had a front door that was visible from the street. Typically, we’d go in through a rear entrance or from above for something like that, but both of those options were impossible because of the historic building’s architecture. Luckily for us, the minister had a modern security system with dataspike integration features, which meant compromising things like the lock on the front door could be done remotely.

      I opened a channel to Thomas.

      We’re heading in now, Thomas. We need you to disable the door locks.

      I don’t need you to tell me that you need the door open, Tycho. Really.

      Not irritating Thomas was frequently just as difficult as not being irritated by him. On the other hand, he was absolutely the best at what he did.

      Lindelt’s front door was made of ornately carved 25th century wood panel original to the building. Many of the homes in the district were like that—delicately restored and maintained to preserve the appearance of years past. It was all a facade, of course, and behind that painstakingly manicured image was a mundane reality. As I opened the door, the point was ironically illustrated: the artisan wood panel was reinforced by a tungsten plate. Raven walked in ahead of me, and I shut the door behind us.

      According to the scans Andrea sent us, the minister’s home office was upstairs on the second floor. We ascended the carpeted staircase, passing beneath a beautiful crystal chandelier. At the top of the stairs, through the third door on the left, we found exactly what we’d hoped for: a mobile workstation sitting on a real wood desk.

      “Skeleton key?” asked Raven, referring to the tool I kept from my days as an Arbiter. Under Federation law, all electronics manufacturers had to build a backdoor into any security or encryption system that would grant access through the skeleton key.

      “I’ve got it right here,” I replied, and plugged it into the device. While the skeleton key did its work, I glanced around the room and noticed a small shadow box hanging on the wall. There was a moth inside of it, mounted on the head of a pin with its wings outstretched. It may have been a trick of the light, but the pattern of colors across its back looked to me like a grinning skull.

      The workstation chimed, and a notification appeared on the screen.

      Device not recognized.

      “Well, that’s interesting,” commented Raven. “Our cabinet minister has something to hide.”

      It was what I expected, really. The Sol Federation claimed authority, but the North Atlantic States considered itself a sovereign republic. It wasn’t surprising that a cabinet minister would prefer black market workstations to keep Federation eyes out.

      “It could be nothing,” I told her. “Let’s see what Thomas can do.”

      The workstation won’t take my skeleton key, I subvocalized.

      What did you expect? he replied.

      Can you get us in remotely?

      I’ll need to match the logical devices I see to the physical device you’re trying to access. There should be a patch panel on the lower level of the house. I doubt it’s properly labeled, but if you interrupt the connections one at a time, we’ll know we’ve found the right one when the workstation loses connectivity.

      “Thomas wants me to head downstairs,” I told Raven. “Tell me when the workstation loses network connectivity.”

      “Easy as.”

      I left the office and went downstairs. The scans of the house weren’t as clear as an actual floor plan would be, but I guessed the patch panel I was looking for would likely be in the same area as the circuit breaker.

      I moved quickly but still noticed what a pleasant house it was. Not exactly a mansion, but definitely the large and comfortable home of a well-off person with expensive tastes. It made me wonder why someone who had anything he could ever want would take the kind of risk we suspected. He had to know what would happen if he succeeded. Billions would die in the war that inevitably followed, and all of his fine things would be lost overnight. Was he naive enough to think his wealth could shield him from the consequences?

      I found the patch panel and pushed the questions from my mind. The patch panel was in a small closet beneath the stairs and would have been easy to miss if the snarl of cables leading to it wasn’t visible in the scan. Okay, Thomas, I’m looking at it.

      So what are you waiting for? he replied. Apparently Thomas was in a particularly shitty mood today. Rather than jeopardize a critical operation by setting off a tantrum, I chose to focus on the task at hand.

      I started at the top and worked my way down, disconnecting a relay, waiting a few seconds, then reconnecting it. After the fourth one, I got a message from Raven.

      The workstation entered isolation mode.

      Okay, Thomas, I told him. This is the one.

      I see. Restore the connection, he instructed. I did, and a few seconds later, he followed with That’s it, you have full access.

      I’m cloning the content now, said Raven.

      I could see the front door from where I was standing in that small closet, and for some reason my instincts were telling me to stay put while Raven worked.

      Anything interesting so far? I asked Raven.

      Not really, she replied. I’m running through his messages, but most are just procedural upper house stuff. Lots of sexual exchanges with one of his aides.

      I walked up to the window by the front door and peered through the curtains. The street was still empty, not a single car or even visible movement in the adjacent homes.

      Hang on, Raven said. I take it back, there is something.

      What’s that?

      There’s no contact information at all for the party he’s talking with, she explained. That information is all blank. This is a long back and forth with someone who is completely anonymous.

      Yes, I’d call that suspicious.

      I heard the faint echo of approaching footsteps, then saw a young man walking quickly down the street toward the house. He had the forced officiousness of a government aide, and just as the thought occurred to me, he climbed up the front steps of the minister’s house.

      Someone’s coming in, I told her. Hide.

      I slipped upstairs before he managed to get the door open. I was beginning to truly appreciate my prosthetics in moments like that. It would have been impossible for me to move so far and so fast a year ago, but just then I’d done it without even thinking. As natural as breathing.

      I went to the office first, hoping to confirm that Raven had gotten herself out of sight. When I didn’t see her, I assumed she’d hidden herself well, and I moved down the hallway to a large bedroom to do the same.

      Tycho, in here. The bedroom closet opened and Raven motioned for me to join her.

      Hiding in a closet isn’t all that clever, and it’s the first place anyone would think to look if they were searching for someone. Fortunately for us, he had no reason to think there was anyone else in the house. I assumed he would putter around downstairs for a little while, but instead I heard muffled footsteps coming up the carpeted staircase almost as soon as I closed the closet door.

      Squeezed into that narrow space next to Raven, I was very aware of two things. One was that the man was probably an aide with an errand to do and would likely enter  the minister’s bedroom.

      The other was how soft Raven Sommer’s skin was.

      Her head was tucked under my chin. Her hair smelled of lilac and gunpowder, and I could feel her heartbeat against my chest.

      I watched through the slats in the closet door as the aide walked directly into the bedroom, moving without haste but with a purposeful stride that suggested he only had one task here. He walked over to a bedside table and looked down at it for a moment. Then he shook his head and went over to a large bureau against the far wall that was covered with random bric-a-brac, everything from bottles of cologne, to clothes, to a half-finished bottle of white wine. He searched it thoroughly, picking up each item of clothing and shaking it out.

      He doesn’t dose where it is, he just knows it’s in here somewhere.

      That’s the trouble with subvocalization. You get a lot of typos.

      He doesn’t know where it is, you mean?

      Yeah. Whatever he’s looking for, he knows it’s in the bedroom, but he doesn’t know where. If he checks the closet, we’ll have to be ready.

      I’m always ready.

      Having searched to his own satisfaction, the aide started checking the drawers. He moved quickly but efficiently, checking each one as thoroughly as possible before giving up and moving on to the next one.

      His body language became increasingly tense as his search continued. His shoulders hunched, and he started muttering to himself. The aide gave up on the bureau and turned, hands on his hips and an irritated expression on his face. He scanned the room, looking for any spot where the thing he was looking for could possibly be.

      His eyes fixed on the closet door, and he took a step in our direction. As quietly as I could manage, I drew my weapon. If he threw the door open, he’d find a pistol pointed directly at his face. It was a worst-case scenario, but we could restrain him and make our escape.

      As he crossed the room, he seemed to notice something from the corner of his eye. He stopped in mid-stride, walked over to the right, then picked up a pair of slacks from the floor. They still had a belt on them, which suggested that they’d been worn recently. He fished around in one pocket, then in the other.

      When his hand came back out, he was holding a small data cube. He held it up in the light, smiled at his success, then put it in his own pocket and smoothed his hair out of his face.

      Without a second glance back, he walked out of the minister’s bedroom.

      Did you see that? I asked Raven.

      No, what?

      I heard the aide’s footsteps moving down the staircase, then the sound of the front door latching shut behind him.

      “He’s gone,” I said, opening the closet and stepping out into the bedroom.

      Raven followed after. “I’ll button up the data transfer,” she said, “then we need to get out of here.”

      I nodded and went downstairs to keep a lookout, wondering if the most important piece of evidence had just walked out the door.
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      We spent the night at the safehouse, then took Raven’s car to the Inspector General’s Office in the morning. Our official leave was over, and we needed to maintain cover with an in-person appearance.

      Andrew, Raven, and I walked in just a little bit too soon for anyone to say we were really late. People did notice us, with reactions ranging from mild amusement to equally mild disapproval. All of us were a little bit late at the exact same time, creating the impression that we had all been out all night, which was more or less accurate.

      We walked into the conference room and saw we were the last to arrive. I shut the door and tapped the glass opaque. Andrea didn’t waste a second. “Good morning,” she said from her seat at the head of the table.

      This was only one of Andrea’s typical moods, but it had become increasingly common since everything in Bruges. Since Katerina. But Andrea was the kind of person that always kept others at arm’s length, so it was hard to say if anything was wrong.

      “Good morning,” replied Andrew. He took a seat at the table to Andrea’s right. Raven walked around the table and leaned against the wall.

      “Our official leave is over,” Andrea began. “This assassination is our priority, but if we’re tasked for IG with anything like the Pierce case, we’ll have to handle it as well. We’ll need to make the most of the time we have.”

      “Andrew and I have some progress to report,” replied Vincenzo Veraldi, her second-in-command.

      “We’ll get to it in a second,” she said. “First I want Tycho to report on last night’s mission.”

      I took a seat across from Thomas. “We got in and out successfully and cloned the minister’s workstation. While we were there, what I believe to be an aide came in and removed a data cube we hadn’t known was there. We didn’t interfere.”

      “I don’t understand why,” commented Thomas. “In all likelihood, that data cube held the information we were hoping to find. Why didn’t you take it?”

      “Because that could put Lindelt on alert and compromise one of our few leads,” Andrea replied. “Given their orders, it was the right decision. Second-guessing after the fact is pointless. Raven, do you have anything to add?”

      Raven shrugged. “What we got from his workstation looked promising at a glance. More is always better, but we didn’t have much choice.”

      Thomas looked unconvinced, but he didn’t say anything else.

      “Okay, Vincenzo,” said Andrea. “What do you have for us?”

      Vincenzo folded his arms and delivered the facts in something close to a monotone. He sounded tired. “Cabinet Minister Charles Wyland died last night. The timing seemed suspicious, so I went over it with Andrew via dataspike and we made a few discoveries.”

      “You’re getting a bit ahead of yourself,” replied Thomas, deciding to pick on Veraldi now. “What was suspicious about the death? That wasn’t clear when Andrew contacted me.”

      “As soon as I heard that Wyland had died, I looked up any available records. The medical examiner’s preliminary report was already available. It cited cardiac arrest as the cause of death. This was around 0500.”

      Thomas furrowed his brow. “When exactly did Wyland die?”

      “Around 2300. You see the problem.”

      “Yes,” replied Thomas. “That isn’t enough time.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Raven. “It’s six whole hours.”

      Thomas nodded. “Exactly. That’s hardly enough time to process the scene. It certainly isn’t enough time to perform a proper autopsy.”

      Andrea frowned. “If this is a cover-up, they must have been in a rush. Getting the medical examiner’s report out so early is a little sloppy.”

      “I agree,” said Andrew. “When Veraldi called me about it, that’s the first thought that sprang to mind. I think someone got nervous and rushed out this fake report just to make sure they were covered. Bad news for them, it had the opposite effect. If not for that report, we might have been inclined to view this death as a coincidence.”

      “So we think the other conspirators killed Wyland,” I asked. “Why would they?”

      “That brings us to the work we did early this morning,” replied Andrew. “After Veraldi called me up, I reached out to one of Wyland’s aides. It was still early, he was stressed out from his boss’s unexpected death, and he wasn’t thinking about not giving any information away. I told him I was Inspector General Alex Laughlin and I needed to check a few details of the minister’s activities the night before. He was pretty damn sleepy and rambling, but he mentioned a woman named Maria Valeryevna.”

      “Mistress?” I asked.

      “That’s what I was thinking, yeah. I found a border entry record with a picture of her face, but no depth information so there was no way to get solid topography. I realized I was going to need to search the security camera network with a facial recognition program to generate it, and Thomas can do that kind of thing a little quicker than I can—”

      Thomas scoffed.

      Andrew glared at him, then continued. “So I brought Thomas on board, and we did everything we could to check up on Maria and her activities.”

      “You did all these things this morning?” I asked. “Before 0900?” Apparently, some of my Section 9 comrades liked to start the workday earlier than I did.

      “I’m always working by six,” Thomas replied. “Well, except when I’m going to bed at six.”

      “Why did you zero in on this woman so quickly?” asked Andrea.

      “The death took place at the Minister’s home,” Veraldi added. “This kept us from getting access to his personal effects and belongings, which shut down most of what we could have done to find out how Wyland actually died. Basically, Valeryevna was the only lead we could pursue at the time.”

      Andrea nodded thoughtfully and continued with her questions. “Was she with him last night?”

      “Yes, we believe she was,” replied Andrew Jones. “What the aide said was something like you’d have to ask Maria. I played dumb and just repeated the name as a question, and he clarified that he was talking about Maria Valeryevna. That’s what made me decide we should have a closer look at her.”

      “Okay. I’m just trying to form a clear picture. So, you brought in Thomas to do the facial recognition search. Thomas, what did you find?”

      “You can’t just expect me to tell you what I found without knowing anything about my methodology.”

      Andrea blinked at him. “Why not?”

      “Because faulty methodology invalidates results.”

      She was looking at him like she wasn’t sure whether he was serious or not. In fact, I often wondered about him myself. “Thomas, I’ve never known you to use improper methodology. Not once,” she said.

      “You wouldn’t know if I had,” he pointed out. “I’m the only person in Section 9 who understands anything about which processes are appropriate under what circumstances.”

      “So if I wouldn’t even understand the answer, then why would I ask you about the methods you used?”

      He sighed. “Disappointing. I started a comprehensive search of the Metro security stream archives, looking for any hits against the image of Valeryevna’s face. I set the heuristics to filter out one-time appearances and show me only results where she’d had her image captured more than once.”

      “And what did you find?” asked Raven.

      “Plenty of static, of course. Even with the filter, most of us would appear on the same MetSec cameras over and over again. But there was one search result that did interest me. MetSec video shows Valeryevna leaving the home of one Cassandra Mirrah on four occasions in the past two weeks.”

      Andrea smiled. “Ah, so that’s why you asked me to look up Mirrah.”

      “Yes,” replied Veraldi. “And that brings us to the end of our report. I’m curious what you’ve found about Cassandra Mirrah.”

      I still couldn’t believe that all of this had happened between five a.m. and eight a.m. while I was fast asleep. Apparently Raven and I were more useful in the field and less useful for the kind of rapid research Section 9 was so adept at performing.

      Raven turned to me with a rueful smile. “Hard to believe we were asleep for all of that.”

      “No kidding,” I replied. “Breaking into someone’s home isn’t really so exhausting. We could have helped.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Raven grinned. “I need my beauty sleep.”

      “If I needed you to do anything, I would have called you.” Veraldi’s voice was still a monotone, and I realized he probably hadn’t slept at all.

      Andrea raised a hand. Her eyes were straight ahead and unfocused, which meant that she was looking at something projected by her dataspike into her field of vision. “Mirrah’s single and is the only person named on her lease. Despite that, water and power use are consistent with multiple occupants.”

      “That sounds like a safehouse,” Veraldi commented.

      “It does,” replied Andrea. “On top of that, her dataspike firmware is four revisions behind, so I was able to pull her messages. She was careful, but I did find something.”

      I was surprised to hear that Andrea had actually hacked Mirrah’s dataspike. Even if it was a simple matter of running some tools, she usually left that kind of cybersecurity task to Thomas and Andrew.

      “One of the messages says to contact M. I don’t know who M is, but the UUID for this contact shows as not registered to any individual.”

      Veraldi put a hand up to his chin as if pondering what that might mean. “Hmmm. So, what do we have here?”

      Andrew replied. “Let’s run through all the facts we have so far. Cabinet Minister Charles Wyland died last night, possibly while in the company of his friend Maria Valeryevna. He died around 2300, but just six hours later there was a medical examiner’s report citing cardiac arrest as the cause of death, which we know can’t be legitimate. As for Valeryevna, she’s been seen repeatedly leaving the home of Cassandra Mirrah, who seems to have several people living with her but who tries to be discreet about it. Mirrah had a dataspike message to contact someone called M, who uses an unregistered dataspike. Is that everything?”

      “That’s about the size of it,” replied Raven.

      “It’s a little careless on Mirrah’s part,” I replied. “If she’s trying so hard to be careful, why be so lax on device security?”

      “The medical examiner’s report was careless as well,” Veraldi pointed out. “The evidence suggests a degree of ineptitude.”

      “Any theories?” asked Andrea.

      Veraldi nodded. “I think I know what we’re dealing with here. Not all spies are the same. Some specialize in covert combat missions, like Section 9. And some analyze intelligence gathered from other sources like, Section 5. But there are also swallows. The Sol Federation doesn’t employ them, but that isn’t to say our adversaries wouldn’t. I think that’s what we’re looking at.”

      “Swallows?” I asked.

      “Sex spies,” said Raven. “Take an attractive asset—whatever your target likes—and have them meet in some context where they won’t suspect anything. They cater to whatever the target is looking for—love, sex, whatever. Pillow talk can be valuable intel. Or the target can be coerced or blackmailed. The possibilities are endless.”

      “So, what makes you think this is a swallow?” Andrew asked Veraldi.

      “It’s a specialization. It takes a certain type of skill. Not everyone can do it, so someone with the capability to be a swallow is highly valuable to whoever’s employing them. Even if they’re a little weak on other aspects of their tradecraft.”

      That made sense to me. “So that’s the reason for the weak encryption software and the implausibly fast autopsy. Those are just aspects of espionage this swallow simply isn’t all that good at.”

      “That’s my guess, yeah.”

      Andrea looked thoughtful. “It’s the strongest theory we have, I think. So let’s say Vincenzo’s right, and Maria Valeryevna is in fact a spy. Where does that take us?”

      “The question is which type of swallow Valeryevna is,” replied Andrew Jones. “Was she sweet-talking the minister into passing on classified info, or was she blackmailing him into doing something he wouldn’t otherwise have done?”

      “We can figure that out when we get our hands on her,” Raven commented. “The question I think we should be asking is where has this bird flown?”

      “I’m working on that now,” replied Thomas. “As you know, running a facial recognition program through the MetSec surveillance archive is nowhere near as easy as it sounds. The number of video feeds to search is astronomical, and in many cases your target appears only fleetingly. Having said that—”

      Andrea reigned him in. “Let’s not go off on a long tangent, Thomas. I agree with Raven. The logical next step is to find Maria Valeryevna. Once we know where she is, we can put a surveillance plan in place and find out who else she’s working with. This could open up the entire conspiracy.”

      “Unless it’s a distraction,” replied Veraldi.

      Andrea frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Not an intentional distraction, just a red herring. Based on the file we got from Edward Yeun, this assassination plot is something the Cabinet Ministers put together. Maria Valeryevna is not a Cabinet Minister.”

      “Okay,” replied Andrea, still frowning.

      “We have some circumstantial evidence that Maria Valeryevna was working one of the ministers, and that she may have killed him. I can see two possibilities there. One is that he was being pressured to participate in the plot. If that’s true, then focusing on Valeryevna will unravel the conspiracy. But what if it’s totally unrelated? What if she’s trying to steal trade secrets, or get access to new technology?”

      Andrew nodded. “I see your point. We could be dragged off on something that has nothing to do with our actual case.”

      Thomas scoffed. Not only did he scoff, but he also made some sort of disgusted sound that was loud enough to get everyone to pay attention to him.

      Andrea’s frown was gone. Now she was staring at Thomas with her eyebrows raised and an expression of long-suffering patience on her face. “Yes, Thomas? Do you have something to add?”

      “I have something to explain. I have something to tell you. The thing I was trying to tell you when I was dismissed for going off on a long tangent.”

      Andrea blinked slowly and took a deep breath, though I thought I caught a hint of an amused smile as well. “Okay then, Thomas. I apologize for interrupting you. What was this essential piece of information that you were trying to share when I cut you off?”

      “You may think I can’t recognize sarcasm, but I can perfectly well.”

      “Again, Thomas, I’m sorry. Please go on.”

      “Without quite as much drama,” added Andrew.

      Thomas glared at him, but Andrea put a hand on his arm. Thomas continued. “I analyzed the data from Lindelt’s home when Raven uploaded it last night. In particular, the exchange she noted while uploading it. It casts some light on the question we’re trying to resolve here.”

      “In what way?” asked Veraldi.

      “The data cache she uploaded contains a long exchange between the minister and a third party. That third party was being intentionally vague, but the meaning is clear when you read the complete exchange. Whoever this person was, they were blackmailing the minister with compromising material. I posit that was probably the material Valeryevna produced. I don’t know this for a fact, of course, but it survives Occam’s razor.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Raven. “Occam’s razor?”

      “It’s an inductive principle named after William of Ockham, a Franciscan friar involved in the Nominalist controversy.”

      Andrea risked Thomas’s wrath by gesturing for him to hurry up.

      He frowned at her and continued. “To oversimplify, it means that we should always prefer the simpler of two explanations for the same phenomenon. Applying Occam’s razor, it’s more likely that Charles Wyland was being blackmailed by one organization, not two or more.”

      Veraldi nodded. “Okay. At least provisionally, I’m willing to accept that Minister Wyland was being blackmailed to participate in the assassination plot. In which case I think we can assume that he tried to say no, and that’s why the blackmailers ultimately killed him. If they had simply used the kompromat they had on him, it could have blown open the whole conspiracy. It’s safer for them if he just dies, seemingly of natural causes. They might even be able to exert some influence over who gets chosen to replace him.”

      “I like that. It makes sense,” Andrew added. “But if the plot is being directed by a third party, then who is this third party?”

      Thomas raised a hand, looking much like a schoolboy trying to get his teacher’s attention. “We might be able to figure that out.”

      “How would we do that?” asked Raven. “There wasn’t any contact information at all for the person the minister was talking to.”

      Thomas gave her a superior little smile. “No, there wasn’t, was there? But even so, it isn’t that easy to disguise your location when connected to a system for so long.”

      Andrea perked up. “You figured out the blackmailer’s location?”

      “Last night. In fact, I was planning to reveal the information at the start of this meeting, until Jones and Veraldi called me up this morning asking me to track down this Valeryevna woman.”

      “Well, don’t keep us waiting,” said Veraldi. “What did you learn?”

      Thomas now looked about as smug and self-satisfied as I had ever seen him. “The sender seems to have attempted to obfuscate their location, of course. Unfortunately for them, they only cycled through a limited set of network entry relays. I was able to narrow the point of origin to a residence in north London.”

      The expression on Andrea’s face at that moment was hard to describe, but it was clear she was almost as pleased with herself as Thomas. After all, she was the one who had to put up with most of his quirks. “You know, Thomas, I sometimes forget that you’re an absolute genius. The next time I’m annoyed with you, please remind me of that fact.”

      “Don’t worry.” He beamed. “I will.”

      Andrea sat up straight, a new look of determination in her eyes. “Tycho and Raven, gear up. We’re heading out.”

      I glanced over at Raven, who seemed perfectly happy at the opportunity to go into combat. She was already moving with renewed energy, and her eyes gleamed with joy at the prospect of action. I would do whatever Andrea wanted me to do, of course, but I wasn’t quite so enthusiastic. The way things were shaping up, both Raven and I were getting chosen for all the brute-force work.

      “I think I’m getting typecast,” I said to no one.
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      Two hours later, I was sitting in front of a plate of lamb vindaloo in an Indian restaurant. Across the plaza outside and up a plasticrete embankment was a row of modest, six-storey townhouses. The easternmost building was what Thomas had identified as the point of origin.

      Raven was looking through the window, watching the townhouse through her scope. I thought it was wildly indiscreet at first but, detached from her rifle, the scope didn’t look like much more than a toy. It could even be plausibly explained away as a camera.

      “What can you see up there?” asked Andrea.

      “Give me a minute,” replied Raven. “I’m checking the other buildings too. We don’t need any surprises when we kick the door down.”

      Technically we didn’t have any authority to go kicking any doors down because we didn’t have a warrant from a magistrate. If we raided the apartment and it went bad, we’d have to make up some fictional explanation to justify our presence there. Or we’d have to be long gone by the time MetSec arrived.

      “The townhouse to the left is clear,” she announced. “Looks like student housing.”

      I was nearly done with my food but still felt hungry. Andrea took a bite of a pakora absentmindedly, while keeping an eye out the window.

      “Second to the left looks clear too,” Raven told us. “Looks like an elderly couple. Third down is vacant.”

      I finished my lunch and sipped my water. I noticed my hand shaking as I lifted the glass. Andrea did as well.

      “Did you take your pentamine today,” she asked.

      I put the glass down. “It slipped my mind this morning, but I will when we get back.”

      She reached into her jacket pocket and slid a tab of the medication across the table to me. “Prosthetics are a lifetime commitment,” she said. “You don’t want to learn the hard way what happens when you fall off schedule.”

      She was right, as ever. I nodded and took the pills with my water.

      “I’ve got something on the fourth floor,” Raven continued. “Most of the townhouse is clear, but it looks suspicious.”

      “Suspicious how?” asked Andrea.

      “It’s hard to be sure with backscatter imaging, but there are a bunch of men there. Some of them are younger than others, but none of them fit the area. Could be spies.”

      When I was an Arbiter, I’d run into spies occasionally. Mysterious men and women with no obvious background or links to the community, pursuing some agenda I didn’t understand and often getting people killed in the process. Knowing what I know now, I’d say some of those people might have been Section 9. Some of them were probably with other agencies, from any of the several competing major governments operating in the solar system. A few were probably corporate spies.

      “They’re armed,” commented Raven. “Long guns.”

      Andrea tapped on the table to bring up the holo. “That probably means we’re in the right place.” She swiped through the self-service menu and paid for our meal.

      Raven was shaking her head. “For people who want to pull off a landmark assassination, they’re not all that professional.”

      “Don’t underestimate them,” Andrea said. “Or one of them might unprofessionally put a bullet right through you. How many of them do you think there are in there?”

      “Lots of overlapping shapes, but I counted six heads.”

      “So we’ll be outnumbered, and they’re armed and loaded. We’ll have to go in hard. Shock and awe, and if you get any resistance at all, just shoot the asshole. We only need one for questions.”

      We left the restaurant and circled around the plaza. Chances were slim that anyone in the townhouse was watching us, and even slimmer that they would think we were anything more than ordinary people, but no one ever died from being too cautious. When we reached the embankment, Andrea checked over her shoulder, then jumped to the top six meters above in a single, smooth leap. She looked around before turning back to face us and finally extending her hand.

      Let’s be quick, she messaged.

      I interlaced my fingers, bent slightly at the knees, and held my hands palm-up at waist level. Raven held my shoulders for balance and placed a foot into my grip.

      “On two,” I said.

      “One,” she counted.

      “Two,” I finished, and lifted. She pushed off and easily cleared the height. Andrea caught Raven’s wrist at the apex of her jump and pulled her over the edge. I followed moments later, and we walked along the rise behind the row of townhouses to the target building at the end.

      Andrea drew her weapon and extended the stock. I knew she prefered rifles, but it was nearly impossible to requisition anything more than a sidearm as an Inspector General. Her fully automatic pistol was the next best thing. Raven seemed nonplussed about using her sidearm, smiling to herself as she chambered a round.

      Like on the other townhouses along the row, there was only a single, ground level window on this side of the building. That’s what made this route of approach so appealing, but it also meant we had a limited view inside until we entered. I kept an eye on it for signs of movement as Andrea approached the door at the rear.

      I drew my weapon while she listened at the door for a few seconds. It was a habit that had saved both our lives many times over. She then glanced up and made a face.

      “Shit,” was all she said.

      I followed her eyeline and saw the camera, small and easy to miss just above the door frame.

      Andrea dove to the right just as a burst of gunfire cut through the door. I returned fire and strafed left to get a clearer line of sight into the window. Raven took six deliberate shots through the hole in the door, while Andrea raked automatic fire across the adjacent wall.

      Through the window, I could make out shapes moving behind the curtain. I fired eight rounds into the glass, then dove through. There was a time when I would have considered a move like that suicidal, but those first shots at Andrea had decided it for me. Our only advantage had been surprise. Without that, we were outmatched, and every passing second tipped the odds further out of our favor. Taking the fight into close quarters meant we could level the field against their rifles and bring our prosthetics into play.

      I hit the floor inside and rolled over my shoulders into a crouch. I snapped my head up and took in the scene around me: a wounded man lying on the floor to my left, two armed men standing to my right, and one man in the hallway behind them firing at the rear door.

      I rushed at the men to my right first. The nearest tried to level his rifle at me, but he’d been facing the hallway. The fractions of a second that turning in place cost him were more than I needed. I batted his rifle with my left hand as hard as I could manage, which was apparently enough to dislocate his shoulder. His arm hung limp, and he staggered.

      As expected, the man behind him was already moving to the right to get a clear shot at me. If he’d had the foresight to notice I was right handed and went left instead, it could have been a real fight. As it was, he crossed directly into my line of fire, and I shot him twice in the throat. He twisted and tripped over himself, then he fell through a glass coffee table before going still on the floor.

      The man with the dislocated arm was a fighter. He’d kept a grip on his weapon, for all the good it would do. I pressed my sidearm under his chin and fired twice more. My aim was more shallow than it should have been, and the man’s head burst open in front of me. Blood and bits of his innermost thoughts splattered across my face.

      I closed my left eye and trusted my right to adapt. As the dead body slumped out of the way, I could see the man in the hallway was down on one knee. I took aim, but at that moment a long burst of automatic fire swept up his body and he fell backward onto the floor. He struggled to turn himself over, but three careful shots peppered his prone form and he finally went limp. Raven appeared moments later.

      “Well, that was harrowing,” she commented blandly.

      “That was all of them?” I asked.

      “That’s six by my count.”

      I walked into the hallway and saw two more bodies on the floor. The door slapped against one as Andrea entered.

      “We only have minutes,” Andrea told us. “Since there’s no one to question, we’ll take their dataspikes. Everything else we can request from MetSec evidence later.”

      She turned and searched the two bodies by the door. Raven was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t place.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “You’ve got something on your face,” she said.
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      “Okay, everyone,” Thomas announced, “who wants to hear what I found on the dataspikes?”

      It was late, and the fatigue of the night before seemed to be affecting everyone except Thomas. Andrew had already left for the safehouse hours ago, ostensibly because Edward had been alone for too long in his view, but practically because it was the best excuse to leave and get some rest.

      “I’m all ears, Thomas,” Andrea replied in a weary tone. “This has been a long day. I hope whatever you found was worth the trouble.”

      “I should think it will be,” he said eagerly.

      I checked the lock on the conference room door and tapped the glass opaque.

      “The material they had in storage can be categorized as follows: video of Maria Valeryevna engaged in sex acts with each of the ministers involved in the conspiracy, records of text and voice communications, and bank transfer records.”

      “Wait, she was sleeping with all of them?” Raven asked, genuinely confused.

      “She was doing a fair bit more than sleeping with them,” Thomas replied. “Some of these acts are quite bizarre. Minister Lindelt for example seems to have a predilection for—”

      “So if they were all being blackmailed,” I interrupted, hoping to prevent him from giving us any details, “does that mean the plot isn’t their idea in the first place?”

      Thomas nodded. “That’s precisely what I would conclude from the material. The plot is being organized remotely and only executed by proxy through the ministers.”

      “Organized from where?” asked Andrea.

      “Network traffic suggests the orchestrators are in Xi’an.”
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      The news that our suspects were in Xi’an was not exactly welcome. In many ways, it was easier for Section 9 to operate on a Jovian moon or in the streets of Mars than in the Russo-Sino Territories.

      “Well, this is a bit of an awkward situation,” Raven muttered.

      “That’s one way to put it,” replied Veraldi.

      Even as a black ops unit, we were risking more than our lives by entering the region. The Russo-Sino territories were a loose affiliation of city-states bound by treaty rather than central government. None of those states were members of the Sol Federation. Our blackmailers weren’t even in the Russian north, but the Chinese south. If there was one place on Earth where we would stand out, it was the city of Xi’an.

      Andrea shook it off, sitting up straight. “We’ll need to drop in. We can reach out to Section 3.”

      Veraldi nodded. “That’s a better choice than commercial travel. No secret police on our trail.”

      “We don’t know it was the secret police that got them,” she reminded him. An oblique reference to the Federation agents that had gone missing in the past.

      “I’d agree if it had only been one or two agents. Under the circumstances, I think we’re safe in assuming deliberate action by the RST.”

      She only shrugged in reply, refusing to speculate. It was possible those agents could have been killed by any of the Bratva or Triad groups operating in the area, but in the end I had to agree with Veraldi. It seemed far more likely that the local government had been involved, given the totality of the disappearance. Gangsters would have leveraged for ransom.

      “So we drop into Xi’an,” I added. “Presumably a tight drop with a specific address, right, Thomas?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I have a specific location for you.”

      “Alright,” Andrea continued. “So we drop in and collect items and persons of interest. What’s our exit strategy?”

      Veraldi crossed his arms. “I’d hate to take the overland route.”

      “We can utilize a Fulton-style surface-to-air recovery system,” Thomas suggested. “The transport aircraft can circle at high altitude until we call it down for extraction.”

      Raven gave him a look. “That’s a bold plan. Do you really want to be jerked into the air like a marionette?”

      “I wasn’t aware my presence was required in the first place.”

      “Your presence is definitely required,” Andrea assured him. “We need someone to stay here with our witness, and the skill set requirement for this mission means it has to be Jones. If he’s back here in London, that means you’re the only one who can resolve any technical problems we might run into.”

      “Surely I can do that just as well remotely.”

      She shook her head. “Not a chance. I want you there on the ground.”

      “That verges on superstition, Andrea. But it’s not like I mind. I wouldn’t suggest a method of extraction I wasn’t comfortable with myself.”

      I believed him when he said it. Thomas was such an intellectual powerhouse that it was sometimes easy to forget he was anything else, despite the fact that I’d seen him in action multiple times. He could hold his own in the field when he had to.

      “Good to hear,” Andrea replied. “It will probably take some time to get Section 3 on board. They have their own operational and budgeting priorities, but I want all of you to go home and get your gear together. Assume we’ll be wheels up in six hours. I’m authorizing tier 1 ordnance and equipment for this.”

      That last part caught my attention. We hadn’t used anything more than tier 3 since we came to London. We didn’t need to. Clearing us for the heaviest weaponry we could bring to bear meant Andrea was taking no chances. That was reasonable, considering where we’d be going, but using our best gear was also the kind of operational signature a clever adversary could recognize.

      Andrea continued. “Tycho, I want you to stop by the safehouse and brief Andrew before you get your gear. We’ll all rendezvous here when everything’s ready. Any questions?”

      No one said a word.

      “Good. I’ll see everyone back here in a few hours.”

      I stood and unlocked the conference room. The glass depolarized automatically, and I could see out into an empty office. To an outside observer, it might have seemed odd that our group so frequently met behind closed doors, but we’d also closed multiple cases and were responsible for several major arrests. That success carried a bit of weight, and I had to think it excused any potentially odd habits. Still, we were flying a little too close to the sun for my tastes.

      “Jean-Paul,” Raven called out to me as I walked out. “Do you need a ride?”

      “Sure. I’d been planning to take the train, but I won’t turn down a free ride.”

      She grinned. “Who said anything about free?”

      We walked out to the parking lot behind Vincenzo. He nodded goodnight to us for now and climbed into his black Paracesis. Unlike Raven’s car, his was compact and engineered for performance. It disappeared into the night before we had even pulled into the street.

      As the dense building cover of the city center gave way to the open air along the M84 to Chelsea, I watched the countryside roll by through the car’s street view. The light of the full moon cast the countryside in pale gray, and I could see the faint silhouette of androids moving in the dark to tend to the fields.

      “It’s funny,” Raven began. “I always feel better when we’re about to go on a mission.”

      I turned to her, curious. “Even a mission like this?”

      “I like the challenge. I thrive in a high-pressure environment.”

      “I think a place where we’d either be killed and dissolved in acid or sent to a labor camp for the next five decades is more than a high-pressure environment.”

      Raven laughed softly. “Come on, Tycho. Who are you kidding? You love it too, or you would never have joined Section 9 in the first place.”

      It wasn’t the means I enjoyed, it was the end. The difference I’d made. It was sometimes hard to see with all the terrible things we’ve done, but I believed in why we did them. I had to.

      “We literally get shot at for a living. What kind of person does well in that kind of job?”

      She shrugged. “Not a normal person, maybe. But I can only be who I am, and at least I’m lucky enough to know a few people who are a bit like me.”

      She put her hand on my leg briefly as she said it, and I forgot what I was going to say.

      “Anyway,” she went on, “It’s not shooting people that does it for me. That’s a skill I’ve mastered, but what I really love here is problem-solving and knowing that those problems will affect the lives of billions. I don’t always know if what we’re doing is right, but at least we’re not doing nothing, you know?”

      So Raven felt the same as I did after all. “Yeah. It matters to me too, knowing that our missions will have an impact on people. I just wish I did know that what we were doing was always right.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s right to stop a multinational, interplanetary war.”

      She had me there. Some of our actions were downright questionable, but this time at least we did seem to be on the side of the angels. The death of the Sol Federation’s Secretary-General could plunge the solar system into war, costing billions of people their lives. It was worth it to do whatever we had to do to prevent that.

      “Fair point,” I replied. Three lanes of the highway were closed off ahead of us, and the car merged into the far lane. We passed a pair of towering civil engineering androids pouring fresh plasticrete onto the road.

      “Have you noticed that Andrea’s been assigning us to all the muscle work?” I asked. “I can’t remember the last time I was tasked with any problem-solving.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure she’s got her own reasons,” she said, smiling cryptically. I wasn’t sure what she’d meant by that.

      Minutes later, the car took the slip into Chelsea, and we pulled up to the safehouse.

      “You set it to stop in front?” I teased.

      “I’ll make you walk next time.”

      “You spoil me.” I smiled and tapped the door release.

      “Uh-huh. I’ll see you back at the office later.”

      I climbed out and raised my hand in goodbye. The door closed and the car sped off. I looked up and down the street before going into the building, a combination of training and paranoia. There was no one out in the pristinely manicured neighborhood. The only movement was the wind through the decorative trees lining the streets.

      I entered the safehouse and found Andrew in the living room with Edward. Both men were hunched over a game of Go.

      “That’s a lot of territory to lose,” Andrew was saying as he moved a black stone into place on the board. Then he turned and looked at me. “Jean-Paul. I take it you’re here to relieve me?”

      “I’m afraid not. I’m here to tell you that we have a lead, and the Chief wants you to hang tight and keep Edward safe while we follow it up.”

      He thought about that for a moment, then said, “If that’s the case, I’m going to have to teach our man to be a better Go player. Seriously, Edward, you have no idea what you’re doing.”

      Edward spread his hands. “I said I knew how to play. I never said I was good.”

      Andrew looked at him skeptically. “Where I come from, saying you know how to play means a bit more than just having the rules memorized. But don’t worry, you’ll learn. By the time someone relieves me you’ll be…well, not twice as good. Anything multiplied by zero is still zero, but you’ll be better.”

      Andrew’s abrasive humour didn’t seem to bother Edward at all. He laughed it off as Andrew turned back to me. “So where are you headed?”

      “Xi’an.”

      Edward looked surprised. “In Shaanxi province?”

      “That’s the one,” I said.

      Edward shook his head. “I don’t envy you, going into the RST. Sol Federation agents don’t tend to do so well there.”

      “This is just a meet and greet for fact-finding,” I lied. “We should be in and out in a few hours.”

      “I hope so. Xi’an is an interesting place, though, if you have some time while you’re there. It was the capital of the T’ang Dynasty.”

      I wasn’t exactly an expert on Chinese history, but the name was familiar. “Were they the ones with those terracotta soldiers?”

      “No, that’s the Qin. The T’ang were known for their poetry mostly. It’s a fascinating place. Lots of rich history there.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Stay safe, gentlemen. I’ll see you when I get back.”

      “If you get back,” replied Andrew cheerfully, clearing the board for another match.

      I wasn’t really sure why Andrea had sent me to the safehouse in person rather than simply contacting Andrew by dataspike. I thought about it as I walked to the train station and reasoned that she probably wanted someone to see how Andrew and Edward were getting along.

      Andrew’s constant sarcasm did tend to rub people the wrong way, and if there had been any tension in the house, I would have seen it. It looked like they were getting along just fine, though. It was clever leadership on Andrea’s part. She was always juggling personnel and the mission so smoothly it seemed effortless.

      I didn’t spend long at my apartment, just a few minutes slimming down my go-bag. It didn’t amount to all that much. I replaced the automatic rifle inside with a compact submachine gun, reasoning that we’d be fighting in close quarters. It was the same caliber as my sidearm and would save me from having to carry two different sets. That also meant less overall stopping power, but I had a total of 400 rounds of high velocity ammunition, more than enough for anything less than a nanosuit at close range.

      As an Arbiter, I would have never gone into a mission like this without the most powerful armor available in the solar system. Under Federation law, most legally available weapons were too weak to penetrate an Arbiter’s armor. The intent was to guarantee no other fighters in the solar system could stand up to an Arbiter drop team. That didn’t mean there weren’t black-market weapons that could do the job, but the law was why Arbiters were confident enough to drop into any scenario. We could literally just walk into battle with no fear at all.

      It was different in Section 9. More often than not, we went into combat with nothing more than the clothes on our back. The nature of the job demanded it, and it was rare to have circumstances line up so well in our favor that we could use everything we were capable of.

      I took the field case with my thermoptic camo from under the bed and added it to the go-bag. I considered also taking the holographic emitter I’d kept since Mars, but I decided against it. The best thing in close combat is to not be seen, rather than to distract. The thermoptics would be enough.

      I shouldered the bag and walked back toward the door to leave, then stopped as I remembered what Andrea had said to me this afternoon. I went back to my bedroom for my meds and added them to the go-bag.

      When I got back to the Inspector General’s Office, Andrea and Thomas were waiting in the parking lot. Andrea was sitting on the hood of her red Altezza, while Thomas paced absently nearby on his dataspike.

      “I’ve booked us a ride,” she said as I approached. “The others have already gone ahead to the rendezvous. Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready,” I said. “Where are we taking off from?”

      “The PK airbase in Lakenheath.”

      She stood up and tapped the door open for me. “Have you ever been to the RST before?” she asked me.

      “Twice, as an Arbiter. The RST can’t challenge the Arbiter Force directly without showing their hand, but they moved in a lot of StateSec for observation while we did what we went there to do.”

      “It’ll be different this time if StateSec sees us. Their goal will be to kill us outright or hand us over to their secret police.”

      I climbed in and pushed my gear to the back next to the two bags already loaded. “So, how do we keep that from happening?” I asked, taking a seat in the middle of the cabin.

      Andrea sat across from me. “We go in fast and hard, then we get out before the authorities can respond. I don’t think the people we’re hitting are the type to call for help, so we should have a little window of opportunity.”

      “Say we do run into StateSec, then what?”

      Thomas opened the door to my right and climbed in. “Then we shoot our way out,” he said.

      Andrea nodded, grimly adding, “We don’t want to get taken alive.”

      The car pulled out onto the streets of London. We didn’t talk after that. It had been a long day, and everyone was tired. We didn’t know when this assassination plot was supposed to be carried out, so we couldn’t afford to waste any time.

      I decided to try to get some sleep on the drive. Lakenheath was an hour away by the M24, essentially a straight line through the dark. I closed my eyes and leaned against the interior display. The thrum of the tires against the road and the gentle sway of the car put me out almost immediately. It seemed like I’d only been asleep for a few minutes when the car rolled to a halt. I heard the door open and felt cold air, followed by Andrea’s voice.

      “Tycho.”

      I opened my eyes, saw where we were, and stepped stiffly out into the parking lot. Raven and Veraldi were waiting nearby, all suited up and ready for war. On the tarmac twenty meters away, I saw the sleek contours of an unlit spy plane.

      We walked over to it in silence, each of us lost in our private thoughts. When we got close, the pilot stepped out of the shadows and approached Andrea. His voice was quiet, like he was worried that he might be overheard. “Is this everyone?”

      She nodded. “This is it.”

      “The extraction system can only take three additional people. There’s one balloon for the pickup, and a backup if something goes wrong. But we’ll only have one pass for recovery, so make sure it reaches altitude before you call it in.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem. Do we have the proxies?”

      “They’re already loaded, but I want to stress how important it is that you recover the blackboxes. The chassis will self-destruct thirty seconds after separation, but those boxes are FCM-0. My ground crew doesn’t even have the clearance to look at them. We’re being very generous here. Don’t make us regret it.”

      “You won’t regret it,” Andrea assured him. “You have my word.”

      We crowded into the plane’s narrow belly, where the androids were waiting silently, already fitted into their parachutes. One had a gold stripe across it’s chest, and the other had a silver one. As the rest of us strapped in, they stared at us with unblinking eyes.

      On Venus, I’d seen an army of android proxies slaughter hundreds without the slightest hesitation. Thomas Young reprogrammed them to fight for us, and they killed the Nightwatch guards just as willingly as they had the civilian population of Tower 7. It was a clear demonstration of a simple principle: androids will do what they are told. Ethics and nuance were the domain of biological life.

      “What are you thinking, Tycho?” Raven asked as the plane taxied onto the runway.

      “I’m thinking about androids,” I answered. “I don’t really like them.”

      The proxies continued to stare in motionless silence.

      “Get some sleep, everyone,” Andrea told us. “It’s a long way to China.”
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      I was back on Mars, at the bottom of an access shaft beneath the city. Black graphene surrounded me on all sides. Above, somewhere so high up it was little more than a pinpoint of light, the airlock aperture was slowly closing. I clawed at the walls and tried desperately to climb out, but for every meter of progress I made, the airlock stretched further and further away. Behind me, I could hear the metallic screams of Ivanovich’s chimeras.

      I reached for my sidearm and found only an empty holster, so I doubled my effort to climb. My hands began to bleed neurorelay as the jagged metal walls shredded the fleximesh skin. I reached up and pulled the airlock release, and my right arm separated from my body at the prosthetic interface.

      My foot slipped, and I dangled over the open air by my left arm. I tried to find a foothold, but my legs crumbled away like ash under my weight. Below, the Clawed Erinyes scrambled up the shaft toward me with incredible speed, still screaming with fury and hate. The airlock aperture finally winked shut less than a meter above me, and I was trapped in the dark.

      Resigned, I let go and fell.

      “Wake up, Tycho, it’s almost time for the drop.” It was Andrea’s voice.

      My eyes flew open, and I sat blinking in the dim red light of the drop bay while the androids across from me stared blankly in my direction.

      They were much larger than the average combat proxy. Covered with thick ablative plating to shrug off heavy weapons fire, each proxy was basically a walking, mobile combat shield. Waking up to a massive, armored thing staring silently at me was more than a little unnerving.

      “How long do we have?” I asked.

      “Three minutes,” she replied and pointed up at the ceiling. “The light will change when we enter the drop zone.”

      I rubbed my eyes, then started methodically checking my gear one last time. Parachute and extraction harness fitted tight, thermoptic camouflage refractory field compensated for the additional gear, and all weapons loaded and chambered.

      The bay was suddenly flooded in green light. “Everyone mask up,” announced Andrea.

      I hopped to my feet and the fog of sleep faded, replaced by the clarity that comes with impending combat. I donned my rebreather and tested the seal with quick, short breaths. Veraldi stepped up to the jump pad, followed by Andrea, me, Thomas, and Raven. The two androids came last, falling silently into place.

      I could hear the bay depressurize even over the steady burn of the ramjets. I felt the temperature drop as the bay matched the thin air pressure outside the aircraft. The cold was always the worst part of an unsuited combat drop. Going from below freezing conditions to operational weather in three minutes was painful enough to distract, and a distraction at these heights and speeds could easily mean death. The trick was to expect it, to embrace the numbing cold and know that it would pass.

      The indicator stopped flashing, and an amber light filled the bay. A high tone sounded, and a moment later the floor split apart at Veraldi’s feet, then he disappeared into the night below. Andrea followed a second later, and then it was my turn. I’d done so many combat drops that it was almost second nature, and I didn’t hesitate to step out into nothing and plummet from the aircraft nearly twelve kilometers above the planet.

      It was almost like a planetary drop. The Earth below was a sea of black, punctuated with streaks of glowing color like frozen lightning. At the edge of my vision, I could see the curvature of the planet, a dull pink and golden halo dividing terra and space.

      Fifteen seconds into the fall, my drogue chute deployed and I felt the gentle pressure of deceleration. Ahead of me, I could just make out the shapes of Vincenzo and Andrea’s chutes doing the same. For the next two minutes, it was a calm fall at nearly the speed of sound into the rapidly approaching city below.

      At twenty thousand feet, our main chutes deployed. This was where training mattered; the deceleration was in excess of seven g’s, more than enough to black out even seasoned operatives in less than three seconds. I gritted my teeth and clenched my stomach. I flexed my chest and stiffened my neck, trying to force as much blood as I could to my head to fight the forces sending it back down. Darkness crept into my vision, but eventually the deceleration faded and I could relax again.

      It hadn’t been as bad as I remembered. My first few unsuited jumps were pure torture, but this had been almost easy. Then again, I had more limbs and a heart of flesh back then. Time and again, it seemed like my near death on Europa had been the start of a new, better life.

      At ten-thousand feet, I could begin to clearly see the individual buildings of downtown Xi’an. The map on my dataspike showed the target rooftop we were headed for highlighted in green. It had been a while since I had to maneuver a parachute, so I concentrated on not over-correcting. Moving a few degrees off-vector could put me hundreds of meters away, which was tantamount to death under the circumstances.

      As I neared the building, I could see Vincenzo and Andrea crouched on the roof and collecting their parachutes. I pulled both control cords to sharpen my descent, but I realized I wasn’t actually going to land on the roof. I’d caught an updraft, maybe reflectance off of the rooftop itself, maybe an unlucky change in the wind, but whatever the reason, I was going to glide right over.

      I reached down for the release, intending to cut the chute away. Before I could, Andrea leapt and caught my foot. The added weight made the difference, and I drifted down at the far end of the rooftop.

      Thomas and Raven landed as we walked back to join Vincenzo, and the two androids joined us soon after with the mechanical efficiency you’d expect from an android. They stood quietly to the side and awaited instruction, while Andrea looked us over.

      “Consider this a free-fire zone. If anyone or anything presents a clear threat, take it down. This is the RST. We aren’t playing games here. Is everyone ready?”

      It occurred to me that anyone would present a threat if they saw a group of armed strangers inside their penthouse.

      “Ready,” I replied, just like everyone else.

      “Tycho, fall on me and cloak up. Proxies, take point,” Andrea ordered. Despite their bulky forms, the androids quickly stepped into position at the front of our line. Andrea faded from view as she subvocalized on our shared channel. Raven, scout it out.

      I activated my thermoptic camouflage and watched Raven move in silently. The world faded to a cold blue as the refractive field took shape around me. To anyone who saw me, I would appear as a vague impression of rippling air, if anything at all.

      Raven swept her rifle across the rooftop as she carefully observed the backscatter image from her scope.

      I see targets of interest, continued Raven. North end of the first floor. Lots of electronics. Something metallic two rooms over.

      We were standing on the south end of the second floor rooftop, so we would need to move all the way from one side of the building to the other, while crossing two floors in the process. Of course, I mused to myself, the longest possible path.

      I see a glyph lock on that door, Andrea said. Care for a closer look, Thomas?

      Thomas walked up to the door with what almost looked like annoyance. He looked at the lock for a few seconds, then removed a small white device from his field kit. He took a step back, put his weight on one foot, and drove his heel through the glass pad. An alarm sounded immediately, shrill and loud.

      Thomas?

      I’m on it, he replied. He connected his device to something behind the broken pad. The alarm stopped, and the door swung open.

      Eyes up, said Raven.

      A tongue of blue and white flame licked out from beyond the doorway, accompanied by a thunderous boom. Whether intentionally or not, Thomas had been in the right place to stand clear of the line of fire.

      The shot caught the gold-striped android full-on in the chest. It’s plating held, but the round must have been an absurd caliber and the proxy was knocked back a step. Thomas was already on the move and circling around the roof access. I took aim through the doorway and saw two security androids in the corridor beyond advancing straight toward us. Their right arms were missing, and in their places were the kind of heavy guns I’d expect to see mounted on a vehicle.

      Andrea took the initiative and opened fire with her combat rifle. Vincenzo followed up with his, and for a moment it seemed like that would be enough. Instead, another huge round blew through the wall and took the security door completely off its hinges. The silver-striped proxy caught the round with its shield and advanced on the doorway.

      Andrea followed behind the gold android and fired between its legs. Her shots were tightly grouped, but she only had an angle to its head, which was often one of the most heavily armored parts of a combat proxy. I took aim at the joints of its legs, reasoning that their heavy weapons were stressing the frame beyond its design tolerances.

      My guess was spot-on, and the proxy collapsed to its knees after the first burst of gunfire hit. Vincenzo caught on to what I was doing and adjusted his aim. The other proxy went down as our androids reached the doorway, but the first proxy to fall had already reoriented itself and managed to fire again. Using its shield, the silver android blocked the shot, then pulled back and slammed it into the downed proxy.

      The impact knocked the android flat onto its back, so the silver android quickly raised its shield and brought the edge down onto its chest. The proxy was cut in two, and the marble floor beneath it shattered like glass.

      The second proxy had fallen onto its face and was still attempting to right itself as Andrea slipped from behind the gold android and fired into the nape of its neck. After four bursts of gunfire, its head separated from its body and it went still.

      Vincenzo and I swept down the corridor, expecting human enforcers to be right behind the machines. Through the corridor was what the map showed as a guest bedroom, though it was more likely the room had once been a solarium. It was empty except for a bare mattress pushed against one wall.

      Thomas shouldered past our androids and knelt down next to the beheaded proxy. This is a late-model combat proxy, he subvocalized. Photo-absorbent coating. Expensive, but the aftermarket modifications were incompetent and sloppy.

      So that coating is why they didn’t show up on Raven’s scope, I said.

      Doesn’t matter, Andrea interjected. They know we’re here.

      The door at the far end of the room flew open, and an android stepped through, weapon already blazing.

      I was grateful then that my dataspike had noise mitigation. The cannons fitted onto these proxies were the same kind used by RST Red Guard on armored personnel carriers. I’d seen the rounds they took in person. eight ounces each and seventy millimeters long. Practically a shaped charge rather than a bullet. To call the thing loud is to call the Oort cloud cold—an understatement that borders on a lie.

      We each dove for the nearest thing to cover we had. Raven had been ready for it and was already falling back out onto the rooftop. A line of bullet holes across the wall marked her path outside as she fired through the plasticrete at the proxy. Vincenzo knelt behind the silver android, and it followed suit, lowering its shield to give him an impromptu cover to fire from.

      The proxy continued into the room unhindered, shrugging off our gunfire. I tried to take careful aim, but round after round from the proxy’s cannon cut through the room and forced me to consider little else beyond avoiding the monstrous .960 rounds. I threw myself to the ground and crawled behind the silver proxy to join Vincenzo.

      Though I was cloaked, the space was limited and the proxy seemed to be blind firing. Thermoptics were only hindering coordination at this point. I decloaked and subvocalized a message to Vincenzo.

      Eight shot magazine.

      So three more, he replied.

      Two rounds rocked the silver proxy. A third tore a meter-wide hole through the exterior wall.

      Now.

      We slipped from behind cover and advanced on the proxy, weapons streaming round after round of jacketed tungsten into the android. We stuck with what worked, concentrating fire on the joints in its lower body, and like the other proxies it collapsed to the floor under its own weight.

      We fanned around the android and fired into its neck as Andrea had done. My submachine gun was less effective at the task than Vincenzo’s rifle, and my magazine ran dry as the metal vertebrae finally shattered and the proxy went still. I glanced up into the room beyond the doorway as I reloaded and realized we’d made a mistake.

      The proxy wasn’t blind firing. It was applying suppressive fire to buy time. Another just like it had ascended the stairs outside of the room and was aiming directly at the two of us. We were framed in the open doorway, baited into a killbox by a machine. My first instinct was to get Vincenzo clear. I’d thrown myself into him before the thought had fully formed. We landed two meters to the right of the door, but to my surprise there was no deafening report.

      The air in front of the door shimmered, and Andrea flashed into view. In her hands was the heavy gun of one of the androids, and she swung it through the air like a club. It whipped over our heads, ripped through the fiber polymer wall, and slammed into the proxy outside. The penthouse shook, shards of broken metal rained, and the impact lifted the proxy off its feet.

      It landed and stumbled but didn’t go down. It regained its balance, then turned back to her and froze. Andrea was already moving closer, and she snapped her rifle up to finish what she’d started.

      Leave it, Andrea.

      Thomas stepped in from behind it as if from nowhere, a silver cable tracing a path from the back of its head to the small white device in his hand. Thomas rapidly gestured in the air, then pulled the cable from the proxy’s head a few seconds later. It stood straight up and glanced around, before walking back down the stairs.

      I stood and held out a hand to help Veraldi up. He took it, and I pulled him to his feet. What was that? I asked Thomas.

      I’ve rescinded its orders.

      So it’s fighting for us now?

      Rescinding orders is not the same as issuing new ones.

      You can just say no, Thomas.

      I walked past him and checked the bottom of the stairway. It opened into a living room, and I could see multiple pinch points on the map.

      We’ll need to leapfrog across to be safe. I said.

      I agree, Andrea replied. But stay behind the androids.

      We moved quickly across the living room, while our androids moved steadily a few meters ahead.

      They’re through there, announced Raven, pointing toward the master bedroom. The presence of androids invisible to backscatter scans meant there could be a dozen more proxies waiting for us, but all Raven would see is the handful of humans they were defending. I approached the door with caution and listened. A voice called out to us.

      That sounds like Russian, commented Vincenzo.

      Andrea called back in kind. “If you want to live, throw down your weapons and open the door slowly.” I’d never heard her speak another language before.

      A round of gunfire came through the door. I ducked instinctively, but the shooter was blind firing and every shot went high. Raven aimed carefully at the wall and squeezed the trigger. There was a pained yelp, and Raven fired three more shots across the wall.

      There are four left, Raven said.

      We only have room for three, Andrea replied. Raven fired another round into the wall.

      There are three left, Raven said. They all have their hands up.

      Tycho, cloak up, Andrea said. “One of you open the door. Slowly,” she called out to them.

      I faded out of view and raised my weapon.

      He’s moving, Raven announced. The door unlocked and swung open into the room. I could see a man with dirty blonde hair standing just inside the doorway. There was a man and woman who were on their knees further into the room, and two men bleeding onto the carpet from head wounds just past them.

      Clear it, Tycho.

      I leaned around the doorframe to check the adjacent walls before stepping into the room. It was hard to believe things had been this simple, and I was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      We’re clear, I reported.

      “You, by the door, come out slowly,” Andrea commanded.

      He did as he was told. I decloaked in front of the two kneeling on the floor with my weapon raised. It had the intended effect, and they looked like they’d just seen a ghost. Vincenzo came into the room moments later and bound both of their wrists with slip-ties.

      As we ushered them out of the main bedroom and into the living room, Thomas spoke out loud. “StateSec is responding to this location. I’m interfering with drone surveillance, but we have three minutes before ground forces arrive.”

      Andrea nodded. “That’s more than enough. Stay on top of it. Vincenzo, place mines in the penthouse access. Raven, Tycho, on me.” She shouldered her rifle and turned to our prisoners. “Go to the roof,” she said.

      Two of them began walking immediately, but the man with dirty blonde hair stood his ground and looked at Andrea with something like mild amusement. She drew her sidearm and motioned up the stairs. “I hate repeating myself.”

      His eyes went to the gun, then back to Andrea. He nodded, smiled, then turned and joined the other two prisoners. Raven took point and led the way with Thomas. I filed in behind our captives and walked with Andrea. I could see she was distracted with her dataspike, likely calling in our extraction.

      When we stepped out onto the roof, Raven shouldered her weapon and took a blue case from her field kit. She walked a few meters away and set it down on the rooftop, dragging a long cable behind her. Thomas slipped a much larger case off his back and pulled similar cabling and a set of harnesses from it.

      He held the harnesses out to me. “Someone on the StateSec network is being obstinate,” he said. “I need to focus on teaching them the error of their decision.”

      I took the harnesses from him and slipped them around our prisoners, while Thomas waged his invisible war. Vincenzo joined us as I finished with our two androids in tow.

      “It’s done,” he said.

      “Good.” Andrea nodded. “Help Tycho thread the cable. Raven, what’s the status on our balloon?”

      “Launching it now, Chief.” Raven waved to get my attention, then motioned at the cable she’d strung out along the rooftop. I picked it up and saw that it was a thick braid of alloy fiber, each of the eight strands splitting off along the length and ending in a universal clip.

      Vincenzo took the four strands splitting off to the left side into his hands. He clipped one to his harness and walked back to the prisoners to do the same for them. I followed suit as Raven pulled a tab on the blue case and stepped back a few paces. A white balloon rose from the case and grew almost implausibly large.

      It quickly rose into the air, the other end of the alloy fiber braid in my hands trailing behind it. I passed a clip to Raven and walked back to hand one to Thomas, who took it. I heard a faint rumbling in the distance and the not-so-distant sound of sirens.

      “We have less than one minute, Andrea,” Thomas said, securing the clip to his harness with one hand and gesturing to his dataspike with the other.

      “Plenty of time,” she said, approaching the gold and silver androids. “Protocol Zeta 655. Confirmation code 4178L.”

      The androids knelt in unison and bowed their heads. Their graphene spines split open at the neck like blossoming flowers, and thin black rods slipped up from within. Andrea holstered her sidearm, then took each of the rods in hand and pulled them free from the android shells.

      She turned and tossed one to me. “Section 3 would sooner have one of us dead than lose these,” she said and motioned for the last alloy fiber cable.

      I passed it to her, and she attached it to her harness as both the rumbling and the sirens grew louder.

      “StateSec ground forces are on-site,” Thomas reported.

      “That’s fine,” said Andrea.“ Our ride is here.

      The rumble became a roar overhead, and we were suddenly pulled into the air. Like falling in reverse, the city of Xi’an sped by below, receding into the dark behind the clouds and night almost as quickly as we had arrived.
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      We flew in silence for a while. It probably had to do with the knowledge that we weren’t really safe until we were well out of RST airspace. Andrea was the first to break the silence somewhere over the Arctic

      “Do any of you speak English?”

      There was no response at first, but then a faint smile crossed the blond man’s lips. “We all speak English,” he said. “That doesn’t mean we have anything to say to you.”

      Andrea raised a hand and motioned at the drop bay. “You might want to rethink that,” she replied.

      “You’re not Bratva, and you’re not Triad. So what are you? NAS? Federation?”

      Andrea didn’t blink.

      “I’m a citizen of the Territories. You don’t have any authority to arrest me.”

      “Who said we were arresting you?”

      He frowned slightly, his brow furrowing.

      “Oh, I have your attention now?” asked Andrea. “I see. You didn’t understand your situation. Well, here are the facts. No one knows we have you, and no one will ever know what happened to you if we decide you can’t be of any use to us.”

      The woman we’d captured gasped.

      “What then? Torture?” asked the blond man.

      Andrea shook her head. “In our experience, the information we get that way isn’t reliable.”

      He gave a cruel smile. “Our experiences differ.”

      “Our time is valuable, and we don’t like to waste it. If you don’t cooperate, you won’t make it out alive. We won’t wait for you to break.” She leaned forward. “Once we get where we’re going, the interrogation starts. If you don’t answer our questions, you’ll be executed.”

      “Everyone dies.” His voice was flat, like he couldn’t care less.

      “Enough, Jovani,” the woman interrupted. “Your reputation doesn’t matter when you’re dead.”

      “I like her. Smart.” Andrea turned to her. “Let’s start with something easy. What’s your name?”

      “My name is Lihua Federova.” The woman was obviously eager to cooperate. “That man is Jovani Pang.” She tilted her chin to point. “That is Sergey Li.”

      Sergey growled something at her in Russian, and Vincenzo responded by smacking him in the face with his pistol. “No communication between prisoners,” he said.

      Jovani was still smiling. “You think this will go unpunished? We’ll see how long that lasts.”

      Andrea didn’t reply. A back-and-forth would have made us look weak. Instead, she gave the three of them time to reflect on their situation. Having several hours to imagine what was in store for them when we landed must have been torture in it’s own right. I recorded their facial topography while I watched them.

      Sergey Li seemed to want to project strength, but his toughness was just a symptom of his obvious fear. He scowled at us for most of the flight, but in the moments when he thought no one was watching, the mask slipped and his brows knitted with anxiety. I was all but sure he would break when it was finally time to question him.

      Lihua Federova was even easier to read. She was clearly terrified. She kept her head down and her eyes on the floor. The drop bay was pressurized and climate-controlled, but she hugged herself as if freezing. I wondered why she had ever gotten involved if she couldn’t handle the fear. I suppose it’s impossible to know ahead of time what you can handle and what you can’t.

      Four hours later, the plane landed. I wasn’t sure where we were when the doors opened. It was all gray sky and mist over an equally gray tarmac and sparse airfield. All I knew for certain was that this wasn’t Lakenheath. Raven and I helped Lihua to her feet and led her off the plane. Vincenzo hoisted Sergei up and shoved him forward when he refused to comply. Jovanni walked off of the plan of his own volition, with Andrea right behind him.

      A group of four men were waiting for us as we stepped off the plane. I could see the Section 3 emblem on the lapels of their black overcoats.

      “Welcome back,” one of the agents said. “We’re here to transport the prisoners to our safehouse. You can interrogate them there if that works for you.”

      “That works perfectly,” Andrea replied.

      Lihua held her hands up. “Please. I’m willing to cooperate.”

      Sergey glared at her. Jovanni chuckled and shook his head. An agent walked over and manacled her wrists, then slipped a black bag over her head without a word. They did the same to the others, before leading them to an armored transport. As the vehicle sped off, an agent marshalled us to a gray sedan. We climbed in and were on the road less than five minutes after landing.

      “I know you’re all tired,” Andrea told us, “but we can’t afford to waste any time here. Interrogation begins as soon as we get to the safehouse. Vincenzo, you’ve got Lihua Federova. Raven, you’re on Sergey Li. I’ll question Jovani Pang.”

      “I’ll monitor their vitals, of course,” Thomas volunteered.

      “That’s a good idea,” replied Andrea.

      I looked at her. “What about me?”

      “I want you with me while I question Jovani Pang,” she replied.

      I nodded. “I think he’s the one with any intel.”

      “The smug ones always are.” She smiled.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jovani Pang was sitting on a metal chair in an empty room. The black bag was still over his head, and his hands were still manacled behind him.

      “I’m sure you want that bag off,” Andrea commented.

      “I’m quite comfortable, thank you.”

      Andrea waited to let his joke fall flat, then started the questioning. “Who do you work for, Mr. Pang?”

      “What kind of question is that? I don’t work for anybody. I am Bratva, but no man can call himself my boss.”

      The word bratva means brotherhood in Russian and was a common term for the Russian Mafia. So Jovani saw himself as an independent operator but was still eager to claim Mafia ties.

      “You’ll need to do better with your lies, Mr. Pang,” replied Andrea. “Why do you think we raided you in the first place?”

      Jovani shrugged. “I don’t care or claim to know the mind of dogs. You serve your masters. That is not my line of business.”

      “We took you because we know what you’ve been up to. We know all about your plans.”

      “Then you know me better than I do. I don’t even know my plans. I do what I want, when I want. That’s all there is to it.”

      “Sol Federation Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir.”

      That seemed to throw him. He sat silently for a long moment, then spoke in a more subdued voice. “You know what? I changed my mind. I’m not so comfortable after all.”

      Andrea reached over and pulled the mask from his head. He sat and stared at her, his expression unreadable yet emotional at the same time.

      “Do you know the story of Prometheus,” he asked. “He was a trickster who tried to defy the natural order. He stole fire from the gods and gave it to mortals. He was punished for his crime. Chained to a rock in hell to have his liver eaten by vultures. Not until he died, but every day, forever.”

      His eyes narrowed with the last word, and I figured out what I was seeing in his face. It was rage, so tightly controlled that it looked almost calm. Jovani Pang saw himself as an important person. The sort of person you didn’t dream of treating this way. Something divine, being profaned by the unworthy.

      I subvocalized a message to Andrea. He’s insulted by all of this. He thinks he’s too important to be accountable to anyone.

      She replied to Jovani in a way that acknowledged my message. “You seem to think you’re an important man, Jovani. You haven’t figured it out yet, but you have no power here. None at all. Understand that, or you’re going to die here.”

      She put the black bag over his head again and then went to the door. I followed her out, and she started walking down the corridor immediately.

      “Where are we going?” I asked her.

      “That was a good insight,” she told me. “We need to have a meeting before we can continue.”

      We went to the other interrogation rooms one by one and rounded up the other members of Section 9. Then we went to the safehouse living room, where the Section 3 agent on duty was sitting and looking at something on his dataspike. He got up and left the room when it was clear what we had planned, a professional touch I appreciated.

      “How’s the interrogation going so far?” asked Andrea.

      “Lihua’s talking,” replied Vincenzo. “But I think she’s leaving something out. Maybe trying to save her own life without giving away their entire plot.”

      Andrea nodded. “That’s what I was afraid of. The ones who cooperate too easily are often a problem. Thomas, how were her vitals?”

      “She’s scared,” he replied. “But not terrified. I’d call her fearful display a bit of an act. An exaggeration.”

      Andrea turned to Vincenzo. “Give her something to be afraid of.” Then she looked to Raven. “What about Sergey Li?”

      “He’s answering questions, but reluctantly. Like he has to cough up every word.”

      “Keep the pressure on. Jovani Pang tried to threaten us, and Tycho noticed something interesting about him.”

      “Interesting in what way,” Veraldi asked.

      “He’s an arrogant man,” I said. “But it’s not just that. He’s arrogant in a specific way. Classist. Like he thinks he’s too high status to be treated the way we’re treating him.”

      “Do you agree with that assessment?” Vincenzo asked Andrea.

      “I do,” she replied. “He says he’s Bratva, but I can’t escape the impression that he’s something more than that too.”

      Thomas spoke up. “I’ll look into him and find out who he really is, what his connections are.”

      Vincenzo steepled his hands in front of his face as if deep in thought. “I’ll give you this much. There’s something here we’re not understanding.”

      “That’s a fact,” Raven added. “What the hell is the connection between a crew of thugs in Xi’an and a conspiracy to kill the Secretary-General?”

      “Yes, exactly,” Veraldi continued. “The Bratva isn’t a political organization, except where politics directly impacts their profits. They’ll bribe a politician or put StateSec on their payroll, but this is too ambitious. How could they profit from killing the Secretary-General? I think that’s the question we need to solve, regardless of whether it bears out Tycho’s insight or not.”

      “There’s one way it could profit them,” I pointed out. “Someone else could simply be paying them to do it.”

      Andrea nodded. “In other words, we may not have peeled this onion all the way yet. Still, a good conspiracy shouldn’t have too many moving parts. It increases the risk of something going wrong.”

      “Something has gone wrong, from their perspective,” I replied. “We’ve captured their hired men. Now we just have to find out who hired them, and why.”

      “Maybe.” Veraldi nodded, but he didn’t sound convinced. “I still think we should keep our minds open, see if we can figure out any other angles. I’m sure Sergei and Lihua will crack soon. They’re pretty close as it is.”

      “I can’t say the same about Jovani,” replied Andrea. “He’s a hard man, and he seems to be willing to go to the wall.”

      “Then maybe we should use him as the example for the others.” Veraldi’s voice was cold. “If we shoot him right in front of them, I imagine they’ll tell us anything we want to know.”

      Not for the first time, I was struck by the basic ruthlessness of my friends in Section 9. They might not torture their prisoners, but other than that there was hardly anything they wouldn’t do. Or hardly anything we wouldn’t do. I couldn’t distance myself from them, after all.

      Andrea nodded. “We will if we have to, but I don’t want to do it yet. I get the impression he’s the boss, so he probably has more information than the other two combined. He may even be the only one who knows the name of their client, if they have one.”

      Andrea paused as if in thought, then continued. “Thomas will work up a dossier, but in the meantime the rest of us should clear up some of the other aspects of this case. Tycho, didn’t you say there was some suspicious behavior from MetSec in this case?”

      I nodded. “When Yeun’s car was bombed, it took MetSec over ten minutes to respond.”

      “It did seem strange,” added Raven. “It wouldn’t be the first time we’ve run into evidence of official collusion.”

      “Okay.” Andrea crossed her arms. “I’ll ask Andrew to look into everyone in MetSec on duty that day who could have delayed a response. Maybe we’ll get lucky and one of them will turn out to have some link to the Russian Mafia.”

      “It could just as easily be a simple dispatcher,” Raven pointed out. “If they have drug labs or memory dens operating in London, imagine the advantage they’d gain by being able to delay any raid until they had time to clean up.”

      Andrea nodded absently, her eyes unfocused. She was silent for a minute, obviously contacting Andrew on her dataspike. How long had Andrew been there? Sixteen hours or so? As an infiltration specialist, he was probably used to spending long periods in temporary lodging, but I couldn’t help feeling bad for the man. He was essentially under house arrest, and now with homework.

      When I noticed her eyelids flutter and her focus return to the others in the room, I spoke up. “I can relieve Andrew.”

      She looked surprised. “I wasn’t aware you liked babysitting so much,” she replied.

      Had she been giving me so many field tasks because she thought I preferred them? “I’m actually planning to do a little research,” I told her.

      “With Yeun? What do you want to check?”

      “We haven’t really talked at length yet. There could be aspects of this case that he considers obvious, but that we haven’t noticed yet because we weren’t as immersed in it. He might even know something about our prisoners. Their names could have come up at some point while he was collecting his material.”

      Andrea nodded slowly. “Okay, yeah. That’s a good idea, Tycho. See if he has any information that could shed light on who’s directing Jovani and to what purpose.”

      “I’ll leave for London as soon as we’re done here. What country are we actually in right now?”

      She blinked at me silently for a moment and tilted her head. “You know, that’s a good question. I assumed we were in Belgium, but I didn’t ask.”

      I noticed the safehouse had Faraday shielding on the way in. “I’ll check when I’m outside. ”

      “What a life,” muttered Raven.

      “It really is,” replied Andrea. “From London, to Xi’an and parts unknown, with shootings and a triple kidnapping in between,” she added.
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      It turned out that we weren’t in Belgium at all. The Section 3 safehouse was in London, only a few kilometers from my apartment. When I’d asked the Section 3 agent where we were, he laughed. When my expression didn’t change, he became annoyed. “Are you fucking with me?”

      “Just tired,” I answered, not bothering to hide the exhaustion in my voice.

      That’s how disorienting the life of a field agent was. We had spent several hours back in London without even realizing it.

      I stopped by the guest room and splashed some water on my face in the bathroom. A change of clothing would help too, so I threw on a set of clothes from the closet. They weren’t mine, of course, but they fit as well as anything.

      Sure, I could have gone back to my apartment, maybe had a shower, changed into my own clothes, but time was always the enemy. Two hours spent crossing from one side of the city to the other meant two less where it mattered. I fished my meds from my go bag and took my dose for the day, then left the safehouse for the train.
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      “Jean-Paul!” called Andrew as I entered the Chelsea safehouse. “Has the day where you relieve me finally arrived?”

      “It has,” I said, ignoring his sarcasm. “Chief brought you up to speed?”

      “She did indeed.” He stood up to leave and finished his drink, then he set the empty mug down on the table. “Later, Edward.”

      “Be safe,” Edward said with a casual smile.

      I walked into the kitchen and poured myself a cup of coffee, then went back to the living room to sit across from him. He shot me a worried glance. “You don’t look so good, Jean-Paul.”

      “Really?” I asked. “I feel fantastic. I got at least two, if not three hours sleep last night.”

      He grimaced. “Sorry, that sounds exhausting. I’ve mostly just been playing Go with Alex.”

      “Sounds fun,” I said with a nod. “You’re in a weird situation right now, huh?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “In a way, you’re the most important person in this whole case, but you’re also the only one with nothing to do.” I took a sip of coffee. It was black. No sugar or cream, just a cheap blend from a convenience store. I drank it down like medicine.

      “I guess that’s true. It’s like a vacation, but in a warzone.” He smiled. “Could be worse, I suppose.”

      It was a good sign to hear him attempt a joke. It meant the last three days hadn’t gotten to him. Then again, I’d expect no less from a Peacekeeper.

      “Are you planning to take a nap any time soon?” he asked.

      “Maybe. Right now, I plan to finish this drink. Then we’ll see where I’m at.”

      He shook his head. “I had enough of that in Antarctica. Even when we did get time to sleep, the damn sun never set.”

      “I think I’d welcome the sun for a little while. I don’t like the dark.”

      One of his brows quirked up in surprise. “You’re scared of the dark?”

      “I said I don’t like it. Nothing about being afraid. The Federation keeps sending me into the pitch black corners of the system anyway.”

      “Yeah that sounds about right.” Edward laughed. “Why do we do it?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, taking another sip.

      “We give up the best of ourselves. Our prime years. Potentially our lives. We suffer our worst fears—”

      “Dislikes” I put in.

      “—and for what? We give so much to the Federation. What is it all for?”

      That surprised me. I closed my eyes as I breathed the coffee in. “Isn’t the Peacekeeper motto Semper Servire?”

      “It is,” he admitted. “But you might be surprised how many Peacekeepers have a negative view on blind patriotism.”

      I was content to let him talk. I needed a clear head before I brought up anything too serious, and the friendlier the conversation was, the more receptive he’d be. Probably.

      “I’ve been thinking about those days a lot lately,” he added.

      “In what way?”

      “I deployed with eight people from my training pod to North America. Three of us came back after the first tour. I was the only one to come back from the second.”

      I waited quietly for him to find the words.

      “I want to believe there was some purpose to it. That they didn’t die out there in the desert for nothing, but it’s been years and it’s all just wasteland from sea to sea.”

      “We were able to build the rampart,” I pointed out.

      He frowned back at me. “Doesn’t seem like a fair exchange.”

      I put my cup down and sat forward. “It never does. Nothing can ever balance the scale. We’ll carry the weight of the fallen with us for the rest of our lives. That’s just our burden to bear until the day we become someone else’s weight. But anything that brings the system closer to a better tomorrow means that someday, that cycle will end. Someday, there’s going to be a generation of people that don’t know our pain. That’s why I do it.”

      He thought about it for a long beat, absently pulling at a loose thread on his shirt. “And you believe the Sol Federation will do that,” he finally said.

      I nodded.

      “So that’s why you look like shit right now.” He laughed.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly why.”

      “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re still alive.”

      “So am I.” I picked up my cup and glanced out the window as I took another pull. The noon sun was breaking through the clouds overhead, and swatches of blue peeked out from behind the gray.

      “There is something I wanted to ask for your help with,” I said.

      “Sure. Whatever you need,” he replied.

      “We have some Bratva in custody that had a part in the case. They were extorting ministers to participate, but we don’t know why. It’s possible someone paid them to do it, but we haven’t found any evidence of that.”

      “What can I do to help?”

      “I’d like to review what we have so far with you. Maybe you remember seeing some of these names in your investigation.”

      “I may not remember everything off the top of my head, but I’ll do what I can.”

      I nodded. “That’s all I’m asking. As far as we can tell, there’s a cell active in London supporting a swallow.”

      “A swallow?” He frowned. “That’s a low-tech approach.”

      “So is blackmail. The swallow in question produced kompromat of all three cabinet members engaged in sex acts.”

      “Enough to threaten their careers if they’re exposed?” he asked. “That must be some embarrassing stuff.”

      “You have no idea,” I told him. “We tracked down the swallow’s handlers and found our Russo-Sino mobsters.”

      He sat back and nodded knowingly. “So that was your meet and greet in Xi’an?”

      “Yeah, it was.”

      “You’re telling me you walked into the RST, grabbed some mobsters, and left?” He seemed dubious and impressed at the same time.

      “It was a little more involved than that, but in so many words, yeah.”

      He shook his head. “Shit. We could have used you in Antarctica, Jean-Paul.”

      I felt a little guilty that he still didn’t know my real name. He’d seen combat, like I had. Lost close friends like I had. We were veterans of the same struggles, and I was lying to him as easily as I breathed.

      “So you picked up some mobsters,” he prompted.

      “Two men and a woman,” I continued. “But they’re just gangsters as far as we can tell. It doesn’t explain why they’d be involved in something like this.”

      “So we have a London-based intelligence cell supporting a swallow with an elaborate blackmail scheme against members of the NAS cabinet, and behind the scenes is a handful of Russian mobsters with no reason at all to be involved in something like that.”

      “Exactly. It doesn’t add up, and the captured mobsters haven’t given up substantial information for us to work with. I want to give you some names and faces and see if you can establish any connections we’re missing. Fresh eyes with no bias.”

      “Okay. Let me get my notepad open.” He gestured in the air. “What’s the first name you have?”

      “Jovani Pang. Hold on a sec. I’ll send you the facial topography too.” I tabbed through my files and pulled up the picture of Jovani’s grinning face from the flight back and sent it to Edward’s dataspike.

      “Got it,” he told me. “Looks like an asshole. Next one?”

      “Sergey Li.”

      I pulled up Sergey’s facial data and sent it over. “His right eye has a slight droop. Do you have any history on him? Has he had a stroke? Age?”

      I hadn’t noticed. “We don’t know any of that yet. We’re working up dossiers, but these are all fresh intakes.”

      “Okay. Who else?”

      “Lihua Federova. She’s the last of the group.”

      He gave me a nod once he had her facial data. “Where were they picked up?”

      “A penthouse in downton Xi’an. I’m sending you the coordinates.”

      “Okay. Anything else? What about that swallow?”

      “Her name is Maria Valeryevna. She was involved with all of the cabinet members linked to the plot.”

      “She probably presented herself as an escort or something like that, and they shared her name around.”

      “Check their conversations if you get the chance. They might have referred to her in an indirect way. I doubt we’ll find anything new, but it’s worth a shot.”

      He stood, took Andrew’s empty cup from the table, and walked to the kitchen. “I’ll look back over it all. I’m glad you’re giving me so much to do, honestly. I was starting to get a little restless here. Now I have something to chew on.”

      “It could give us a more complete picture of the entire conspiracy.” I gestured in the air and tabbed through my files, deciding to give Edward one more piece of material. “I have one more thing to send you,” I said.

      “The videos?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, packing the files. “No telling if it will make much of a difference, but you might see something new. Just be ready for it.”

      Edward ran the tap and rinsed out the cups. “If there’s anything in here that shocks me, I’ll be surprised. I’ve seen some shit.”

      I transferred the files over and waited. He furrowed his brow and shut off the water. “What am I looking at in this?”

      “Which file?”

      “004. At the start, is that a—”

      “It is.”

      He was quiet for a few seconds. “Valeryevna is a frightening woman,” he said.

      “It’s a specific niche, so any references to those sorts of activities or suppliers of equipment might lead us to the other players. So far, we’ve hit nothing.”

      “I assume the top priority is Jovani Pang and the others?”

      “Yes, but my instincts tell me it’s Pang himself. I’m not sure how, but I think he’s the key.”
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      I barely slept that night. The old sensation in my prosthetics was back, but different. Less of a sudden burn and more like a smoldering flame. Not so much pain as a kind of static. Dull, ever present in the background, and particularly noticeable with nothing else to distract me. I raised my hand in front of my face and tried to hold it still. Nanoscale servos and synthetic muscle should have made it easy, but my fingers twitched like leaves in the wind.

      Had I missed too many meds? Did I push too hard in the last few months?

      The sky through the window was blue-black. In the silence and darkness I stared at the hand that wasn’t mine, willing it to obey. Nothing changed. I curled my fingers into a fist and subvocalized a message to Andrea.

      I need to see Samara.

      She responded less than a minute later. Make it fast. I don’t want Edward alone for long.

      Is there anything you want me to tell her?

      This time there was a much longer pause before she replied.

      No.

      I flew to Brussels in the morning and took a car to Samara’s private practice. There was a small sign out front that read Samara Markov, but nothing that indicated what she did. Considering that she made a living installing illegal augmentations, I shouldn’t have been surprised. Samara was nothing if not careful—just like when she was performing surgery, connecting nerves and limbs to people who paid a premium to be whole again.

      Augmentation of the body was heavily regulated across the system, and it was rare for anyone to have extensive prosthetics. Even then, there were limits to what a person could or couldn’t do under the law. Samara had built a career on breaking those limits.

      She was a gifted surgeon of profound kindness and unflappable calm, who’d spent decades building ruthless killers for the solar system’s criminal underworld. I had no idea what circumstances had brought her into this life, but I’d also never ask.

      I tapped the call button and it buzzed a few seconds later, the noise harsh in the stillness. When a click sounded, telling me the door was unlocked, I pulled it open and entered what looked more like a small home than a gray-market medical office. A waifish android sitting almost demurely in a chaise lounge by the door took my name, then  indicated with a languid wave that I should have a seat.

      I did and took a look around. Reproductions of 24th century sculptures and copies of Chinese landscapes filled every open space. I wouldn’t have called it classy, but it made the room feel complete. Finished. There was a sense of tasteful consideration.

      The door to my right opened and Samara smiled as she greeted me. “Welcome, Tycho,” she said. “It’s good to see you again.”

      I stood and bowed my head. “Thanks for seeing me on short notice,” I replied.

      “It’s nothing, dear boy,” she said, wrapping her arms around me. “You’re like family to me.”

      She led me back to a room filled with devices and machines I didn’t recognize. Few had fascia or casing of any kind, and many were linked together with an ersatz selection of cables.

      “Sit down on the table and take off your shirt, please,” she said. “You’re having pain and shaking hands? No, don’t answer yet. Let me look you over. Simple examination, then a few questions. Tell me if I hurt you.”

      She examined both arms carefully, with particular attention to the prosthetic interface where they connected to my actual flesh. Watching her was like seeing an artist cast one final look over their canvas, nothing missed and nothing ignored.

      “You’ll be happy to know that I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” she said. There’s a tender area where the right arm connects to your shoulder, yes?”

      “Yeah, now that I think about it, I do get some soreness in that spot.”

      “It’s probably because you ask it to carry heavier loads more often. If it becomes a problem, just take it easy on the limb for a few days. You’re a man, not an android.”

      I wondered about that sometimes but nodded anyway.

      As she leaned over to show me something on my left arm, I caught a glimpse of the scarring in the nape of her neck from Katerina’s gunshot and felt a pang of guilt. I should have been faster. I should have done more.

      “Tycho, are you listening?”

      “Oh, yeah. You were telling me what I needed to do to become, ah…become more natural. Autonomic?”

      She laughed a little. “You know, my patients all say the same things. You claim you don’t have any time to take care of your prosthetics properly. And then you end up back in my office because you’ve had complications. But I shouldn’t complain. It keeps the lights on.”

      “I try,” I said. “I really do. It’s not that I don’t want to, but my life is...”

      I searched for a word that could describe it.

      “My life is irregular,” I continued. “There’s no pattern, no rhythm. I can be on two different continents in twelve hours, or two different planets in twenty four.”

      She nodded and touched my face the way an affectionate mother might. “I understand, dear. I do. It’s all just—” She waved vaguely, her eyes on me. “I’ve never really known what drew Andrea to that sort of life. She has such a sharp mind, such a beautiful soul. Just like you, Tycho. I don’t understand why you burden yourselves the way you do.”

      I hadn’t expected her to talk about her daughter. “Andrea once told me she does it because it adds up. She compared it to readout, where one side is chaos and the other side is peace, and said that everything she did to move the needle toward peace was worth the effort. She’s sure that one day, if we keep doing it, it’ll pin out.”

      “I’ve heard something like that from a few people in the past, but I’ve never understood it. Nothing we do can change the universe, one way or the other. Humans are ephemeral things. Our lives are so short.”

      She stared off into the distance, as if imagining a different life for her daughter. Or maybe a different life for the both of them. Then she shook her head and focused on me again.

      “Well, at any rate, your prosthetic limbs are in good condition, though it would be better if you took more consistent care of them. Deeper issues are not so visible on the surface, though. So why don’t you tell me about these side effects you’ve been experiencing?”

      “I’m not even sure you’d call it a side effect. It’s always there.”

      “Describe it,” she prompted me.

      “It’s like a dulling of feeling. Everything is less vivid, everything seems to matter a little less. It reminds me of a simulation. Things look real all around me but they don’t feel real. They’re echoes. Copies of copies.”

      Saying it out loud made it real. Life was distant, like it was happening to someone else, and I was watching through borrowed eyes.

      “Let me guess what you’re thinking,” Samara ventured.

      I shrugged a little. “No harm in trying.”

      “You’re describing this as a side effect of the prosthetics, but I think what you’re really worried about is that you’re depressed. You enjoy solving problems, and the idea of depression is upsetting for you because it’s not something that can be solved.”

      I laughed. “So, what’s your professional opinion? Do I have depression?”

      “Clinically? No, I don’t think that’s the cause of this. In fact, it would be strange for you to not be at least a little depressed after such extensive prosthetics.”

      “Well, sure. The new limbs work a hell of a lot better though.”

      She shook her head and laughed quietly. “I don’t know what to say to that. There’s every possibility you do have some kind of lingering trauma, though that’s not the likely cause of your current symptoms.”

      “Message received,” I replied. “There’s a physical cause. Is that normal following augmentation?”

      “A four-limb replacement is not a minor augmentation. No one would describe you as an Augman, but you’re not exactly a normal human either.”

      “I suppose not. I’m faster than the average person, and stronger.”

      “Right. So when you’ve undergone such drastic change, you have to expect your body to react. It has to adapt.”

      “I suppose it does. So you’re saying this feeling, this numbness I’m experiencing, is really an adaptation?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying, yes. It’s not uncommon in patients with augmentations as extensive as yours. In layman’s terms, the afferent nociceptor fibers in your body are interpreting signals from the augments as damage. This usually causes a phantom sensation of pain.”

      I blinked. “That’s layman’s terms?”

      “Your body and your prosthetics are speaking different languages, so your body assumes the signals are a type of pain.”

      “But that doesn’t make sense. It’s something different. Like noise. I can’t feel any pain in my limbs.”

      “Not on a conscious level, no. Your body deadens the phantom pain to make sure you’re not consciously aware of it. To put it simply, your body is panicking and is in denial. It’s trying to pretend you’re not experiencing what you’re experiencing, because it doesn’t know how to deal with it any other way.”

      “Lovely,” I said dejectedly, already imagining what years of the same feeling would be like. Was this how Andrea felt all of the time?

      Dr. Markov reached out and put a hand on my arm. “It’s not so bad, Tycho. Your body will learn to speak to your limbs with time, and these symptoms will fade away. Most likely you won’t even notice when they’re finally gone, because the process will have been so gradual.”

      “Okay.” I raised my eyes again. “How long are we talking?”

      She shrugged. “That’s hard to say. But don’t worry, we can correct the worst of it the same way we correct most side effects.”

      “How’s that?” I asked.

      “With medication, of course.”

      She crossed the room and opened a small metal cabinet. She rifled through it and pulled out a yellow rectangular box, then handed it to me.

      “This is diazetren,” she explained. “You’ll take one of these every day. It will interfere with the pentamine you’re already taking, so I’ll adjust the dosage of that to compensate. You should notice some improvement within a few days.”

      I felt better when she said that. The last thing I needed was for my body to fail me in a life or death situation. Again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I returned to London that afternoon and went directly to the safehouse in Chelsea. When I walked in, there was no one in sight.

      “Edward? Anyone here?” I lifted my voice to carry through the rooms.

      “One minute, Jean-Paul,” Edward called from his bedroom. I sat down on a chair in the living room and checked my messages. I gestured in the air and tabbed through, noticing a confirmation that Samara had already updated my prescriptions.

      Edward came out of his room a moment later, swiping through something himself. His eyes were unfocused, and his attention distracted, yet he walked through the living room as though he’d lived here for months.

      I watched him pace along the couch. I’d never seen this absentminded side of his personality before, but I assumed he was reviewing something he intended to show me. When he finally stopped, he looked down at me and said, “I’m sending you what I have.”

      The file transferred to my dataspike in seconds, and I opened it to find an archive with dozens of entries.

      “What am I looking at here?” I asked him, seeing only that it had something to do with Jovani Pang.

      “I think I found a connection, although I’m not sure what it means. It might explain why Pang seems to think he’s so important. Take a look at his past addresses.”

      I scrolled through and brought it up. There were gaps in Pang’s history, but the addresses showed that he had mostly lived in the Xi’an area, with stints in St. Petersburg and even Siberia.

      “Now take a look at the collection titled Location Subject Two.”

      I brought that up as well and saw considerable overlap between the two lists. They weren’t an exact match by any means, but Subject Two had spent time in the same cities, at roughly the same times, and in the same order. The pattern suggested that one of the two was actively trying to follow the other one. And based on the timing, it looked like Pang was following Subject Two.

      “Okay, more than a little interesting,” I admitted.

      “Now have a look at the bank transfers between Pang and the Solomon Company.”

      I reviewed the transfers and saw that the Solomon Company had made a number of payments to Pang over the years, in varying but fairly large amounts.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “So what does the Solomon Company do?”

      “They don’t seem to do anything. In theory, they’re an investment company, but I couldn’t find any evidence that anyone but Jovani Pang had ever invested in anything.”

      “Company ownership?”

      “I gave it a try, but the Solomon Company is owned by another completely notional corporation, which is owned by yet another, which is owned by still another. It’s a shell corporation to obscure the real ownership. Take a look at the collection marked Transfers to SC.”

      I saw that the Solomon Company had received a large transfer from the Benison Fund. “That name sounds familiar.”

      “The Benison Fund?” he replied. “A private charity, mostly known for its disaster relief donations. Founded by Ivan Solovyov.”

      A chill ran down my neck at the name. The last time I had seen Solovyov, he’d taken on the body of a Cavadoran girl and disappeared into the solar system.

      “Who is Subject Two?” I asked.

      “That’s the interesting part.” He took a seat on the couch and leaned forward. “Ivan Solovyov and Jovani Pang have lived in the same city several times. The Subject Two listing is all of Ivan Solovyov’s known addresses.”

      “This has to be more than coincidence,” I thought out loud. “But what’s the link between them?”

      “With Pang following Solovyov around, I have my theories. I asked Terry to help look into it, and I’m expecting him to come out soon and tell us what he’s found.”

      “Oh, is Terry here?”

      I didn’t recall mentioning Thomas Young’s alias to Edward.

      “Yes, he showed up this morning a few hours after you left. He seemed pretty knowledgeable with archival systems.”

      The man really didn’t know Thomas all that well. “And how has that worked out?”

      He gave me a wry smile. “He isn’t exactly a social butterfly, is he? He asked me what I wanted him to check, made some sarcastic comments about how much he’s being asked to do, then disappeared into one of the other bedrooms. I haven’t seen him since.”

      “Well, I’m here to relieve him. That should give us an excuse to go knock on the door. Which room is he in?”

      He walked me back to the room, and I knocked on the door with my knuckles. There was no reply, so I knocked again after about a minute. I heard rapid footsteps, then the door cracked open. Thomas peered out at me with bloodshot eyes and said one word. “No.”

      Then he closed the door again, leaving me to stew in my questions. I turned around and shrugged at Edward, then wandered back to the living room.

      “What was that all about?” he asked.

      “You’ve seen it yourself. If I had to guess, I’d say he’s close to a breakthrough and isn’t ready to show it to us yet. I’ll just sit out here for a bit and read through this file, and with any luck he’ll be ready by the time I’m done.”

      “And if he isn’t?”

      “I don’t know what to tell you. He could be in there for another sixteen hours.”

      I opened the file up again and went through everything Edward had put together. It was all circumstantial, but it did seem to show a repeated series of connections between Jovani Pang and Subject Two, who I now knew to be Ivan Solovyov. The pattern suggested that Pang was dependent on Solovyov, and not just financially. Solovyov would move, and a few months or a few years later Pang would move to the same place.

      Of course, Solovyov never really lived in a single location. He might own a house in Moscow while living on one of the moons of Jupiter and taking frequent cruises to the outer worlds, so Pang wasn’t succeeding in staying all that close to him. It looked more like stalker behavior.

      Why would the proud and arrogant Jovani Pang be stalking one of the wealthiest and most influential men in the solar system?

      There were also hints of the relationship between them in a few dataspike exchanges Edward had managed to capture. These exchanges were never directly between the two men. They were always with a lackey at some front company with an unclear relationship to Solovyov, but the lackey would sometimes pass a message along. Cutouts were good like that, and Pang seemed to have their purpose down pat.

      “Getting the picture?” Edward asked me.

      “Yeah, I think I am. And I think I can guess what theory you’ve come up with. But let’s see what Terry has to say.”

      As I said those words, the bedroom door opened, and Thomas wandered out. He looked like he hadn’t slept since our last meeting, but he also had an air of ragged triumph about him.

      “I’ve done it,” he announced. “Much more difficult than I expected.” He looked down at his rumpled shirt, then lifted a brow at us, inviting questions.

      “I’m not really sure what I anticipated,” Edward responded.

      “Allow me. You might have thought it would be a simple matter of comparing the DNA profile of Jovani Pang with the DNA profile of Ivan Solovyov. But no, it wasn’t.”

      “We did have Jovani’s DNA profile, though, didn’t we?” I asked. The whole triumphant air was getting old, and my patience was thin.

      “Of course. We drew his blood at the safehouse and entered a complete analysis of his DNA into my files. That was the easy part.”

      As he usually did, Thomas was enjoying the chance to play up his heroic brilliance. I decided to play along, for the simple reason that it was the only way to keep him talking and eventually find out what I wanted to find out, so I stowed my growing irritation and pasted a bland smile on my face.

      “So, what was the hard part?” I prompted.

      “We don’t have Solovyov’s DNA. Or, more accurately, we didn’t.”

      “Aren’t DNA profiles kept on file with MetSec and other agencies?” I asked.

      “Generally speaking, yes. But remember what’s unique about Solovyov’s DNA.”

      I realized what he was saying. Like the other Eleven, Solovyov maintained his immortality by stealing the bodies of younger people, transferring his consciousness into their minds and then wearing them like a costume. To check his DNA, we’d actually have to get a sample from the particular body he was using at the relevant time. And Solovyov preferred to target vulnerable populations, making it more likely that no one would look for the missing person—making them effectively impossible to track.

      He was, in essence, a body thief, and thieves never allowed their DNA to be tagged. Not if they were good thieves.

      Edward, of course, knew nothing of any of this. He frowned at Thomas. “What?”

      Thomas conveniently failed to hear him. “I ran every known image of him through missing persons databases, hoping to match his face to someone with a DNA profile on record. No luck there, he seems to pick victims who are truly anonymous. But then it hit me.”

      He waited expectantly, so I nodded. “Go on. How’d you do it?”

      “He used to be an important diplomat, the Arbiter of Shaanxi.”

      “Damn,” I said. “Where Xi’an is located.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re paying attention. Yes, the same city where Jovani Pang was based. Well, to serve as a diplomat, he had to provide all his personal information to the relevant authorities… including a blood sample.”

      Edward frowned in confusion. “But those files wouldn’t be accessible to… oh.”

      Thomas was grinning broadly. He had hacked his way into some of the most secure government files in the solar system to access Solovyov’s DNA profile. The profile of his most recent host, before the mind-transfer I’d witnessed myself.

      “Alright.” I nodded. “That’s fairly impressive. So, you were finally able to compare Jovani Pang’s DNA with Ivan Solovyov’s. Did you find what I think you found?”

      “I don’t know what you think I found. But if you’re not a fool, then yes, I found it.”

      “There’s a lot in this conversation I don’t understand,” Edward said. “In fact, from what little I can piece together, there’s a lot I don’t even want to understand. Just tell me this. Is Jovani Pang a blood relative of Ivan Solovyov’s?”

      “Oh yes,” replied Thomas. “He’s definitely a blood relative. To be specific, he’s Solovyov’s son.”
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      Thomas certainly enjoyed his little revelation, even if it did involve disclosing highly classified information in front of someone who wasn’t really cleared to hear it. The direct result was a little complicated. We had to go through the charade of letting Edward know he’d been briefed on something highly classified, telling him that we wouldn’t be explaining any of it, and asking him if he understood the consequences of repeating any of it to anyone.

      “We have the exact same procedure in Section 5,” he told us. “I understand the consequences. If I repeat any of what I heard I’ll be prosecuted—although, to be clear, I didn’t understand any of what I heard well enough to repeat it.”

      I shook my head. “I’m afraid it isn’t exactly the same as Section 5. We’re a field team, not intelligence analysts. We don’t actually prosecute people.”

      “Oh.” His face was somehow sober and stunned at the same time as he picked up on the implication that he would simply be killed if he ever talked. “Well, uh… don’t worry, guys. I know how to keep a secret.”

      I clapped him on the back. “I know you do. And really, Edward, don’t worry about it. As long as you keep your mouth shut, we won’t ever have to mention it again.”

      He swallowed heavily and got quiet on us. Thomas left, still quite pleased with himself and what he’d managed to find out. I left Edward to himself for a while so he could process, but as the sun was setting, I came back into the living room and sat down across from him.

      “Everything okay, Edward?”

      “Yeah, I’m alright. This spy stuff is kind of heavy, though. You know?”

      I nodded. “Sure. When I first met this outfit, they gave me the same speech. It’s standard.”

      He looked straight at me. “What section did you say you were with again?”

      My dataspike chimed a notification, and I raised my hand to tell him to hold on. It was a message from Veraldi.

      Tycho, do you have any idea where Andrea is? No one can seem to find her.

      I frowned and sent my reply. I haven’t seen her. Haven’t heard from her either. I’ll let you know if I do.

      “Is everything okay?” asked Edward.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. It wasn’t like Andrea to disappear. When she went off on her own for some reason, she told us she was leaving. Of course, her mother Katerina had disappeared entirely for several years. When she turned up at last, she was in service to the Eleven.

      Understood, replied Veraldi. Andrew’s relieving you in the morning.

      “We’ve got a missing agent,” I told Edward. “It’s probably nothing, but we should be especially alert tonight just in case this is enemy action. Stay away from the windows tonight, okay?”

      “I always do. I’m not going to forget that car bombing any time soon.”

      I went over to the windows and peered out at the street. There wasn’t any sign of anyone watching the house. There was hardly anyone out at all for that matter. My dataspike chimed again, and I was surprised to see it was a message from Andrea.

      It’d been scheduled for automated delivery, timestamped over nine hours earlier. I couldn’t read it immediately because the message was in a cipher. I recognized it right away, although I hadn’t received a message like this in quite some time. Andrea’s message was encoded using an old Arbiter protocol, a code the members of Section 9 wouldn’t be expected to know. The message read 5693-6R-R2-HUR-28X-69, followed by a set of map coordinates.

      I was stunned. Why would Andrea send me a message in a code the other members of Section 9 didn’t know how to read?

      The code wasn’t all that sophisticated, and Thomas could certainly crack it. Andrew Jones would be able to do it too. But they wouldn’t know what sort of code it was when they looked at it, and that would delay them a little. The only person who would was me, and that could only mean one thing—Andrea didn’t want the others to read this message. Not only had she disappeared; she sent me a message for my eyes only.

      That meant time was of the essence.

      I went back into the living room. “Edward, I’m going to need to work on something for a little bit. Can you entertain yourself?”

      “No problem,” he replied, although he gave me a questioning look, which I ignored. I went into the kitchen and looked at the message again while searching my memory for how the cipher worked:

      5693-6R-R2-HUR-28X-69

      This wasn’t anything complicated, it was a simple substitution code for basic situations where one Arbiter might need to communicate discreetly with another. What it said was this: Find it to get in.

      So, she wanted me to find something—and she wanted me to “get in” whatever I found, which could mean anything from a box to a building to an electronic device. The coordinates she’d given me must lead to whatever I was supposed to find. I checked the coordinates on my map and found that they led to a villa just outside of Paris.

      I needed to get there now, not later. On the other hand, I couldn’t exactly leave Edward alone. Nor could I ask the other members of Section 9 for help, not when Andrea had gone out of her way not to include them in this message.

      That meant waiting for morning, letting Andrew Jones relieve me without saying a word, and then slipping off to Paris before anyone could give me another assignment. I didn’t like lying—or omitting the truth—from Section 9 teammates. Even so, I could only assume that Andrea had some good reason for handling this situation the way she had. On top of that, the fact that I was being trusted with secret instructions was a real vote of confidence, after all the muscle jobs Andrea had been assigning me in recent weeks.

      I didn’t believe in coincidence, and neither did Andrea. That meant the cipher was tied to her disappearance. I spent a long and restless night checking the windows repeatedly while Edward slept, my heart beating like a drum, insistent in my ears. There would be no sleep, and even if I could have dozed off, I wouldn’t have. I can overcome a long night. I can’t overcome being late for Andrea—or whoever waited for me at that villa.

      When Andrew showed up the next morning, breezy and sarcastic as ever, the first words out of his mouth were, “Looking crisp. Real secret-agent material.”

      I laughed, and that was a mistake. He acted suspicious at my lack of irritation and delayed my departure, trying to nudge me into lashing out as he prodded and poked at my appearance, my manner, and even if I was rushing off to see Andrea, which hit close to the mark.

      Andrew’s teasing sense of humor used to irritate the hell out of me, but right then I didn’t have the time for it. I played along. “I have to get going. I didn’t get any sleep last night, don’t want to look”—I gave the vain Andrew a searching look—“worn.”

      He walked over to the bathroom and looked in the mirror. “Are you saying I look old? I don’t look that old…”

      I walked out the door while he was checking his face for wrinkles. I seemed to have found Andrew’s secret weakness and filed it away for later. Any advantage, no matter how petty, was an advantage.

      With my steps quick and light, I went straight to the airport and booked the next flight for Paris, shutting off my messages to avoid any contradictory instructions. I had at least a day unless there was an emergency, because they’d be expecting me to go home and sleep for a bit after watching Edward all night. Of course, if there was an emergency, I’d have a lot of explaining to do when I got back to London. Section 9 doesn’t really make exceptions for ordinary human needs like sleep, although the odd meal—choked down while moving—is tolerated. Sometimes.

      The flight was blissfully uneventful. By making my face closed to questions, I discouraged the beefy tech guy next to me from unnecessary conversation, and was even able to catch a few minutes of fitful sleep. When we landed, I stood, assessed my body—the tingling was already better, thanks to the meds—and stepped out into Paris as one Jean-Paul Baudri.

      I bought a train ticket to the suburb in question, got off at my stop, and found myself experiencing another of those moments where reality didn’t quite match my mindset. Around me, leafy streets were crowded with sounds and scents of a once-proud city, now scarred and scabbed by the changes of war and internal conflicts.

      “On foot it is,” I said, seeing no reason to get in a vehicle. The air helped clear my head, and the people around me said little, paying me no mind at all in that truly urban disdain that Parisians have perfected. I walked. And then I walked some more, rethinking my choice to avoid a taxi. After what I knew to be ninety minutes, I saw the villa perched on a small hill that rose just above the crowding around it.

      “Good angle,” I said, nodding in appreciation to whoever thought to pick the villa for any purpose other than living. It was elevated enough to be defensible and gave a clear view for some distance in every direction. A military choice, set in a suburban locale.

      I observed the villa from a safe distance for a little while but saw no evidence that the place was inhabited. All I saw in front of me was a pleasant white building, a single-level of elegant design. It could have any kind of defensive system out there—alarms, IR fields, android proxies—but if it did, Andrea would presumably have warned me.

      Even so, I approached it cautiously, looking out for any sign of a trap. When I reached the door without finding any, it made me even more suspicious. I didn’t have to pick the lock because the door opened for my skeleton key. When I got inside, though, I found a display of monitors showing the view in a circle around the house. Whoever lived in this building, they definitely wanted to know who was approaching from all directions. My steps sounded like thunder, or maybe a violation, because the house was aseptic to the point that it looked like a model.

      The furniture was tastefully chosen, contemporary but not trendy. The art on the walls was interesting to look at but not wildly imaginative, and when I looked away from each piece, it was forgotten, as if that was the intent.

      It was a big place, but none of the rooms had anything I would have described as clutter. There was a living room large enough to host a party. There was a kitchen with top-of-the-line equipment and plenty of counter space, but not a single stain on the counters or the oven. No cooking smells hung in the air, and there was no onion skin or spilled wine or chipped mugs. There was… nothing of a life being lived.

      There was a private library, with a carefully chosen selection of classics, plus one or two books Andrea had mentioned casually in conversation, every spine aligned with ruthless precision. Untouched, and likely unread. Like showpieces.

      There were at least three bedrooms, plus other rooms that could have hosted guests in a pinch. In every single room, there was exactly the necessary furniture and decoration, nothing extraneous or especially personal. Except for one thing: framed photographs of Andrea, smiling and relaxing with various people I didn’t recognize. I found other clues as well, including notes she’d written to herself and tacked up here and there, such as remember to breathe. If I hadn’t recognized her handwriting, I would never have known she’d written them, but I did recognize it and there was only one conclusion.

      This was Andrea Capanelli’s private home. A place she’d never invited me or anyone else from Section 9, a place she had never even mentioned to us.

      It was flawlessly clean, but that was likely because she hardly ever stayed here. Section 9 had her staying in safehouses and hotel rooms, and she only got away for a handful of vacations a year. This place was Andrea’s secret heart, the place she went to get away. This was her fortress. Her escape.

      Yet she had directed me here today, which could only mean that things were about as bad as they could be. Whatever was going on, whatever the reason for her disappearance, she had left me some sort of message here.

      After a quick check through all the rooms in the house, I began a methodical search. Her coded message had told me to “find it” but hadn’t specified what “it” was.

      I checked each photo for hidden messages, and I inspected the books I remembered her mentioning. I checked behind the paintings and under her little post-it notes. I checked under every bed in every bedroom, including the master bedroom with the huge wall hanging of a Chinese landscape scene. A thorough search takes time, but I had no reason to think I didn’t have the time, so I went at a slow pace, and then I cut that speed even further, until I was moving through each room like a lengthening shadow.

      It was only after I’d been searching for a solid two hours that I decided to sit down on her bed and think about it for a minute. Andrea had hidden something in this house, and she must have hidden it somewhere she thought I could find. Whatever it was, it wasn’t hidden in a spot no one would ever think of.

      So why couldn’t I find it?

      I reviewed every room of the house in my mind, picturing the layout and the spots I had checked so far. I did come up with a few I hadn’t checked yet where something small like a key drive could conceivably be hidden. When I went through the house again, I didn’t find anything. There was no key drive, no dataspike, nothing. The house was immaculate, without a single item out of place. There was simply nothing there.

      I returned to her bedroom and sat on the bed again, sifting the room, the house, and my brain for any hint of something I might have missed.

      “If I was Andrea Capanelli, where would I hide something?” I asked, and predictably, there was no answer. If I wanted one person to be able to find it if they knew to look for it, but I also wanted to make sure that no random search of the house would turn it up, where would it be?

      Well, first things first—I’d start outside my normal parameters. All the places I’d checked so far could have been checked by anyone. If someone figured out that this house belonged to the field commander of Section 9 and they decided to toss it, they’d do everything I had just done. Andrea must have been concerned about the possibility of a random search like that.

      Wherever it was, it wasn’t in any place that would occur to the average person or even to the average intelligence agent. That meant I would have to get more creative to find it. If the house had a drop ceiling… but it didn’t, and that option was just as obvious as all the others.

      I let my imagination wander freely, thinking about hiding places from fictional stories about spies and detectives. In that sort of story, walls often had hidden doorways leading to secret tunnels. It seemed far-fetched, but there didn’t seem to be any harm in looking. That wall hanging of a Chinese landscape painting, for instance. In a cheap story about an imaginary spy, that could well conceal a hidden door.

      I stood up from the bed, and pulled the wall hanging to the side a little. All I saw was a wall, and I’d checked it before to make sure there was nothing hidden behind the wall hanging. I hadn’t pushed on it, though, so I did that now.

      It didn’t push in, but it rattled. Barely.

      “Gotcha,” I said, smiling at my achievement. It made a sound like—a sliding door. I placed my hands flat on the surface and pushed to the side, and the door slid over and disappeared into the wall, silent as a spirit. “A secret room. Excessive, even for us, Andrea.”

      I stood there for a few seconds, blinking. A secret staircase.

      “More excessive.” I stepped through under the wall hanging and put a foot on the staircase, and a dim light turned on from overhead. This was what she expected me to find, at the end of these stairs. It.

      I started to walk down, still cautious in case there were any traps. Andrea might well expect me to be smart enough to avoid those, so it wouldn’t do to just assume they wouldn’t be there. One step at a time, watching closely for tripwires or motion detectors, I followed the staircase as it spiraled down through the side of the hill.

      The trip down took longer than I expected it to, which told me the stairs probably descended below the level of the hill itself. When I finally reached the bottom, a doorway opened into an antechamber. On the other side of the little room, another doorway led into a pitch-black tunnel.

      I hadn’t expected that, but I thought I should probably check the antechamber first. It was essentially an armory, with every kind of weapon you could ever need hanging on the walls. There were assault rifles, handguns, submachine guns, grenade launchers, and even a handheld rocket launcher. It was a beautiful sight, so I took a moment to drink it in. Some art can’t be hurried, and neither should the appreciation of that art.

      There were other racks for various types of field gear, from surveillance devices to climbing equipment. I paused for a moment to give it some thought and decided this was probably more of an escape route than anything else.

      If Andrea’s home was attacked while she was in it, she could slip out the secret door in her bedroom, come down to her antechamber, and collect whatever weapons and field gear she thought she might need. Then she could continue out through the dark tunnel on the other side of the room, which presumably led to the surface at the other end. Not only would she get away, she’d be just as well-equipped as if she’d left from Section 9 headquarters… assuming it still existed, which of course it did not.

      Still, I couldn’t assume that whatever she’d hidden for me was on the other end of the tunnel. Considering all the weapons and gear in the room, it took quite a while to get through. A key drive can easily be taped to the barrel of a rifle, for instance, or hidden under the lid of a box.

      I took an hour to thoroughly search the antechamber, but just like the house above, it didn’t have anything that wasn’t apparent to the naked eye. The tunnel was my only remaining option.

      Unlike the staircase, the tunnel didn’t light up when I put my foot in it, so I grabbed a flashlight from one of the gear racks and turned it on, the beam lancing down an impossible length of darkened passage. Whistling softly, I did some quick math on what it cost to build a tunnel of that length and concluded two things.

      Andrea was rich and determined. Scanning the tight construction, I knew she cared about details, too. The tunnel was solid, built to last, and long.

      I started walking, with no idea of how far it would go. The tunnel was not only long but completely straight, so the fact that I couldn’t see where it ended was even more amazing.

      By the time I finally saw daylight at the other end, I’d walked almost a kilometer underground. Either Andrea owned a much larger piece of property than I had realized, or she had bribed her construction workers to build the tunnel under someone else’s land—maybe several someones.

      When I saw the gleam of day, my pace picked up, instinct drawing me eagerly to the light shining from an overhead angle. The tunnel ended at a natural fissure, a narrow gash in the earth. Looking up through the gap, I saw the trunks of trees, smelled clean air, and heard a bird call.

      Andrea must have found this fissure while out walking in the nearby woods and then had the tunnel constructed to lead directly to it. It was damn fine spycraft.

      There was obviously nowhere else for me to look as the tunnel ended immediately after the fissure, and I felt my shoulders bunch in frustration—until I saw the hook in the wall, and hanging there, a dataspike.

      “Simple. Unless you count the secret door, stairs, and everything else,” I murmured. Reaching up to pluck the dataspike from its hanging mount. “This is it.”

      Without fanfare, I climbed up the fissure until I got my elbows under the edge of it, and pulled myself out into the forest above, grunting with the effort to emerge from a secret cave in the middle of a city with few hidden places. It was, as with everything in Section 9, hidden in plain sight.

      I stood up in the woods, brushed the dirt off my clothes, and looked around to try to figure out which direction to go in. It turned out not to matter, as it was a small park, not some protected wood in the City of Light. I walked out until I found a street without seeing another human being, then I walked down the street until I found the local train station. There, people did see me but once again chose to bathe me in that Gallic disdain that let being anonymous seem easy.

      A few hours later I was in a Paris hotel room. The dataspike turned out to be password-protected, but I had already expected that. Any random person on a walk in the park might have found that fissure, and even been curious enough to drop in and have a look. It was smart to make sure no adventurous suburban explorer could access the secret message, whatever it might be.

      I sipped sparkling water, courtesy of the hotel, and then sat back, staring at nothing.

      “Fair enough.” I input the only thing that could work—a password made easy, once I knew what to do. After entering 5693-6R-R2-HUR-28X-69, I watched as the dataspike opened without hesitation and found one small file—audio. Once more, I tapped the file to life and listened in stunned silence.

      Tycho, listen carefully. Section 9 has been compromised. From here on out, trust no one.
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      On the flight back to London, I tried to figure out the situation.

      The fact that Andrea had sent that message to me could only mean one thing: she didn’t suspect me of being compromised. I wasn’t naïve enough to think this was based on any assessment of my character. She would have based her opinion on something factual, some detail that had led her to rule me out.

      Whatever it was, it had not exonerated the others.

      Vincenzo Veraldi and Thomas Young, Andrew Jones and Raven Sommer… any one of them could be a mole, secretly loyal to enemies of Section 9. I didn’t know this for sure, but that probably meant the Eleven. Their reach was as long as their cruel lives, and nothing they could do would surprise me.

      When I tracked down Ivan Solovyov, he had tried to recruit me by claiming that the Eleven were motivated by altruistic goals. I could see his argument, but it hadn’t appealed to me. Why? Because the only friends I had in the world were in Section 9, and I couldn’t imagine betraying them.

      Apparently, one of my friends didn’t feel the same way. The thought made me angry—murderously so—but I had no idea who to direct this anger at. Whoever it was, they had betrayed every experience we’d ever had together.

      The news was upsetting enough that I almost considered not going back. In the end, I had nowhere else to go. I turned my dataspike messaging back on and wasn’t surprised to find messages from Veraldi and the others. There was a meeting that night, and I should be able to make it on time. Barely.

      When I landed in London, I went straight to a black cab and told the car to take me to the Inspector General’s Office. Traffic was heavy, and I ended up arriving twenty minutes late, in that curious state of disarray that only London traffic can truly bring about.

      When I got inside, Veraldi didn’t exactly glare at me. Glaring isn’t dignified, and Vincenzo always likes to be dignified. Instead, he only raised his eyebrows and asked me a one-word question. “Traffic?”

      I shrugged. “London.” The word was a city, a feeling, and an apology all in one, or as close as he was going to get.

      “As I was telling the others, Andrea is still missing. Now, we know her history. She’s dropped out of sight before when there was a lot on the line, and that’s the setup right now. Same feel, same situation, and a missing agent who isn’t really missing.”

      Raven Sommer wasn’t at the meeting. It was her turn to babysit Edward. She was still in attendance via dataspike, though. “I don’t know, Vincenzo. Katerina?”

      “Don’t even say it.” Veraldi shook his head. We all knew what Raven had been suggesting. Andrea’s adopted mother had also disappeared, and no one in Section 9 had heard from her again until she turned up working for the Eleven—a betrayal so punishing they still felt the echoes. “She almost died bringing her mother in. No way she’d do the same thing as her.”

      Andrea’s message had left me feeling cynical at best, and fearful at worst. For all I knew, Raven’s comment was meant to divert suspicion away from herself, and suspicion was a damned good trait to have in Section 9. For that matter, Veraldi could be sandbagging us all with a loyalty charade. I let my face stay neutral, watching everyone and giving nothing away.

      “Do you have something to add, Tycho?” asked Veraldi. His voice had an edge to it.

      I shook my head decisively. “No. I believe in Andrea.”

      Thomas spoke up. “Believing in people is often misguided. We cannot know where Andrea is, and we cannot know what she is doing there. We can’t know anything about her motivations. All we can do is wait and see.”

      Now Andrew was the one shaking his head. “I think that’s the first time I’ve ever heard you admit so much uncertainty. Especially about one of us.”

      “That’s just the reality of the situation.” Thomas shrugged, helpless in the face of our lack of information. “We can’t fast-forward, and we don’t have anything to go on. Not now.”

      “For the time being,” said Veraldi, “I’m the acting field commander. I’ll continue coordinating the investigation. And we do have some updates.”

      “Yes?” asked Raven, her voice tensing up. Whatever he was about to deliver, Raven knew, and she didn’t like it.

      “Given the timing of Andrea’s disappearance, we need to consider the idea that some of the NAS Ministers and possibly the Prime Minister are involved. This is more likely to be enemy action than anything else, especially considering that she didn’t reach out to us before she disappeared.”

      I knew better, of course, but I couldn’t say so. I decided to bring up a different point instead. “If this is enemy action, wouldn’t that mean we’ve all been burned? If they knew Andrea was really a Sol Federation agent, why wouldn’t they suspect the rest of us too?”

      He shook his head. “Not necessarily. Shortly before she disappeared, Andrea had to meet with a contact from Section 9. She brought Raven along as backup, but they thought they spotted a tail and aborted the mission. If their contact was burned, they were probably burned when they tried to meet the contact. They would suspect the rest of us, yes. But they wouldn’t be sure about anyone but Andrea and Raven.”

      “What are you saying?” asked Raven, voice tight with worry.

      “They may be targeting you as well. As soon as we can get someone to the safehouse to relieve you, I’m suspending you from field duties until we know whether you’ve been burned or not. The last thing we need is to have someone tail you straight to the safehouse, or decide to start tailing Andrew or Tycho because they saw them with you.”

      Raven was unhappy, and she made it clear. “Vincenzo, no. With Andrea missing, we’re already short. One of us always has to watch Edward, so in effect we’ve only got four people. Fewer people actively working on the case means less human intelligence. Benching me isn’t the answer, and you know it.”

      Veraldi sighed. “So how do you propose to keep them from tailing you?”

      “By keeping my eyes open? I mean, sure… I probably shouldn’t work another safehouse shift. We don’t want to risk it there. But they must know we’re all part of the same team of Inspectors General, so they really have no way of knowing whether I’m a mole for the Sol Federation or not. I don’t think they have any more reason to suspect me than anyone else at this meeting.”

      “You’re just being resistant to downtime,” Vincenzo countered.

      “It isn’t that, Vincenzo. We’re running out of time here. They’ll make their attempt on the Secretary-General soon. We don’t have enough people to just drop me out of the investigation, and if the SecGen gets popped, then our problems go well beyond Andrea.”

      Veraldi looked a little harried, like he hadn’t expected to have to deal with a debate. He looked around the room, but no one came to his assistance. “Okay,” he said at last. “You’re still in the field… for now. If anything happens to make me change my mind, I expect you to follow my orders. Immediately. You feel heat out there, you come in. No discussion.”

      “Of course,” she replied, her voice birdsong light.

      “Thomas, I’m going to have you work from the safehouse starting immediately after this meeting,” Veraldi continued. “Bring any equipment you need over there and sleep in the living room so you can hear anyone trying to enter the building.”

      “Sleep?” asked Thomas, like he hadn’t heard that word before.

      Veraldi ignored him. “Okay, what’s next? Anyone have any bright ideas?”

      I did. Despite my sudden suspicion of all my work colleagues, we still had to resolve this case—and I could see a way to do it. “We should talk about what Edward and Thomas found out.”

      “Yes.” Thomas snapped his fingers, head nodding in agreement. “Let’s. With Andrea’s disappearance we’ve all been distracted, but it can’t be a coincidence that Jovani Pang is the son of Ivan Solovyov. This is huge, and not in a way that we can ignore.”

      “Agreed.” Veraldi nodded, then waved toward the wider world, his eyes harried and nervous. “And it probably means the Eleven are ultimately behind this. But as to how we use that? I don’t know. I’m open to ideas.”

      I broke in. “If Jovani is Solovyov’s son, then he’ll have some interest in what happens to him, right?”

      “I don’t know if we can assume that,” Thomas replied. “The evidence Edward uncovered suggests that Jovani was mostly a parasite on Solovyov’s fortune. He might be only too happy to see him gone. If the kid’s not valued and we overplay our hand?” He blew on his fingers, and the meaning was clear. We would lose our shot at Solovyov.

      “Parasitic relationships are one-sided,” I pointed out, “and this one wasn’t. Unless we want to believe that Jovani came up with this assassination plan all on his own?”

      “No.” Veraldi shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. He didn’t want to talk to us, but I also got the sense that he couldn’t have told us what the plot was really all about because he just didn’t know. Solovyov was pulling his strings, I’m sure of that. He couldn’t reveal what he didn’t know.”

      “So if Solovyov—and possibly other members of the Eleven—are behind the plot against the Secretary-General, then they won’t want to take the risk that Jovani will talk. If they can find him, they’ll try to spring him out,” I said.

      “What are you suggesting, exactly?” Veraldi asked.

      “We should orchestrate a prisoner transfer from the Section 3 safehouse to Woodhill. That should draw the enemy out of hiding. It’s too tempting for them. Make the bait bigger than the hunter’s appetite, capitalize on their greed. And their needs.”

      Woodhill was a maximum security prison northwest of London, but it also had facilities to hold prisoners who were considered a security risk while they awaited trial.

      “How do you figure?” asked Andrew. “They don’t know where the Section 3 safehouse is in the first place, or they would have already attacked it. So they won’t know when we move someone out of there either.”

      “They will if we tell them.” I grinned.

      Andrew blinked. “Come again?”

      “If we pass last-minute information to different sources, we can follow the trail back from whoever acts on it and identify the compromised parties.”

      The others were silent for a long moment, pondering my suggestion. Raven spoke up before anyone else. “Canary trap. I like it, Tycho. Let’s do it.”

      “We’re taking a huge risk with the prisoners,” Veraldi pointed out. “What do we do if they just decide to silence them all?”

      “Do you really think Solovyov is quite that ruthless?” asked Andrew. “I mean, Jovani is his son. That’s got to count for something.”

      “Tycho’s the only one who’s met the man.” Veraldi gestured in my direction. “What do you think? Would he have his son killed to keep him quiet?”

      I thought about all the centuries Solovyov had been alive, and the countless children he must have fathered during all that time. The man had seen more than thirty generations come and go while he continued. What value did one son have in such a vast expanse of time?

      “He would try to save Jovani if he could. But if he couldn’t save him, yes. He would kill him without hesitation. Sons and daughters are expendable.”

      “That’s cold,” Andrew commented.

      Thomas shook his head. “From the perspective of someone who has lived for eight centuries, a normal human life has hardly any meaning. On the other hand, Jovani’s personal history shows wealth that cannot be explained by his place within the Russian underworld, nor can it be explained by his business activities. He’s getting money from somewhere, and not just from those payments Edward Yeun found evidence of.”

      “What are you suggesting?” asked Raven.

      “I’m suggesting that he has been supported by his father throughout his life, which may mean that Solovyov has some interest in him. He may mean something to his father, but whether that’s enough for the old man to save him, I don’t know.” He shrugged.

      “Speculation won’t get us anywhere,” Veraldi announced. “Tycho, your idea depends entirely on Jovani’s value to the enemy, which may not be much. We’re trying to guess what kind of family sentiments Solovyov has, and for all we know he doesn’t have any. He could just as easily have kept this relationship alive solely to use Jovani as his own pet gangster. If the two of them were truly close, would Jovani Pang have ever joined the Bratva in the first place?”

      “Don’t know,” I replied. “I think the idea works whether he wants to rescue his son or just shut him up. Either way, moving Jovani gives him a reason to act.”

      “It’s a messy scenario,” Veraldi said. “Let’s say they decide to kill our prisoners. Can we actually stop them from doing that? If we move Jovani and it gets him killed, then what?”

      “If we move Jovani and it gets him killed, then the world has one less Russian mobster in it,” Raven replied. “I don’t see the downside.”

      “She’s right,” added Andrew. “We’re not a law enforcement agency. We don’t need to keep our prisoners alive until they go to trial. Pang is in our hands now, and there’s nothing he can do about it. If we decide to use him as a pawn, that’s just how it goes.”

      The ruthlessness of Andrew’s comment made my skin crawl, but essentially my logic was the same as his. We needed the enemy to make a move, and using Pang as bait was the only way to do it. If he got killed as a result, that was unfortunate but ultimately not our problem. It was better than the summary execution we’d threatened him with on the airplane.

      I didn’t love the fact that I was becoming just as ruthless as my companions in Section 9, but it was the truth and that was that. Keeping the Secretary-General alive was worth risking Jovani’s life, and I couldn’t pretend otherwise.

      “Jovani’s life is of no consequence to me,” added Thomas, “but if the enemy stages a dramatic public attack, it could cause us problems. We are undercover here.”

      “I’m not sure that’s such a huge problem,” Andrew replied. “We can always play it off as an attack against a confidential informant.”

      “A public assassination attempt against an informant would be international news,” Veraldi pointed out. “It would make it much harder for us to maintain our cover.”

      Raven spoke up. “Even if Solovyov doesn’t care about his son at all, someone will relay the news that active participants in the plot are being moved. I think we can be sure that they will attack, and the only question is whether they will try to rescue Jovani or assassinate him.”

      “That’s probably true,” I said, “but we’re running out of time here. Unless we can expose everyone involved in this plot, they’ll make their move. If we want to keep the Secretary-General alive, we need to take the initiative. We have to.”

      “I think Tycho’s right,” said Andrew. “We need to do this.”

      “I agree,” added Raven. “It’s a risk, yes, but we need to keep them reacting to us instead of carrying out their own agenda.”

      “Looking at it logically,” Thomas announced—which got a chuckle, because that was the only way Thomas knew how to look at anything, “it is usually better to take the initiative and force your enemy to react. Whether this is the best way to do that I don’t know, but it tracks in terms of being the most reasoned response.”

      “Probably?” Veraldi sounded thoughtful, like he wasn’t sure he liked having to fill in for Andrea in the role of field commander. “It’s a risky move, but I think it’s the best move available to us. If it goes bad for any reason, I’ll take full responsibility. Now, who are we going to use? I need someone who’s louder than a bullhorn and leaks like a sieve.”

      “Every major politician in the North Atlantic States,” I said. “Except the ones we already know are involved.”

      Andrew frowned. “That doesn’t make sense though. We don’t have any reason to tell all these politicians about a prisoner transfer.”

      “We do if we present it as an anonymous tip—we tell them the transfer has been arranged through official channels but is really being coordinated by the SFIS in order to infiltrate someone into the NAS prison system. Once the politicians realize that the Sol Federation Intelligence Service is keeping someone prisoner in NAS territory, they’ll tell the Inspector General’s Office. Unless they’re involved in the plot, in which case they’ll tell Solovyov’s people instead.”

      “Good approach,” Veraldi said, tilting his head in thought. “All we have to do is see who informs us about the transfer. We can ignore those people because we’ll be carrying out the transfer ourselves. If any of them don’t, then we can assume that person is involved in the conspiracy. I think this plan could work.”

      “What if our superiors assign someone else to arrest the evil foreign agents?” asked Thomas, no hint of irony in his voice.

      “They won’t,” replied Veraldi. “We already have priority on any foreign intelligence cases in NAS territory. Andrea made sure of it. If any SFIS agents do get captured as a result of this mission, we can arrange to have the charges dropped.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient,” Thomas replied. I still couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic. As one of the “evil foreign agents” in question, it didn’t seem like a time for jokes. If the NAS caught us, the situation was not going to end well for us at all.

      “I think this is a good plan,” Andrew admitted. He sounded somewhat reluctant, but it was probably just because he’d had to praise my plan. “My investigation into MetSec has turned up a little corruption, but none of it seems related to the case. This may be our best opportunity to expose everyone involved in the conspiracy.”

      “Okay,” replied Veraldi. “This is a classic canary trap. Let’s get started putting it together, and maybe by the time Andrea gets back we’ll have this case all wrapped up.”

      No one said anything about how optimistic it was for him to even say this. No one had to.
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      Section 3 provided four vehicles for the prisoner transfer. Two would serve as decoys, one transported Sergei Li and Lihua Federova, and the last was for Jovani Pang. The vehicles left the safehouse in two groups on a staggered schedule, each following different routes from London to Woodhill. The plan would minimize the chance of a single point of failure, though the roads did necessarily force some overlap. We hadn’t leaked any information about the location of the safehouse, only about our intended destination. If anyone took the bait, they’d have to do it on the highway.

      Raven and I followed Jovani’s transport northbound along the M22. One of the decoy vehicles had merged onto the highway and its path would keep it just a kilometer ahead of Jovani’s for the next twenty minutes. This was one of the few vulnerable sections of the transfer, when half of the potential targets were in virtually the same place at the same time.

      Thomas commanded a fleet of Section 3 drones from the Chelsea safehouse to watch the entire transfer from above.

      There’s no sign of enemy contact, he reported. The next three kilometers in your area are clear, but there are multiple civilian vehicles beyond that. Likely slowdown.

      Should we deviate? I asked.

      Vincenzo replied. No, just stay with the decoy.

      Despite our overhead surveillance, I watched the street view around us carefully. An attack can come in many different forms, after all. Android proxies, Augmen, improvised explosive devices. There were many possibilities and no way to know which the enemy would choose.

      Raven turned to me. “You look nervous.”

      “Something feels off,” I replied.

      “Of course it does. Andrea’s missing and the NAS has a mole.”

      “It’s more than that,” I tried to explain, not even certain myself where the feeling was coming from. “I don’t know if it’s my subconscious putting together pieces that didn’t fully register, or patterns lining up or what, but something’s telling me we’re in danger.”

      “Of course we’re in danger. That’s the idea, isn’t it?”

      I shook my head, my eyes still scanning the road. “Not just right now, not just today. Something’s coming for us. I can feel it. Like a whisper at the edge of silence.”

      She looked at me with concerned expression, then turned to the interior display and watched the highway outside.

      We soon caught up to the cluster of civilian vehicles Thomas had mentioned and Raven’s car slowed to maintain distance from the transports. As we passed the exit for Luton, Thomas spoke up again.

      A motorcycle just turned onto the highway behind you. Do you see it?

      I turned around and saw a sleek black bike with a helmeted rider less than a kilometer behind us. He was dressed in black and quickly gaining on us. I slid over to the rear seats and adjusted the zoom on the interior display. I was relieved to see that what I’d thought was a nanosuit was just black riding leathers with graphene armor.

      I see him, Thomas, I replied. Is he our guy?

      Too early to tell.

      The biker suddenly sped up, passing us on the right and pulling up even with Jovani’s car. I slid back over to the front of the car and picked up my submachine gun. It was clever to use a motorcycle. They were one of the few street-legal vehicles to offer almost total manual control.

      “That doesn’t mean anything,” Raven said, as if sensing my thoughts. “He could just be a civilian driving aggressively.”

      She had a point, and I couldn’t work out how the man on the motorcycle would get Jovani out of an armored vehicle and onto a bike moving at high speed down the highway anyway.

      He sat up and craned his neck for a few seconds, then leaned forward with his head turned as if to peer into Jovani’s vehicle. Of course there was no way for him to see inside, but the movement seemed odd to me.

      I shook my head. “I don’t like it, Raven. I think he’s scouting.”

      “Yeah,” she agreed and followed up on our shared channel. Thomas, do you see any other suspicious vehicles?

      He appears to be alone, Thomas replied.

      The man on the motorcycle suddenly reached down to his right and came back up with a revolving-cylinder grenade launcher.

      This was not a rescue attempt.

      Without exchanging a single word, Raven and I went into action. Raven tapped the center console to set the car to pursue the bike, and I updated Vincenzo on our status.

      We have contact, I said. The target is armed with an MGL.

      The man aimed down the road ahead and fired. There was a deceptively understated action from the weapon. A small black streak erupted from the muzzle, and there was little more than a light shake as the chamber rotated the next round into place. A second later, A ball of fire exploded beneath the decoy vehicle. White tendrils of flame licked up from the road and the plasticrete cratered.

      The decoy car was thrown into the air. It landed on its front end then slammed back flat onto all four wheels before spinning out of control. The car clipped a civilian vehicle in the left lane, then crashed into the center barrier and rolled onto its roof.

      Apply tactical vehicle intervention, ordered Vincenzo. Do it now.

      “Raven?”

      “I’m doing it.”

      Vehicle intervention was a formalized method of running a target off of the road. It violated the basic principles of AI navigation, so applying it meant disabling almost every autonomous control and driving the car manually. At the typical speeds and traffic density of just about every terran population center, that was not something to be taken lightly.

      The car accelerated, and we gained on the motorcycle. The shooter had turned and was taking aim at Jovani’s vehicle when he saw us barreling down on him. He pulled up his weapon and gunned his motor.

      “We can’t catch up like this,” I said. “We’re going to lose him in the traffic up ahead if he tries to run.”

      “Take the controls,” Raven replied. She unfastened her seatbelt and slid to the back of the car to retrieve her rifle, then she climbed back over the seat and chambered a round.

      “Don’t let me fall,” she called, then she tapped to release the locks. She shouldered the door open, and I grabbed onto her waistband with my left hand. Wind whipped her hair wildy, and her eyes narrowed to slits as she leaned out over the open road streaking by at two hundred kilometers an hour.

      She braced her rifle against the roof of the car, then took aim and fired.

      The round cut through the biker’s right arm. It separated from his body just above the elbow and skipped along the highway, the hand still gripped tightly around the grenade launcher.

      Thomas sent another message. Three motorcycles just entered the highway behind you. Thirty seconds to contact.

      Raven fired another round, and the biker slumped forward. The motorcycle veered left and right before the autobalancer recovered it. It slowed and we began to catch up.

      She slipped back into the car moments later and closed the door. “I don’t know what we can do about three of them,” she said grimly.

      I could only agree. With three more hitmen approaching, there could be no doubt about the outcome. One of the three would get close enough to take a shot at Jovani’s vehicle before she could possibly kill them all.

      “I have an idea,” I said as I slung my weapon across my chest. “Take the controls back.”

      The rider might have been dead, but his bike’s AI was still keeping his motorcycle upright. I popped the door on my side of the car and climbed out onto the hood.

      Tycho, this is crazy. What are you doing?

      Bring us even with the dead rider.

      I kept low and planted my hands flat against the car. The wind screamed past, and my clothes whipped under the rushing air as Raven accelerated to meet the motorcycle ahead. Once we were just under two meters away, I kicked off with both legs and jumped against the wind.

      I landed hard on the dead man’s back. The bike leaned far to the right on impact and swerved wide until the autobalancer kicked in. The momentum threatened to fling me off, but I gripped the dead body and pulled against it. The corpse slipped off the bike instead of me, and I settled onto the seat.

      I gripped the controls, locked the brakes, and dipped the bike low to the left. The tires screeched and billowed white smoke as the motorcycle slid sideways and burned off speed. Traffic behind me parted to avoid a collision, and I came to a standstill in the middle of the road.

      Between the twin streams of swerving vehicles, I could see the three motorcycles racing in from the south and going full-throttle to catch Jovani’s vehicle. I snapped up my weapon and fired down the highway.

      The riders scattered, weaving between vehicles to avoid my gunfire. That was all I needed. The three bikers had to slow down to get through the tangle of cars and shipping transports. It would put a little distance between them and Jovani, and with any luck, we’d lose them on the exchange further north.

      That was my plan, until I saw one of the motorcycles jump the center divider and tear off against the oncoming traffic on the southbound side of the M22. I opened the throttle and accelerated back down the road, vaguely aware of the other two bikes following suit.

      I weaved past the vehicles ahead with an eye on the biker in the southbound lanes. He was moving slower than I was, dodging oncoming cars as their AIs tried to predict and avoid his movements. It didn’t take long for me to close in, but I couldn’t get a clear shot. It was unlikely any stray gunfire from my weapon would penetrate a passing vehicle on the road, but I wasn’t willing to take that chance. I’d find another way.

      The northbound and southbound halves of the highway split around a rocky hill up ahead, forcing the riders to either give up the chase or re-enter the northbound side. Anticipating their choice, I moved into the far right lane and matched speed with a shipping transport to keep from being seen. As the first of the bikes jumped the divider and pulled ahead, I took aim and fired at him from behind.

      I watched a cloud of red mist explode from his chest as my shots found their mark. He slumped forward, then started to turn back toward me. I fired two more bursts and saw the glass of his visor shatter before he slipped from his seat and bounced along the road like a ragdoll. Past his slowing, empty motorcycle, I could see the other two riders speeding ahead near Raven’s car.

      I may have been able to hit both from that distance, but I wanted a clean line of fire. I couldn’t risk hitting Raven. I maxed out the throttle and leaned into the wind. As our three motorcycles passed her, she sent a message.

      Get him next to the car.

      I understood what she had planned. She wanted me to draw the rider back so she could apply tactical vehicle intervention.

      Copy that, I said.

      The bikes were staggered, and I had nearly reached a good angle with the furthest back when he noticed me. Luckily for the both of us, he was smart enough to know I was too close for him to use his grenade launcher. He holstered it on his bike and drew a sidearm instead. I swerved left behind him to evade, and Raven’s vehicle suddenly shot forward and got between us.

      She cut hard to the right. The bike slammed into the car and flipped end over end over the hood. The rider was thrown clear, twisting and pinwheeling through the air to land on his head. His body folded over itself at improbable angles as he slid along the plasticrete. Raven swerved around the motorcycle as it came back down but drove straight over the rider.

      I raced along the road in pursuit of the remaining assassin and noticed the opening of a tunnel up ahead of us. I could just see Jovani’s vehicle, already streaking toward the tunnel entrance. Not far behind him, the remaining motorcycle was gaining rapidly. There was simply no way Jovani’s car could outrun it.

      My own bike was already going about as fast as it could go, meaning that I stood no chance of catching up with the hitman before he took a shot at his target. My only hope was that he missed, buying me the time to catch up and stop him. I didn’t need to get all the way there, I just needed to get close enough for a clean line of fire.

      I slipped between vehicles at dizzying speeds, teetering on the boundary between control and reckless abandon. The wind was a chorus of screams. The world beyond my target was a tunnel of light and color like analog static. My eyes burned and my face stung.

      And still, I wasn’t fast enough.
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      Two hundred meters into the tunnel, Jovani’s car burned. I locked the brakes, slid to a stop, and took in the scene. The car had flipped onto its right side, and bright blue flames licked out from the bottom of the vehicle and crept up the sides. The assassin stood next to it with his weapon out, aiming carefully. As an engineer in a previous life, I knew what he was trying to do: attack at the structurally weakest parts of the vehicle.

      Despite Section 9’s attempts to stop him, and despite the deaths of his three conspirators, this man was still determined to kill Jovani Pang.

      And the only man in any position to stop him was me.

      I dropped my bike, I raised my weapon, and fired as he pulled the trigger on his. Shooting on the move is always difficult, even with prosthetics and no heartbeat to throw off your aim. My shots went wide, but it made a difference.

      As often happens, the sound of my gun going off behind him was enough to spoil the hitman’s aim. Not entirely, but he missed the weak point that would have delivered up Jovani Pang to him. His grenade hit one of the armored plates instead and dented it badly, but it failed to penetrate.

      He glanced back over his shoulder in my direction, and instead of turning to deal with me, he pulled the trigger four more times. Powerful explosions rocked the vehicle and echoed through the dark tunnel. I had ruined the precision of his aim, and he had no choice but to do something about it. On the other hand, he had done a lot of damage to his target vehicle and had quite possibly killed the man he was trying to kill.

      His grenade launcher empty, he dropped it to the ground and drew his sidearm. Whoever this gunman was, he was completely dedicated to his mission. I couldn’t imagine an ordinary hitman taking the kind of chances he was taking here. If it was only a matter of money, after all, then surely the death of all his friends would have been enough to convince him to drop the job and get out while he still could.

      Instead of doing so, he was fiercely determined to keep going until the job was done. If there wasn’t any hope of running him off, then my only realistic option was to shoot him dead. The only problem with that, of course, was that he had the exact same goal as I did.

      We both took cover behind the bodies of our motorcycles, trading bursts of blind gunfire. Just like my brief journey through the tunnel to this point, this whole exchange probably didn’t take anywhere near as long as it felt.

      But getting shot at always tends to feel that way. Time practically seems to stop, and you feel like you’re spending an eternity dodging bullets. The cars in the tunnel were frantically trying to get away from the gunfight, so the road in front of Raven must not have taken her more than a few seconds to travel.

      During those few everlasting seconds, we managed to do two or three exchanges of shots. Then Raven’s car pulled up behind me, and I heard her voice. “Help Jovani! I’ll cover you!”

      She started shooting, and her first shot hit the attacker in the body. He slumped over a little and stopped shooting, though he was still trying to bring his gun up so he could resume firing. I jumped up and sprinted past him, but he kept trying to do everything he could to get a second shot. Raven hit him again, and he broke off his attack and tried to crawl away.

      Meanwhile, I was climbing up the side of the burning car to try to get to the door and pull Jovani out to safety. The whole idea of using him as human bait had seemed like common sense, but now that his car was burning right in front of me, I couldn’t take it quite so casually.

      He might not be a good example of a human being, but he was a human being. As another human being, the idea of burning alive in an overturned car was absolutely horrifying, and I wanted to spare him that awful fate if possible.

      As I tried to climb up the side of the burning vehicle, the gunman struggled to crawl away from Raven and abandon the gunfight. He had held out as long as he could, but we had finally created more trouble than he could handle. I wasn’t watching him really, because I was climbing the car, but I did see him do something out of the corner of my eye. It almost looked like he was putting his hand up to his mouth.

      I made it to the top of the burning vehicle, or more accurately the side of the vehicle if it had not flipped over. There were flames all around me, but they were the low flames of a fire that smolders rather than rages. I felt the heat from below my body, but I reached down and grabbed the door handle, then tried to yank it open.

      When I touched the handle, the only reason I didn’t smell burning flesh immediately was that I had prosthetic limbs. As it was, I felt a strange sensation—not pain exactly, but the feeling that something just wasn’t right.

      I pulled my hand away from the handle just as quickly as I’d grabbed it, but I soon realized that I would have to grab it again. Jovani was still inside, and the car was still burning. If I couldn’t manage to get that door open, he would burn alive.

      I pulled on the handle again, and this time I pulled so hard I practically ripped the door off its hinges. My prosthetic limbs are powerful, and this time I was using my full strength. The door sprung open, and I almost went flying off the side of the car.

      It was only at that point that I realized why it had been so hard to pull the door open on my first attempt. The door had been locked, of course, because Jovani was our prisoner. The lock had refused to disengage when I yanked on it the first time—as any good lock will do—and that had forced me to push my augments, using their full strength in a way I rarely did.

      That’s why the door had ripped open so violently, and why I had practically pulled it completely off the car. Now that the door had been forced open, I was able to lean in and look for Jovani Pang. I found him lying back against the seat he’d been sitting in, his eyes wide open and staring blankly at the ceiling.

      The man was dead, and it was clear from the look on his face that he had died choking for fresh air as smoke filled the vehicle. He must have felt how fast his car was going, and he must have recognized the vehicle’s evasive actions for what they were even without a screen to show him what was happening outside.

      This man had spent the final few minutes of his life in the dark, before finally choking to death.

      The armor plating on the car had been damaged badly enough to allow smoke to fill the vehicle. I could still smell the acrid stench of it, and my sight was hazy as it drifted up from inside the car.

      I reached under his armpits and pulled him up from the seat, calling out to Raven at the same time. “Jovani’s dead!”

      It hadn’t been our plan for him to die, but it hadn’t exactly been against our plan either. He was simply a pawn, allowing us to dispose of several of the enemy’s assassins and expose another person who was in on the conspiracy.

      Raven had stepped out of the car and leaned down over the assassin’s body. Now she straightened up and looked at me.

      “So’s the assassin,” she told me, her voice flat and cold. That’s how Raven was when it came to death, or at least the deaths she was personally responsible for. “I think he took an L-pill. None of his gunshot wounds would have killed him so quickly.”

      I was once again struck by the man’s total determination. Having achieved his task to the best of his ability—having fully succeeded in fact, although he didn’t know it—he had consciously chosen to put an end to his own life, rather than risk surviving his bullet wounds and being questioned by us.

      What could give a person that level of inner strength? Not money, surely. Money’s a serious motivator, but it doesn’t produce that kind of certitude. Only a cause can do that, and I knew what cause that was. The cause of the Eleven, who claimed they were the guardians of peace throughout the solar system.

      MetSec vehicles pulled up a moment later, as tardy as usual. They yelled and pointed weapons at us, and demanded that we put our hands on our heads. We did what they said, but when they pulled up our IDs they were both surprised and apologetic.

      “Who was the victim?” one of the officers asked me, gesturing at the frightened eyes of Jovani Pang. He was speaking to me as if I really was an Inspector General, a conclusion I could not afford to discourage.

      “A high-value informant,” I replied. “Organized crime case.”

      That’s the version of the story that made the news that night, along with a highly falsified account of how the assassination attempt had been made and who had made it. I got the impression the officer who interviewed us was truly angry at the death of our supposed informant, and that he would even have attempted to solve the case for us… if he only could have.

      When we finally got back to the Inspector General’s Office, we had to listen to a long and multi-faceted lecture about our cowboy behavior, and how our field commander was going to tear us a new one just as soon as she returned to the office. Is that the case? I thought. Well, she’ll have to come home first, won’t she?

      When the lecture from Andrea’s commanding officer was over, we were finally able to go in and meet with Vincenzo Veraldi, supposedly so he could give us a lecture even longer and more terrifying. Instead he greeted us soberly and gestured in the direction of a row of coffee cups.

      No donuts, though. I guess it wasn’t that kind of meeting.

      “So, Jovani Pang is dead?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah. I’m afraid he is. We had to deal with a whole squad of motorcycle hitmen. One of them ended up getting through.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Okay. It’s unfortunate that Pang is dead, and even more unfortunate that he died so… publicly. But keeping Jovani alive was never our primary concern.”

      He was right, it wasn’t. And although I wanted to say something, I just didn’t dare to say a word. The plan had been largely my idea, after all.

      “Are you saying it worked?” I asked him.

      “Yes, it did.” He nodded. “Everyone we warned about the transfer sent me a warning about it this morning… except for one.”

      “So, who was the one?” asked Raven. “Don’t leave us hanging!”

      “The one was a man named Oliver Worth, Speaker of the House of Commons. We must now consider him a person of interest.”

      “What exactly did you find?” asked Andrew.

      “I intercepted a communication from Oliver Worth’s personal dataspike to an unknown recipient shortly after the information about the prisoner transfer reached his staff.”

      “Isn’t that really just circumstantial?” Raven asked.

      “Perhaps,” said Veraldi, “but I don’t think so. Since we were in his dataspike, I had Thomas review his message history. Thomas, are you there?”

      Thomas was still at the safehouse with Edward Yeun, but he was hooked into the meeting through a dataspike call. “Yes, Vincenzo. Of course, I’m here. What can I do for you?”

      “I need you to tell them what you found out about Oliver Worth.”

      There was a slight pause. “Excuse me, but just to clarify… do you want everything I found out about Oliver Worth, or just the bits that are relevant immediately?”

      “You can write us a full report when you have the free time, but right now we only want the relevant bits.”

      “Okay, Veraldi. Well, the relevant bits are just a single bit. That bit does seem to be highly significant, though. Shortly before the attempt on the life of Edward Yeun, Mr. Worth made a call to the same unknown party. In this call, he shared information about Mr. Yeun’s personal schedule.”

      If Edward Yeun had been there to hear that, I had little doubt he would have killed the Speaker of the House of Commons himself. After all, the man’s involvement in this situation had almost cost him his life.

      “Okay. That’s more than a coincidence,” Raven conceded. “So, what do we do with this information?”

      “What do we do with it?” asked Thomas haughtily. “We don’t do anything, because we includes you. Unless you’re claiming to have hacking skills equal to my own?”

      Raven shook her head. “I never claimed that. I never even implied it.”

      “Okay, then. Well, what do I do with it? As in Thomas Young, the only expert hacker employed by Section 9?”

      Andrew coughed quietly, but everyone ignored him.

      “Yes, Thomas,” replied Raven. “What do you do with it?”

      “The UUID of this contact isn’t registered, so under normal conditions I couldn’t really do anything.”

      Raven bit her lip, her facial expression one of barely controlled irritation. “Then what was that all about?!”

      “It’s all perfectly logical, you just have to give me a moment to explain. The UUID of this contact isn’t registered, no, but the dataspike is still in use. In practical terms, that means that I am able to triangulate the location of the user. Approximately at least.”

      “You’re able to do it?” asked Veraldi. “Or you’ve already done it?”

      “Yes, I’ve already done it. This mysterious individual is located somewhere in Norwich.”

      “You know what, Thomas?” Raven’s voice was tense, like a whip that has flexed but has yet to crack. “You are the most long-winded, performative—”

      “Enough of that,” Veraldi interrupted. He did his best to get the conversation back on track. “So, the man Oliver Worth was speaking with is located someplace in Norwich. Very well. What exactly can we do with that information, Thomas?”

      “Like any other piece of information, it’s really just a piece to be fit into the puzzle. I’ve spent much of today reviewing the feed from surveillance cameras, filtering the results to find any individuals who have appeared in both Norwich and London. As soon as I find such an individual, I filter it further, hoping to find those who also appeared in London in the places and times coinciding with the attacks.”

      “And there you have it,” Veraldi commented. “If Thomas’s search produces any results, we may soon know the identity of yet another suspect. In this case, I suppose you could define him as some kind of middleman.”

      He turned to Andrew. “I need you to get access to the bodies of the attackers in the MetSec morgue and retrieve their biometrics. We need to know who these people are in order to get some sense of what's going on.”

      Andrew nodded. “I’m on it.”

      Veralid turned to me next. “If you ask me, Oliver Worth is the most important new development. He’s much higher placed than the person who merely facilitated the various failed assassinations… whoever that may be.”

      “I’m not sure about that,” replied Raven. “The way this whole plot has been structured so far, Cabinet Ministers are used as pawns, and gangsters in the RST have been the ones moving all the pieces. If Worth is calling someone whose identity we don’t know, I think we have to assume that person may be central to the plot.”

      “Maybe so,” conceded Veraldi. “But at the moment, the essential point is the one you just made. We don’t know who this person from Norwich really is, so Oliver Worth is our most important candidate right now. I think it’s time he got a visit from Section 9.”

      “Won’t that draw even more public attention?” I asked.

      “Not if you handle it discreetly.” I’d like to say Veraldi was glaring at me, but it was worse than that. What Vincenzo was really doing was looking at me like I was too stupid to understand what he’d just said. “I’m not asking you to strongarm the man like a couple of cheap gangsters. I just want you to install a mimic device in his house. Well, several mimics, actually.”

      A mimic device was a piece of surveillance equipment designed to perfectly imitate a known and common object that would arouse no suspicion. That wasn’t what I was focused on at the moment, though.

      “What do you mean by a couple of cheap gangsters?” I asked. “Are you sending someone in there with me?”

      “I’m sending Raven. After the success you two had infiltrating Minister Lindelt’s home and retrieving the information from his hard drive, I’m confident you can install a few mimic devices into Oliver Worth’s home successfully.”

      “Shouldn’t we get his office, too?” I asked. “He might feel safer doing his scheming there…”

      “Yes, he might. But I’ll be hitting Worth’s office myself, so that leaves his home for you and Raven.”

      “Hey, I don’t mind,” Raven suddenly announced. “Tycho and I work well together.”

      Andrew seemed to smirk a little, but he wasn’t dumb enough to say anything. When you work with a sniper, it’s usually better not to tease them too openly.
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      Oliver Worth didn’t have money. He had wealth.

      With that wealth came power and all the trappings of a life lived in places where decisions had impacts well beyond those of little people. His home wasn’t a house, it was a property, built so long ago that the history was murky, but the value was not.

      That age was a good thing as far as we were concerned, because it meant that all the security systems were installed long after the construction of the building itself. Adding tech to an elegant pile of bricks was always dodgy—the wiring never fit, and the tech was always a little off, meaning compromises were made.

      And compromises meant Thomas could get us into the home faster, quieter, and with less effort. We liked that.

      “Alright, Tycho,” he told me over the dataspike. “I haven’t shut off the security system, but I made a few changes for you. First, the security cameras are playing a three-hour loop of whatever they saw before you got there—it’s a rock-n-roll that won’t end until we say it does. To anyone who checks the screens, you’ll be invisible. Second, the androids he uses for staff have been programmed to recognize you as having permission to be there. You’re one of them, as of now, so do remember to wipe your feet. Not only will they ignore whatever you get up to, they’ll even bring you a mixed drink if you ask them to. I’d recommend something with the bourbon. Heard his collection is stellar.”

      “I doubt we’ll be asking them for any mixed drinks,” Raven replied, “but we do appreciate all the extra bells and whistles.”

      “Only an animal would mix bourbon,” I said, earning a snort from Raven, who was in the process of stroking Thomas to make their disagreement fade into memory.

      “Indeed,” Thomas said, preening. Her flattery was working.

      We were sitting on a park bench, watching the house from across the street. There was no one else around—it was a quiet neighborhood, the kind where you pay extra for the quiet, and even more for living trees—and we were waiting for the go-ahead. When the place was empty, Thomas would tell us, and we would make our entry.

      The front door opened, and a woman stepped out and walked down the staircase without even glancing at us, serene in the confidence of the truly wealthy. If anyone asked her later, she wouldn’t remember having seen two people across the street, because her thoughts were on herself, and the next task, and her day.

      “That’s the wife,” Thomas told us. “She’s usually out for several hours, so you ought to be able to work uninterrupted. The house is completely empty.”

      “We’re going in,” I said, standing and smoothing the front of my uniform. I might be a fake pest exterminator, but I didn’t have to be sloppy. “How do I look?”

      “Lethal,” Raven said. “At least to insects.”

      “Good.”

      We got up from the park bench and walked across the street, and I opened the front door as if it wasn’t even locked—which it wasn’t, thanks to Thomas and his smooth hack.

      I took my work bag off my shoulder and began the process of installing a series of mimic devices in every room where anyone seemed likely to have a conversation. I pulled a control panel interface from my work bag to replace the one on the wall. It was a simple matter to swap it with ours, which was wired with a mic and transceiver.

      There was no tension in the air because we had Thomas, and we had our hack in place.

      “You know, sneaking into someone’s home makes me nostalgic,” Raven said, dropping a fake paperweight on Worth’s desk. It was an exact replica, except for the mic. Worth and his family wouldn’t be able to breathe without us hearing it.

      “Nostalgic?” I laughed. “A childhood memory of breaking and entering?”

      “Well, no. I don’t have any happy childhood memories. Nostalgia isn’t really the right word for it, but it makes me feel something. Something good. Or close to it.”

      “Did you use to bug your father’s conversations or something?”

      She tensed, and I exhaled, watching her from the corner of my eye.

      “No, but I did have to sneak around a lot to avoid running into him. That’s the whole history of my childhood, really. Going out of my way not to run into Dad. My life was constant avoidance. That’s it.”

      That sounded terrible to me, so I asked a question that was bland enough to work. “Are you still in touch with him?”

      There was a pause, then she turned to look me in the eyes.

      “Not possible, at least not in this universe.” She grinned strangely and stood up, then moved on into the next room to install the next device. As she was walking through the hallway, her words drifted back to me, light and casual. “I can’t, because I killed him.”

      I knew Raven was a killer, of course. That was really her specialty in Section 9. Even so, her delivery was blasé.

      “He deserved it,” she said into the growing silence.

      “Naturally,” I said, lifting a chair to place a bug.

      She went into a door on the left that led to a child’s bedroom and immediately began installing another device, this time a camera disguised in a lamp. She placed the original in our work bag, part of a growing pile of Worth’s possessions we were accumulating as we gradually replaced them with our mimics. Room by room, we took hold in his house, a forest of eyes and ears all designed to pry his life apart, one image and sound at a time.

      “I grew up in Battersea,” Raven told me. “In all the years since I left, I don’t think I’ve been back there to visit. Not even once.”

      “That must have been a hard way to start your adult life.”

      “Everything’s hard, Tycho. The quicker you accept that, the easier life gets. You know this.”

      “I do.”

      An android walked into the room and waited silently for an order. “Dismissed,” I said, watching as it turned without a sound and methodically padded away down the long hallway.

      “I’m sorry about your dad,” I offered, unsure if she was done speaking to me. Her tone was casual, but her eyes were bright with memory—I could see that even in the  dim light of the home.

      She shook her head, but not in anger. “Don’t be. I’m not. It’s just something I don’t usually talk about much.”

      Her words were a generosity, then. “Thanks for telling me.”

      She finished planting a device under the bed and stood up again, saying, “The next one is yours to do.”

      I fished around in the bag as we went into the living room, and replaced a smoke alarm with our identical version.  It had a naturally high vantage point by design, and no one ever thought to check those unless they needed changing. It’s incredible how many things just disappear into the periphery of life.

      “What ended up happening after that?” I asked her. “I mean, I assume you didn’t get caught?”

      “Long story. After my father died, I didn’t just leave Battersea. I left the country and lived abroad for a few years surviving on my wits, like any street kid. I knew violence. I knew shame, let’s say. I definitely knew pain. But all of that made me what I am today, and I’m not sorry. My skills were honed. Earned. Hell, burglary was second nature to me by the time I was an adult, even if I’ve lost some of my touch.”

      She shrugged, grinning. “Got to keep your fingers busy to stop them from rusting. And I didn’t have a Thomas with me out there to shut off systems and let me walk through houses like I owned them.”

      “I take it you got arrested?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Caught red-handed in some rich guy’s house, trying to decide which of the antiques was really worth something. I got cuffed and hauled out of there, but they decided they didn’t want to waste the time and money it would have taken to convict me. I was from the North Atlantic States, after all, so they could save a fair bit of taxpayer money by deporting me. Quick and easy, just another street rat with a dirty face and dirtier heart.”

      “And you were wanted for murder back here?”

      “I thought so, but I wasn’t. They didn’t even suspect me, or else they didn’t care enough about my father’s death to even look into it now that a few years had passed. I kept my mouth shut, and when they didn’t ask me any serious questions about my father, I knew I was in the clear.”

      “So what did they end up doing with you?”

      “They made me a ward of the state until I reached the age of majority. It wasn’t the best outcome, but—” She shrugged, and I had the sense that she was keeping something to herself. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to keep going, so I gave her the choice. I asked.

      “What happened next?”

      She gave me a smile, and it looked weirdly sweet and vulnerable. “I think I’ve done all the sharing I can handle for right now. What about you, Mr. Barrett? Do you have any horrible childhood traumas you’d care to discuss with me?”

      “My childhood would bore you,” I replied. “I had a pretty normal life, right up until the day my wife died. Average family, average home, average career as an engineer. Average marriage with an average divorce, and the average self-immolating hatred that goes with that little paper that says you failed as a spouse. As a human.”

      “You’re right, that does sound boring.” She was smiling when she said it, though, which took the sting out. “So it was your wife’s death? That, um, built you? Into this?”

      “In a roundabout way, yeah.” I finished configuring the device I was working on, and we moved on to still another room, this one even more tastefully exhausting, every wall ripe with things that cost more than my life.

      “I joined the Arbiter Force to try to get myself killed,” I said matter-of-factly. “Not that I was conscious of that at the time. I had an interesting conversation with the guy who ended up becoming my Senior Arbiter, and he told me this long story about what his life was like. It sounded dangerous, but kind of noble in a way. I thought I could be noble too, do something good, and die with a clear conscience.”

      “You must have really loved her,” she said, her voice gentle.

      “I did, but that wasn’t really why. It was more that I blamed myself for how she died. She’d been driving a car I had custom-built for her, and she would never have died if not for the modifications I’d made to it. I tinkered, she died, and I was left with the ashes. I didn’t know what to do after that. All I knew was that I was somehow wrong.”

      “Yes, I remember you told me that before. But you wanted her to be safe, not dead. You weren’t malicious.”

      She put a hand on my back to comfort me, and I felt a wave of... shame? Maybe. An echo, at least, of who I’d been back then, and it wasn’t a man I wanted to be. Raven felt it in my body, and her hand went very still.

      “Tycho,” she said quietly.

      She pulled on my arm to turn me around and our arms slipped around each other, as natural as gravity, and just as strong. My breath grew short, and she was close enough for me to catch the sweet smell of her hair. Her eyes were wide, her lips, parted.

      I started to say her name, but she cut me off.

      “Less talking,” she said, pulling me closer. Our lips touched, and the room fell away, just like my memories, and then there was only her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I found myself wanting to deepen the kiss and cupped my hand behind Raven’s head to pull her closer. She let me and, for just a moment, I let myself get lost in her. Then Raven put a palm gently on my chest and drew back.

      “We can’t,” she managed to say, though the words didn’t hold much conviction. I started to say that she was right, but she shook her head and kept going. “We can’t right now.”

      Oh. That made sense. The kiss had thrown me off enough that I had all but forgotten where we were and what we were doing.

      “The last device is set,” I told her. “Let’s move out and report back.”

      Silent understanding passed between us, and we slipped out of Oliver Worth’s house and blended into the local foot traffic. We traveled back to the Inspector General’s Office in a companionable silence that neither of us felt the need to break.

      Vincenzo glanced up at us as we came in, then straightened in his chair with an expectant look. “How did it go at Worth’s place?”

      “No issues,” I assured him. “The mission was a success.”

      “I’m glad to hear it. Now all that’s left to do is wait.”

      That was the worst part about surveillance. While Section 9 had access to next gen gear like we’d installed in Oliver Worth’s house, we couldn’t make someone incriminate themselves.

      When you plant a listening device, it’s mostly about luck and patience. It can be hours, days, or weeks before you catch anything at all. And even when you do hear something, it isn’t usually all that useful—a man listening to his wife talk about her day at work, or two children arguing about what game to play. Or worse—hours of reality programming on the holo.

      The quality of our mimic devices was good enough that we would have heard every last detail of any conversation, right down to a person clearing his throat or passing gas. We didn’t hear any of that, though, because there was no one home.

      I sat with the others listening to the dead air of an empty house for a couple of hours until Worth finally arrived home. When the equipment picked up the sound of the front door opening, everyone went still.

      At first Worth did nothing out of the ordinary, just a man going about his usual business after a long day. I perked up when his phone rang, but it was only his wife telling him she was bringing home dinner.

      They spent the next few hours talking the way married couples did, then retired to the bedroom. I gave up and decided to take a break when the giggling started. Vincenzo shot me a knowing look, then waved me off.

      Fifteen minutes later, I was back and the fireworks seemed to be over. Veraldi put a finger to his lips, indicating I should stay quiet. Andrew Jones was in the office too, pointing at his ear to tell me to listen.

      I connected my opticals to our bugs and immediately heard Worth’s voice on the other end. “So, that’s our current progress. As you can see, we’ve been getting a lot of interference. They know something about this project and are doing everything they can to sabotage it.”

      A clipped, arrogant voice replied. “Do we know what they know? It seems to me that’s the essential point…”

      “They’ve been all over the place, which makes it hard to be sure. They may be mostly ignorant, but they make up for that with their sheer flair for destruction.”

      “Yes, I had observed that quality in them,” the voice commented drily. “Of course, some of your associates are largely the same. I must say, rocket launchers on the highway?”

      “Yes, that was a miscalculation.” Worth seemed pained by the topic. “Even so, I see no reason to think they know anything about the Sol-6 Treaty.”

      We do now, I thought. Veraldi shot me a quick grin, and I nodded in response. Andrew’s face registered surprise, and I could see him looking something up on his dataspike, no doubt refreshing his memory on the subject.

      “Worth, are we even sure that this project will actually result in the defeat of the Treaty?”

      “I’m confident it will. Secretary-General de Beauvoir is the architect and driving force behind Sol-6. When she is gone, there’s no one else with the charisma or the connections to push the Treaty through.”

      So, the Cabinet Ministers were being blackmailed, but Oliver Worth was not. The Speaker of the House of Commons of the North Atlantic States was behind the plan to assassinate Claudette de Beauvoir.

      Listening to Worth talk to the unsub, I couldn’t help but feel that their thinking was somewhat flawed. Yes, it was possible that assassinating de Beauvoir would kill the Treaty she was pushing for. It was also possible that her murder would have the exact opposite effect. She could end up as a kind of martyr, a selfless patriot who had done everything she could for the solar system. Her supporters would certainly be likely to push that interpretation, and it could be enough to get the Treaty to pass. Why would anyone adopt a potentially self-defeating strategy?

      Then again, the Eleven certainly knew enough about strategy. They’d been playing the long game for eight hundred years now. Of course, I didn’t really know why they had chosen to involve themselves, and their reasons could well be different from those of Oliver Worth. Still, if they supported this plot for whatever reason, then it must have some merit.

      The new treaty was designed to supersede the Treaty of Settlement, the agreement that regulated the relations between the six major governments of the solar system. The signatories to the Treaty of Settlement included the Sol Federation, along with Venus, the United Martian States, the Jovian Alliance, the Saturn Union, and The Pallas Flotilla.

      “Are you so sure the treaty has no other major supporters?” asked the man on the phone.

      “None who could push it through to ratification,” Worth replied with a scoff. “What effect does it have for a politician from The Pallas Flotilla to support Sol-6? It alienates another politician from the Jovian Alliance, who distrusts and fears The Pallas Flotilla. Without a convincing leader from the Sol Federation itself, this treaty will be seen as an attempt by one of the other nations to seize control at the expense of the others.”

      “Yes, I suppose so,” the other man replied, his tone growing thoughtful. “Even so, there are those who remain attached to the proposed treaty.”

      Worth’s reply was biting. “That treaty is bullshit. Except for those who seek to finalize their theft of our sovereignty!”

      The existing treaty was a little vague and left the issue of the Sol Federation’s degree of authority less than entirely clear. Just like the Federation’s relationship with the North Atlantic States, this vagueness had given the Sol Federation room to claim steadily more authority over time. The Sol-6 Treaty was intended to resolve the issue once and for all, by clarifying exactly what the legal status of all the new signatories would end up being.

      Of course, this clarification would basically make the status quo into formal law, ratifying every expansion of the Sol Federation’s effective authority that had occurred since the signing of the Treaty of Settlement. To any political leader who valued the sovereignty of his own independent nation, this could only be seen as a major disaster.

      Instead of being able to claim that they were separate nations, the various governments of the solar system would be forced to acknowledge the authority of the Sol Federation as an established fact. Rather than being national governments as most of them claimed, they would be relegated officially to the status of regional governments.

      In reality, not all the citizens of the various nations saw the issue as one of nationalism. For many of the solar system’s inhabitants, no matter what nation they actually belonged to, humanity’s destiny was as a unified people. These Federationists were the ones pushing the treaty, and Claudette de Beauvoir was their golden ticket to getting that done.

      There were many different provisions to the Sol-6 Treaty, but the most essential was the clarification of the role of the Sol Federation military. Sol-6 would grant the Sol Federation the official right to military interdiction in off-world conflict, in exchange for granting equal legislative power to all signatories. This would have a certain advantage for whichever governments signed the Treaty, as it would give them some influence over Federation policy.

      On the other hand, it would effectively unite the entire system under a single government. This seemed to be the main point that Worth and his friend objected to.

      “It is undignified,” Worth was saying. “When I hear these Federationists ranting about all the advantages of the treaty, all I can hear is the braying of traitors. Don’t they have any loyalty to their own nations, their own peoples? Why would everyone want us all to be the same?”

      “We all know how you feel,” came the curt reply. “And you’re not alone. I feel the same way myself, but there’s no point in ranting to each other about it. We need to take action, and we need to do it soon. If we wait too long, de Beauvoir’s movement could build too much momentum for us to stop this treaty.”

      Worth took a breath before continuing. “You’re right, of course. Absolutely right.”

      They went on like that for a little while, but eventually whoever Worth was talking to announced that he had to go, and they said their goodbyes.

      Veraldi turned to look at us. “This investigation into Worth is already paying off. We now know who’s behind the plan and why they’re doing it.”

      “We still don’t know anything about the connection to the Eleven,” pointed out Jones.

      “You’re right, we don’t,” he replied. “Still, I think we have enough to move this into high gear.”

      It looked like we’d finally made some headway and were on track to bringing the case to a close. We couldn’t have been more wrong.
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      We held our next meeting with Edward Yeun at the Section 3 safehouse so Thomas could attend in person to share new information.

      Yeun was in the living room, engrossed in something with an expression of pure focus. My footsteps must have alerted him to my presence, however, because his eyes refocused on the room a few seconds later. “Reading up on Go strategy,” he explained.

      I nodded but didn’t say anything. Perhaps his losses to Andrew had bothered him more than I realized.

      “So,” he continued. “How’s it going?”

      “Things are looking up and we’ve come into some interesting information. Turns out the plot is being organized by Oliver Worth.”

      His eyes got big. “Meaning it’s not just the cabinet ministers.”

      “Correct. Worth has a lot more to do with it than they do. They’re being blackmailed. Not that it excuses anything. But Worth is an enthusiastic participant.”

      He shook his head. “It’s hard to see how this ends without a war.”

      “I’m afraid that’s what we’re headed toward,” I agreed.

      Veraldi and Jones came in together, followed by Raven a few minutes later. The only person who wasn’t in the living room was Young, not counting the missing Andrea.

      “Where’s Thomas?” asked Andrew, sweeping a gaze over the room and frowning.

      Vincenzo shrugged. “He must be in his bedroom. Someone probably ought to go check on him.”

      “I’ll go get him,” volunteered Raven, deliberately passing close enough that we touched as she went by.

      Within a matter of seconds, the sound of her fist hitting Thomas’ door, followed by muffled shouting, reached our ears. Andrea had always taken on the difficult task of managing Thomas and his prickly personality. The prospect of an unmanageable Thomas suddenly loomed large in my imagination, and I realized how much Andrea’s presence had done for us where he was concerned.

      “That’s one approach,” muttered Andrew.

      Finally, the pair joined us in the living room, her face a strange mix of irritation and amusement. Thomas, on the other hand, only looked irritated. “Well, everyone. Raven has informed me that we’re having a meeting.”

      Andrew sighed. “Thomas, you’re the one who called the—”

      Veraldi interrupted. “I understand you found something out for us?”

      “Of course, I found something out for you. That’s what I do. That’s what I was doing, in fact, when I was interrupted a few moments ago.”

      Raven smiled sweetly. “Boot. Face,” she said, obviously reminding him of whatever she’d threatened him with to get him out here.

      He took a step back. “Since you’re all here, I am certainly happy to fill you in. I have completed my analysis of the video files.”

      “What video files?” I asked.

      “From the state security apparatus,” he replied, somewhat haughtily. “I would have thought that was obvious.”

      “Things aren’t always as obvious to us as they are to you,” Veraldi pointed out, taking on Andrea’s role of keeping Thomas buttered up. “Why don’t you just assume the rest of us don’t know anything and explain what you found.”

      Thomas smiled for the first time. “Ah, standard procedure then. Very well. My analysis of the security video files shows former Arbiter Byron Harewood to have been present at the prisoner transport attack. He didn’t take a leading role this time, as you’ll see.”

      The video in question arrived on my dataspike, and I wasted no time in playing it. As Thomas had said, it was Byron. As much as I didn’t want to believe what I was seeing, there was no mistaking the man’s identity. He was standing on an overpass crossing the M22, apparently speaking to one of the bikers that had attacked us.

      “I don’t get it.” I shook my head, more in amazement than disbelief. “The man I worked with never broke a rule in his whole damn life. The idea of him as a criminal mastermind just doesn’t make sense.”

      “Think of Katerina Capanelli,” Veraldi pointed out. “She went from being the field commander of Section 9 to becoming an assassin for Ivan Solovyov. Somehow, the Eleven can be quite convincing.”

      “Solovyov did his best to convince me too,” I replied. “But I’m having a hard time buying this.”

      Veraldi frowned. “If I remember correctly, you didn’t see him as such a saint when you were actually working with him.”

      Okay, maybe it did make sense on some level.

      I recalled my own suspicions about Byron. At one point I had been confident he was a traitor, responsible for the death of Gabriel Anderson’s widow Sophie. Something about the whole affair still felt off and I couldn’t shake it. Some time had passed since Sophie’s death, and my primary memory of Byron was of a man who lived every moment by the book.

      “Point taken,” I conceded. “Did you find anything else, Thomas?”

      “Indeed I did. Harewood has recently appeared on the surveillance network in Norwich. The video showed him as the single occupant of a vehicle heading out to the countryside. I sent a drone, and it followed Harewood to a secluded farmhouse outside the metropolitan area.”

      Veraldi raised his eyebrows. “We know where Harewood is?”

      “Well no, not yet.” Thomas blinked a few times as if confused by the question. “We know no such thing. I am the one who knows where Harewood is.”

      Veraldi scowled and the room went quiet. He stared at Thomas as though he might chastise the other man but shook his head instead. “I suppose you’re right, Thomas. You know and we don’t. Why don’t you tell us where Harewood is so we can pick him up?”
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      Several hours later, I found myself in the Norfolk countryside, with another member of the Inspector General’s Office named Quentin Pike. There were other Inspectors in hiding all over the property, acting on a warrant Veraldi had acquired for us.

      I was tasked with organizing the raid to arrest Byron Harewood. I was the only Section 9 agent involved in the raid, perhaps to reduce the chatter in the office about our tight-knit group of Inspectors. Veraldi had assigned me to pick a team of people, plan the strategy for the raid, and get the team in place.

      I observed Byron’s farmhouse from the staging area a kilometer up the road from his property. There’d been no sign of anyone entering or leaving, and even through the monocular I couldn’t find anything to suggest there was anyone home except Byron.

      “See anything?” asked Quentin.

      “Negative,” I replied. “Let’s send in the missionaries.”

      The missionaries were a pair of agents whose job was to knock on Byron’s door and engage him in conversation. If he didn’t just open fire on them as soon as they got close, then the rest of us would be able to close in on the house while he was distracted with them.

      Quentin subvocalized the order. Alpha-2, you’re up.

      I found myself holding my breath as they approached the door. They got there without looking too obvious and knocked. No answer.

      The Inspectors covering the back were ready in case Byron tried to escape that way, but he didn’t make a run for it. The two missionaries knocked again, and the front door finally opened, albeit slowly. Byron poked his head out, looking confused by their presence but unconcerned. For a man involved in a plot to start a war that would engulf the solar system, he didn’t seem too worried about strangers at his doorstep.

      Something was nagging at me. This was where I would have expected—if not panic—a smirk or some tell that gave away the fact that Byron thought he was in control. Instead I only saw genuine confusion.

      One of the two agents reached out and grabbed his wrist, and the other one had him cuffed before he could pull back. The motion was smooth, and Byron was in custody less than twenty seconds after opening his door.

      “They’ve got him,” I reported. “Everyone move in.”

      From every direction, Inspectors General left their cover and descended on the house. By the time I approached his front door, Byron still hadn’t figured out what was going on. He wasn’t resisting either. He just stood there in his doorway, staring at us with wide eyes. It was only as I was getting closer that I realized he didn’t know me as Jean-Paul Baudri, Inspector General. Until we had him in a private location, I couldn’t afford to let Byron see me, because he might call out my real name and blow my cover in front of all my coworkers. Just as I turned, I noticed him looking in my direction. Was it already too late?

      A black car pulled in, and more Inspectors jumped out. I stepped around behind the car, and Quentin Pike found me there a moment later.

      “Everything okay, Jean-Paul?”

      “Yeah, everything’s fine. I’m just going to put off the first contact.”

      Something like suspicion tightened his features for a moment, but he didn’t press the issue. “Okay. Look, I heard you don’t want him in our regular holding cells?”

      I nodded. “This is a sensitive case. That attack on the highway could only have been carried out by a sophisticated network. I’m going back to my vehicle. I want you to bring him there. I’ll transport him for questioning.”

      “This is really unusual,” he protested. “It goes against protocol.”

      “It’s how Guiado told me to handle it,” I said with a shrug.

      By giving him Veraldi’s cover name, I could buy myself some time, but eventually the hierarchy of the Inspector General’s Office would want to know what we’d done with this man. I was really pushing the limits of our assumed identity as Inspectors General, but there was no other way to get the time alone with Byron that Section 9 would need.

      “Okay, Jean-Paul. If the higher ups come down on us, it’s your ass.”

      “Understood,” I assured him.

      He didn’t look convinced, but he went off to do what I’d asked him. Twenty minutes later, the door to my car popped open again. They shoved Byron in the car, pushing his head down so he wouldn’t bump it on the doorframe. Then Quentin reached in and belted Byron in place securely.

      Byron still wore a bewildered expression, and he was starting to look more than a little scared. His hands were cuffed in front of him, and little beads of sweat stood out on his forehead.

      “You okay in here with the suspect?” Quentin asked.

      When Byron heard that word, his head swiveled and he looked right at me.

      “No problem,” I replied, hoping Byron would keep his mouth shut long enough for me to pull this off.

      I exhaled in relief when Quentin closed the door. The second he did, I turned to find Byron staring at me with what looked like incomprehension.

      “What the hell are you doing here, Barrett?”
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      It was an awkward ride back to London with Byron. The last time I’d seen him had been in the city of Sif, a strange and almost lawless place where he had done his best to kill me. I’d killed his partner instead, and he’d been forced to live with it when all the charges against me were dropped. I had often wondered if he bore me a grudge because of that, but I could only assume he probably did.

      “What am I doing here?” I repeated. “That should be obvious by now. I’m taking you into custody.”

      “How can you take me into custody?” he demanded. “You’re a murderer, Tycho.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Not under the law.”

      In recent days, I’d been unable to think of Byron as a professional assassin because he had always been such a straight arrow. Now that he was sitting right here in front of me, I vividly remembered my old suspicions.

      “You killed my Junior Arbiter.” His jaw was clenched, and his fists were too. If he hadn’t been cuffed, he would probably have done his best to kill me right there.

      “I killed that man in self-defense,” I reminded him. “You shouldn’t have come after me.”

      “I had a warrant. You were wanted for murder.”

      “Those charges were dropped, as you might recall.”

      “Oh, I do.” His voice was bitter, and his eyes flashed with unbridled anger. “And now here you are. Cozy new life in a new state. Must be nice.”

      It wasn’t as simple as all that, but he didn’t need to know. “Both of us have left the Arbiter Force,” I told him. “And don’t pretend your hands are all that clean.”

      Byron’s brow creased in confusion. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      I had to admit that he was playing his bit exceptionally. If I hadn’t seen the video myself, I might have bought into the lie. “Drop the act, Bryon,” I replied. “No more talking. We’ll save the rest of this conversation for your interrogation.”

      He seemed about to respond, then clamped his jaw shut and turned to stare at his reflection in the black mirror of the car’s interior display. The drive to London was mostly silent after that, which I preferred, and when we finally reached the Section 3 safehouse that would be his new home for the foreseeable future, Byron didn’t say a word.

      A Section 3 agent was waiting as the car door opened. He reached in and put a black bag over Byron’s head. Byron didn’t resist as he was pulled out of the vehicle and led inside the building.

      The agent guided us through a kitchen and down a narrow set of stairs that led into a dank basement. Veraldi waited for us there, leaning against a metal table that had been bolted to the ground.

      He gestured at the single chair on the opposite side of the table. “Secure Mr. Harewood, please.”

      The Section 3 agent locked Byon’s cuffs to the table with practiced ease and stepped back to act as guard.

      It was standard protocol to keep prisoners waiting for a little while before interrogating them, but this time we were starting with the questioning. Sitting there restrained in a dirty basement, Byron didn’t look much like the self-confident Senior Arbiter he had once been. Instead he looked small, defeated, and weak.

      Veraldi sat down across from Byron, and I sat to Veraldi’s left.

      “Byron Harewood, formerly a Senior Arbiter with the Sol Federation Arbiter Force. Is this correct?” asked Veraldi.

      “I’m not answering any questions until you take this bag off my head.”

      “I can agree to that,” replied Veraldi, pulling the black bag from Byron’s face. “I’ll tell you this, though. If you give us any trouble, it goes back on and stays that way.”

      Some of Byron’s spark came back then. His eyes darkened with contempt, but he offered Veraldi a curt nod. “Fine. To answer your question, yes, I’m Byron Harewood. And yes, I used to be a Senior Arbiter.”

      “Let’s start there. Why did you leave the Arbiter Force?”

      Byron scoffed. “You should ask the guy sitting next to you. I was medically discharged from the Arbiters after what happened in Sif. After all the fighting, I just wanted some peace and quiet. Someplace where I could forget how badly my country screwed me over by dropping all the charges against Tycho here after he killed my partner. Retired to the countryside and been there ever since. Minded my own damn business and never had any problems until you people showed up at my door. ”

      “Is that why you decided to join the conspiracy?” asked Veraldi. “Feelings of bitterness toward the Sol Federation?”

      Byron’s forehead wrinkled as he processed the question. “Conspiracy? What conspiracy? I’ve been living on my pension. I never expected to see Tycho again in my life, and that was fine by me.”

      Shaking his head, Veraldi settled in and folded his hands together. “I’d like to believe you, Harewood, really. The thing is, we have you on video. We know exactly what you’ve been up to.”

      Byron raised an eyebrow. If he wasn’t as innocent as he claimed, he was an exceptionally talented actor. “I wasn’t aware farming had become illegal.”

      Veraldi glanced at me. Byron’s guileless attitude was still throwing me too. He had to know we had incriminating evidence against him, or else he wouldn’t have been picked up like he was.

      Turning back to Byron, Veraldi resumed the interrogation. “Why did you participate in the attempt on the life of Edward Yeun and the assassination of Jovani Pang?”

      The new line of questioning had Byron jerking back. His gaze went from Veraldi to me, then back to Veraldi. “Assasination? I don’t know what you’re playing at, but I’ve never heard of those people.”

      There it was again. A whisper at the edge of silence, trying to tell me something wasn’t right.

      “Let’s table that for now,” Veraldi suggested, switching tacks. “We know about the plot against the life of Sol Federation Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir. What can you tell us about that?”

      “Nothing,” Byron retorted, his voice starting to rise. When he pinned a look on me, I knew what was coming. “This is your doing. I guess it wasn’t enough to kill my partner. Now you’re coming for me and my reputation. You won’t get away with it. I’ll be fighting this alleged evidence with everything I’ve got because it’s fabricated.”

      He was getting agitated, and every word had the ring of truth. I turned to Veraldi. “Let’s take a break for a minute.”

      He nodded. “Okay.” We stood up and went out, leaving Byron alone in the room. When we got to the kitchen, Thomas Young was pouring himself a cup of coffee.

      “Any progress?” he asked us.

      “Not yet,” replied Veraldi. “Harewood claims he doesn’t know anything about anything.”

      Thomas snorted. “The video doesn’t lie.”

      “Even so,” I added, “I get the impression he believes what he’s telling us.”

      Veraldi gave me a quizzical look. “What do you mean, believes?”

      “Think about the Nightwatch,” I replied. “They were all infected through their dataspikes, right?”

      Thomas seemed intrigued. “You’re suggesting that he isn’t himself when he commits these crimes? That he’s under some sort of remote control?”

      I shrugged. “Nothing is impossible, I’ll put it that way. An updated version of August Marcenn’s technology, designed to take over a human brain temporarily. The malware is probably inside his dataspike right now and is only activated when he gets the command from his handlers.”

      Veraldi didn’t seem convinced. “I don’t know, Tycho. It sounds far-fetched, even to me. The Nightwatch were all incurably insane, remember?”

      “Technology evolves all the time,” I pointed out. “All it takes is someone with the will.”

      He shook his head. “What if Byron Harewood is a sleeper agent? He could have joined the Arbiter Force for cover and was activated only recently, when his handlers needed him.”

      Thomas gave both of us an exasperated look. “I’d like to reiterate one thing here. The evidence all points to a single obvious conclusion, that Byron Harewood is part of the conspiracy. Anything and everything beyond that is mere speculation. Since the evidence indicates that he is part of the conspiracy, the logical conclusion is that Byron is playing for time now that he’s been apprehended. You won’t get the truth out of him without additional pressure.”

      “We’re putting on the pressure right now,” Veraldi commented. “He thinks he’s going to be charged with the most serious crimes imaginable. Multiple life sentences at best, death at the worst. That's enough to scare just about anyone. ”

      “The Eleven can probably offer a great deal of protection,” Thomas returned matter-of-factly.

      I shook my head. “The Eleven don’t protect anyone, as Byron knows perfectly well. Jovani Pang was Solovyov’s son, and they executed him to keep him from talking. Now that Byron’s been captured, he’s on his own. If anything, they’ll kill him to keep him quiet.”

      Veraldi nodded. “I agree. In the end, he has to see it. We’re the only friends he has right now.”

      I shuddered at the thought of having Section 9 as your only friends. It didn’t seem likely to end well for Byron Harewood.

      “I’ve gone back and forth on Byron,” I mused. “I used to blame him for the murder of Gabriel Anderson’s widow, and I thought he was responsible for trying to frame me. But when I saw him in the back of that truck outside Edward Yeun’s apartment, I just couldn’t buy the idea that he had become a professional assassin. I know the man pretty well. I don’t think he was acting down there. Nothing struck me as anything less than genuine. Honestly, I don’t know what to make of it all.”

      “That’s the thing, isn’t it? You don’t need to.” Thomas was looking at me with annoyed patience, like he was explaining the situation to a small child for the third time. “The situation doesn’t require you to make a subjective assessment. All you need is the evidence, and the evidence all points in the same direction.”

      Ignoring his disdain, I forged ahead. “Byron’s capture was too easy,” I muttered, recalling the night’s earlier events.

      “It’s not that big a surprise,” Veraldi replied. “You had strong support, a heavy field team, and you took him by surprise. When everything lines up like that, it’s supposed to be easy.”

      I shook my head. “This man was a trained Arbiter. His attack on Edward almost succeeded, and at one point he had us both pinned down. Compared to what I saw on that day, this arrest was just too simple.”

      Thomas folded his arms. “What are you suggesting exactly?”

      “Byron getting caught could be part of a bigger plan,” I explained. “He, or whoever is pulling his strings, could have allowed it to happen.”

      “I doubt that,” said Veraldi. “How would Harewood have known you were coming? He isn’t getting out of here, so I can’t see what advantage they could have gained. Let’s stop going around in circles. We have a suspect in custody, we can threaten him with major charges, and he’ll have to come around and tell us the truth. He doesn’t want to be convicted of treason.”

      “I guess I agree,” I told them. “Even so, I don’t think his involvement in this plot is any kind of coincidence. There’s more going on here.”

      “He lost his job as an Arbiter,” Veraldi said, speculating. “He wouldn’t be the first security professional to become a mercenary, and his medical discharge wouldn’t even be a barrier for the right employer. To get access to his skills, they’d pay to fix him up, and he’d be grateful to them for giving him a career again. We ought to assume his motives are simple. Most motives are.”

      “Maybe so,” I conceded. “But even with that, I don’t think it’s a coincidence. What if it’s the Eleven trying to send us some kind of oblique message?”

      Veraldi shrugged. “You could be right. Even if you are, though, it doesn’t change anything. We still need to apply the most basic type of pressure and wait for him to crack. We’ll leave him alone for a little while, let him think about what his future holds for him. No matter how grateful he may be to Worth and Solovyov, the sheer reality of a treason charge is heavy shit to have hanging over your head.”

      We left Byron alone in the basement and sat out in the living room discussing the case. If the people involved in the conspiracy weren’t quite so powerful, we wouldn’t have been waiting for more evidence to make our move. Oliver Worth would have been assassinated, and the conspiracy would simply have died on the vine.

      Under the current circumstances, however, it wasn’t quite so simple. If the Speaker of the House for the North Atlantic States was killed by an assassin, the chances of a war were nearly as high as if the Sol Federation Secretary-General was assassinated. Instead of a black ops spy agency, we were being forced to handle this more like law enforcement officers—gathering evidence bit by bit before we revealed it to the world.

      “I don’t like having to wait like this,” Veraldi confided.

      “You’d rather just handle it with your knives?” I asked him, smirking a little.

      He grinned back. “I’d rather handle just about every situation with my knives. Wait, I’m getting a notification from Byron’s dataspike.”

      We had used an override to reroute Byron’s messages to us. To our shock, he only had the most basic security. It was in line with the amateurishness we’d seen from this crew all along, but it was still surprising.

      “Take a look at this,” Veraldi told us. “I think it removes all doubt, Tycho.”He relayed the message to my dataspike. It was from Oliver Worth.

      Here’s everything you need. Stay the course, we’re close to victory here.

      The message was followed by a complete itinerary for Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir for the signing of the Sol-6 Treaty in Bruges.

      “They’re ready to move,” I replied.

      “Except that we have their hitman.” Veraldi smiled from ear to ear, clearly pleased with our success up till now. Without their primary assassin, would the conspirators even be able to go ahead with their plot?

      Another message

      Harewood in custody. We’ll take it from here.

      Veraldi let out a sharp curse.

      “They must have a backup team,” guessed Thomas.

      Veraldi stood up and started pacing with his hands behind his back. “Let’s figure this out. They’re planning to kill the Secretary-General during the signing ceremony. How will that stop the treaty? If they’re moving forward with the signing, then the decision has already been made.”

      “It’s not quite that simple,” replied Thomas. “A number of the signatories were far from certain and were convinced mostly by personal allegiance to de Beauvoir herself. If the Secretary-General is killed before the treaty is signed, then ratification will almost certainly be postponed. Those who were unsure could then find excuses to back out. Especially if war breaks out, as it well might.”

      “That won’t happen. We’re heading to Bruges,” Veraldi decided.

      He subvocalized a message to our shared channel. Everyone pack their field gear and a travel bag. We’re heading to Bruges within the hour.

      What about Edward Yeun? asked Andrew. I mean, the Section 3 guys are here, but one of us should stick with him.

      The implication was clear. Section 3 was helpful, but their people weren’t as skilled as ours and Andrew wasn’t sure they could keep Edward safe.

      They’ll have to do, Veraldi replied. We’ll do the same with Byron. We need all hands on deck in Belgium. They’re about to make their move.
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      As we approached the Sol Federation building in Bruges, I turned back to the southeast. The Hotel du Lac was just visible in the city skyline. Section 9 headquarters once stood two hundred meters below it. Now, it was a warren of plasticrete-filled tunnels sealed away to bury what had once been the nerve center of the Federation’s sword and shield.

      Mistakes are unacceptable, Veralidi began. The Sol-6 Treaty is to be signed in the assembly chambers with the entire system watching. There’s going to be a heavy foreign presence with their own personal security, in addition to the multiple terran agencies and Federation assets on-site. Any of these people could be our assassins.”

      All the more reason we should be posing as Section 1, Raven suggested.

      Remember, we aren’t operating at full strength, Thomas replied. We have no real pull here. Security is too tight for us to chance falsifying another org’s credentials.”

      That’s right, Veraldi agreed. We’re here unofficially, and that means no weapons. We’ll need to use soft skills for this mission. Our primary objectives are to identify the threat, then either neutralize it or notify those who can. Tycho and Raven, I want you to monitor the public access areas. Andrew and I will circle through the staff areas. Thomas, do you have the security feeds?

      I do, Thomas confirmed. In fact, I see you crossing the front plaza as we speak.

      Good. We all know what we need to do,” said Veraldi. Time to do it.
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      Raven and I walked through the east side of the building on our way around to the observation hall in the rear. All along the way we brushed against security personnel from across the system. Federation Peacekeepers, Arbiters, and Intelligence Section 1 agents were the most visible by intent. More clandestine were the personal security details of off-world dignitaries and their guests. The coordination, interop, and verification of so many disparate groups—all with differing security priorities—was making this an altogether difficult and dangerous task.

      Raven subvocalized a message to me. This much security seems like diminishing returns.

      I thought the same thing. No one trusts anyone else, I replied. They’re here to sign a peace agreement with guns in hand.

      Makes our job impossible, doesn’t it?

      I wouldn’t say that. What makes you think so?

      Raven dodged around a Peacekeeper distracted with his dataspike. What happens when the shooting starts? she asked. How does anyone know who the bad actors are?

      We walked through the crowded halls, taking it all in. Reading the body language of every person that came and went. Even knowing that the enemy had the tactical advantage, I found it hard to believe that they would succeed with their plan. We were, after all, Section 9. Worth’s people were a vaguely amateurish gang of political plotters trying to start a war to satisfy their own ambitions.

      Let’s move to the observation hall, suggested Raven.

      Agreed. I don’t see anything happening here.

      The observation hall overlooking the assembly chamber was packed. Not quite wall to wall bodies, but it took a lot of delicate weaving to navigate the crowd. Everywhere I looked, reporters and their news affiliates were vying for the best viewing spot in order to snag a leg up on their competitors. Cameras and smiles flashed from all corners of the room, and I had to work to block them out and focus.

      Thomas sent a message over the shared channel. Tycho, there’s a man in the corridor to your immediate left. Two meters tall with a blond beard. Do you see him?

      I see him. He was standing less than a meter away from me, pacing with a faraway look as if on his dataspike. He looks like a spook to me.

      This was a subjective assessment to say the least, but the man stuck out from the other attendees because while he wore a press badge, he wasn’t anywhere near the action, and he didn’t have a crew in sight.

      As I walked by the bearded man, he gave me a measuring look. I continued past him but he remained in the corridor.

      Keep an eye on him, I said to Thomas. He might be Section 1 in soft clothes, but we can’t afford to be wrong. If he moves, I want to know about it.

      I came to a stop at the railing, looking out over the assembly chamber. The space below was filled with diplomats and heads of state, and the podium where the Secretary-General would soon stand was lit by a muted spotlight. People were milling around in the gallery, and the reporters who stood along the same railing were palpably anxious for the once in a lifetime event to begin.

      When I turned away to head back down the hall to Raven, a group of reporters moved up from behind me. One was a tall man with dark skin, but I didn’t get a good look at him until I turned around and scanned their faces.

      When I finally did, I was so confused by what I saw that I just stood there staring at him for a few long seconds. Byron Harewood was back at the safe house in London, handcuffed with a bag over his head. So what was he doing here in the city of Bruges, smartly dressed in a suit and tie?

      I stood there blinking, trying to process something that just didn’t make sense. When he saw me looking at him, Byron’s doppelganger cocked his head to the side. Then he grinned at me lazily, as if to say, “the game is up.”

      He pulled his jacket off and dropped it on the floor, and I saw immediately that this was not Byron Harewood. This was instead an Augman, an artificially modified professional killer. Their existence was all-but-illegal, but they were frequently used by organized crime for especially challenging assassination jobs. I slipped my jacket off as well, knowing exactly what was about to happen. We might have Byron Harewood in custody back in London, but there was every possibility that this imposter was the one we’d actually wanted all along.

      With his augmented body, the assassin didn’t need to bring a weapon with him. He was the weapon.

      I subvocalized a message on our shared channel. Contact observation hall east.

      That was all I had time to say before I had to throw my arms up to block a kick to my face. His prosthetic leg snapped out like a whip, and I caught it on my elbow. There wasn’t any pain—my limbs were just as prosthetic as his, after all—but the kick still staggered me, forcing me to sink my weight just to keep from getting knocked over.

      I wrapped the leg with my arm, then twisted my upper body to throw him face-first to the floor. He hit a cameraman on his way down, and the two of them went sprawling in a tangle of limbs. Somebody screamed, and reporters started running. I had to dodge someone trying to take a picture of the fight, then someone else trying to escape the scene. The Augman sprang up, as sudden as a jack in the box, and snapped a punch at my face.

      Only my limbs are prosthetic, so if that punch had connected, I would have been knocked out immediately. Hell, I probably wouldn’t have any teeth left. I leaned back just a little to avoid the punch, and he took advantage of my backward movement to close in on me rapidly.

      His body weight slammed into me and drove me backward into a nearby wall. I felt something crack and wasn’t sure whether it was my neck or not. Now that he was close, I could put my prosthetic fist into his body. Three punches just under the ribs and he stepped back, grinning like the whole thing was the most fun he’d ever had.

      Those three punches should have broken his ribs. They should have damaged his internal organs. They should have dropped him. But they didn’t really do a thing because his whole upper body was entirely prosthetic.

      I sometimes feel like an Augman, modified to the point where I’m not sure I even recognize myself. Real Augmen are different; the only thing human about them is the brain itself. And sometimes even that has been modified.

      His foot suddenly shot up at me, a push kick followed by an elbow to the temple. I spun to dodge the kick and struck his leg with my elbow. He failed to connect with his own elbow strike, which hit the wall with a crack like thunder. The brick shattered under the impact, but he didn’t stop moving.

      He spun on his feet and launched a jumping kick with his left leg. I blocked it with my right arm and took a step back, and he began a series of attacks that drove me from one end of the observation hall to the other.

      He had the upper hand, and he knew it. In every hand-to-hand fight I’ve had since losing my limbs, my prosthetics have given me an almost unstoppable advantage. Even in my fight with Katerina Capanelli, possibly the most dangerous person I’ve ever met, I not only held my own but eventually killed her.

      That advantage was gone now. The Augman who looked like Byron Harewood could hit as hard as I could, and he had much more ability to absorb my strikes. The only thing I could do was to get my arms in the way, counting on my prosthetic limbs to deal with the incredible impact of his superhuman strength.

      If he landed a hit on my body, a single hit, I’d probably be dead. It wouldn’t be a quick death either, as death would most likely come from organ failure a few days later. Under the circumstances, I couldn’t even think of taking the offensive. All I could do was back up across the room, blocking his shots as well as I could. The fight had only been going for less than a minute, but Raven Sommer would be on her way. When she reached my position, she’d jump on the Augman from behind and we’d take him out together.

      That’s what I thought for the first few seconds, but then I realized it just wouldn’t work. If I couldn’t seize the initiative, the Augman would kill me before Raven even crossed the plaza. No one can block punches and kicks all day without a single one getting through. If I wanted to survive, I had to stop this guy from hitting me at all.

      I ducked under his punch suddenly and threw myself forward. I slammed into his body, driving him back. He swiveled his hips and turned his shoulders, and I went sailing across the hall and slammed into the floor.

      A Peacekeeper came running in, yelling something and pointing his gun. I couldn’t hear what he yelled, just an incoherent roaring sound. As I tried to stand, I saw the Augman strike the Peacekeeper’s gun so hard that the barrel bent. A moment later, blood shot out of the man’s mouth and his eyes went blank. The Augman pulled his fist back and gave an ugly smile, stepping toward me to finish me off.

      I rolled away from him, tripped and fell on my tailbone, then kept backing up. Somehow—I’m not sure how, exactly—I stumbled to my feet before he caught up with me.

      A security guard came running over, shouting something just as useless as whatever the dead Peacekeeper had just been shouting. The Augman simply ignored him and kept throwing kicks and punches, and a moment later I heard the sound of gunfire.

      Sparks shot up from the Augman’s body, and he didn’t pay them any thought at all. He was determined to kill me, and a few bullets in the back weren’t going to change that. I kept retreating through the hall, blocking punches and kicks and elbow shots.

      There was a stained-glass window behind me, some ornate design I had barely registered before this fight. I was backing up toward it—not because I wanted to run into it, but solely because the Augman was driving me back in that direction. He was so focused on killing me that he seemed to have completely forgotten about the Secretary-General, which could well have meant that there were other hitmen in the building.

      Perhaps removing me from the fight was his primary mission all along. Whatever the truth of the matter, he was literally ignoring gunfire just to keep punching and kicking at me furiously.

      I kept backing up, blocking everything but slowly wearying. I could see the choice he was giving me. Let one of his strikes connect, and I would fall down broken. Keep defending and backing up, and I would eventually be forced right through that window.

      With no more room to back up, I braced myself and raised my fists. The Augman grinned at me, raising both hands as if in mockery. I heard Raven yelling my name  from across the hall. Then the Augman charged, lowering his head to slam it into my body.

      There was no way to stop him. He wasn’t even trying to push me out the window. He was crashing right through it and taking me with him. The window shattered behind me, and I felt the sickening sensation of empty space below me. The world upended, and the city spun around at least twice as I plummeted.

      I don’t know that I had time to expect anything before I hit the bottom, but the sensation of water rather than hard pavement was still somehow a surprise. I hit the surface of the canal with a splash like an explosion and fell toward the bottom so rapidly that all I could see was murky green.

      I felt the Augman’s arms around me and realized he was still trying to fight me even though we were underwater now. Our dense, augmented bodies brought us rapidly to the bottom, where we wrestled frantically for advantage in the thick green mud beneath our feet.

      He was still punching at me fiercely, but the water was taking a lot of the force out of his shots. I kept my arms up as well as I could, but I still had to keep his body away from me too. He was trying to get closer, trying to find the angle for a choke hold. He was trying everything he could think of that might lead to my death, while I was rapidly running out of options.

      I found a gap between his arms and landed a punch on his jaw somehow. In the underwater darkness I couldn’t see his reaction clearly, but I caught a glimpse of a fierce grimace. He grabbed my hair with his right hand, then he yanked my head to the side and raised his left fist for a hammer-fist punch.

      My brains would have come shooting out my ears if he had landed that, but I managed to throw my right arm up in time to catch it. He punched again and again, and the sheer impact of his repeated strikes made me lose my footing. I was down on my knees now in the mud of the canal, and the Augman who looked like Byron was looming over me like a monster feeding.

      Even if I had somehow managed to break away from his grip, I would never have been able to swim to the surface. The sheer density of my limbs would have made that a challenging task, and with the Augman grabbing at me and trying to catch me, I would never have made it.

      I could see the sunlight up above, as the canal was only about seven meters deep. For someone with prosthetic limbs it might as well have been a hundred, and a deep feeling of despair overtook me. I couldn’t do this forever, but for all I knew the Augman could.

      I’d been trained in combat swimming techniques, including the ability to hold my breath for a long time when I needed to. Even so, I was starting to see little flashing lights. Every time he punched at me, every time he tried to get a chokehold, I saw bright explosions like dying stars.

      I shrunk and covered up, not trying to do anything but hide from my attacker. His assault was so ferocious, I couldn’t even think of doing anything else. I just held my arms up, trying to keep his fists away from my head. I sank down into the mud, while the air in my lungs began to burn like tear gas.

      I was running out of breath, but the Augman pounding away at me didn’t even look uncomfortable. The despair inside me turned to panic, and from panic it became a sudden explosion of rage and energy.

      I didn’t try to fight him, but I kicked and flailed like a caught fish. I was trying to get up, trying to make for the sunlight. I pushed off with both feet, and before I knew it, I felt his hand trying to close around my shoe as I shot upward and past him.

      I kicked down at his face—not intentionally but in pure instinctive desperation. My foot connected, and he disappeared in the dark below. I clawed at the water above me like I was climbing a wall, and somehow I got to the surface. When I felt the fresh air, I gasped desperately and took in all the oxygen I could.

      I couldn’t see where I was, but I saw enough to know we had already drifted well past the Sol Federation building. I didn’t think that would bother the man trying to kill me. Whoever was in charge of killing the Secretary-General, this Augman was solely responsible for killing me.

      I managed to get a single deep breath in my body before his hand closed around my ankle and pulled me below the surface of the river once again. This time was different, though. I wasn’t going to let him drag me down to the bottom. Not while I still had limbs to hurt him with.

      I kicked at his face as he pulled me down, and I punched over and over as he pulled me in. I hit him so hard and so many times that he lost his grip on me, and I was able to get to the surface again and take another breath of air. This time I caught a glimpse of passersby, gaping at the man in the middle of the canal.

      When the killer’s arms came up and closed tight around my waist, my punches were like bullets from a machine gun. One after the other my punches slammed into him, and I even landed another kick to his jaw as I fought my way back to the surface again.

      After that, he never got me under again for more than a few seconds at a time. I kept fighting my way free of him, and even though he remained as determined as ever, I was finally succeeding in staying one beat ahead of him. He’d throw his arms or his hands around me, I’d viciously hit him and kick at him until I broke free and got some air, and then a few moments later he would do it again.

      An Augman is basically a machine with a human mind, so I was surprised to see that I was winning this fight. On the other hand, I could feel my own energy slowly draining. For all I knew, he could continue for another twelve hours. I had to get out and continue the fight from dry land, if nothing else.

      In the distance up ahead of me, I vaguely noticed the shape of a dock. I only glimpsed it for a moment because he was dragging me down again a second later. We drifted down the canal, though, and before long it was above me. I saw the rectangular shape of the dock up above my head and kicked for that with all my strength.

      My head broke the surface underneath the dock, but I expected him to pull me away again. For whatever reason, he didn’t. I looked around, thinking I would see his shape underneath me. The wooden boards of the dock were above my head, and the sunlight shining between them made a lattice pattern on the water.

      I peered down, trying to find him. He’d been so persistent, repeatedly resurfacing and grabbing me again, that I found it hard to believe he was really gone. He never came back, though. Either he’d finally had enough, or he’d simply drifted too far away to find me.

      I rested for a few minutes, taking deep breaths and regaining my strength. I knew I couldn’t stay there, but I didn’t exactly want to face the world outside. Considering the scene I’d just been part of, the world outside would probably involve an encounter with MetSec and I was just too exhausted for it.

      In the end, I had no choice though. I took another deep breath and went back under water, and I resurfaced outside the dock. I reached up over the edge and pulled myself up, fully expecting the Augman to grab me from below the entire time.

      Between the water and my own prosthetic limbs, I felt like I was made of lead. I pulled myself up with all my strength, and I just barely succeeded in hooking my elbows over the edge of the dock and then getting a knee over. I rolled my body weight up and collapsed.
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      I didn’t know if I was safe, but I didn’t have the energy to even care. I just lay there with my eyes closed, gasping repeatedly and starting to shiver with the cold. I think I drifted off, lapsing into an unconsciousness that was much like exhausted sleep. The world felt like it was sliding, drifting along like the canal itself. I saw stars and galaxies floating by, even though it was still broad daylight.

      I don’t think it was all that long, but my memory of lying there is vague and timeless. After I collapsed, it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes before someone came by and stood there leaning over me.

      Whoever they were, they said something in French. I could probably have understood what they were saying if I was fully conscious, but I was far from being fully conscious.

      “What…?” I murmured, and the person leaned closer.

      “You are an English-speaker?”

      I nodded weakly but didn’t open my eyes. “Yes.”

      “Did you fall in the canal?”

      I opened my eyes this time, realizing that this good Samaritan had not observed the fight. If I didn’t stay here too long, I might even be able to avoid an immediate conversation with MetSec.

      “Yes. Thank you, I think I fell in the canal.”

      “I’ve called for an ambulance. Just lie down and rest. They will be here soon.”

      I couldn’t have that. I shook my head, which only confused the man who was trying to help me. I put a foot underneath me and managed to get up on my hands and knees.

      “You do not understand, sir. You need to lie down and wait for the ambulance.”

      He was a middle-aged man, with gray hair and concerned eyes. “I don’t need anything else,” I told him. “Really, I’m grateful.”

      I pushed against the dock with my prosthetic hands and got to my feet unsteadily.

      My would-be rescuer was now extremely uneasy. He put a hand on my arm. “I must insist, sir!”

      I shook his hand off and stumbled away just as an ambulance appeared at the end of the street. I was soaking wet, had almost drowned repeatedly, and was now faced with the necessity of avoiding medical assistance before I could even contact my commanding officer.

      The man who’d been trying to help me—if that’s really the word for it—was now attempting to flag down the ambulance, pointing in my direction and shouting something in French. I walked rapidly away, while the emergency medical crew called out to me.

      When I reached the street, I hurried to the nearest alley and ducked into it before anyone behind me could get close enough to see. I walked through the alley to the other side, wove left and right a few times, then finally stopped and leaned back against a wall.

      Fairly confident that they would not pursue me, I sent a message to Veraldi.

      I’ve managed to shake the Augman.

      Raven thought you were dead, he replied.

      I’m dead at least a dozen times over.

      His next message was over our shared channel. Raven, where are you?

      South of the building, she responded. I’m in the car gearing up.

      Pick up Tycho, he said. He’s further up on the north side.

      On my way, Raven said. Glad you’re still with us, Tycho.

      Me too, I said, while filthy canal water ran down from my hair and clothing. Any update on the assassination plot? I asked.

      Everyone knows that an assassin was intercepted, Veraldi replied. They seem to be taking it about as seriously as they can.

      What do you mean by that?

      An evacuation order has been issued. The Secretary-General and all heads of state are being marshalled out of the building.

      I had an ominous feeling when I heard those words. I don’t think I like it, Vincenzo.

      An old man walked by me, his medical exoskeleton humming with every movement. When he saw me standing there, soaked through with canal water, he stopped and stared for a moment. Then he shook his head, chuckled to himself, and went on walking.

      Neither do I, replied Veraldi, but what’s your reason?

      The Sol Federation Building is a defensible position, and they have a lot of people there to defend it. If they stay put, the assassins will never get through to the Secretary-General. The best tactical response is to shelter in place and wait until the exact scope of the attack can be determined.

      That’s not our decision to make, Tycho.

      “Maybe it should be,” I said to myself.

      Veraldi continued. From their perspective, one assassin already managed to get inside the building, past all that security. For all they know, there are other teams already in place to strike. They’re taking the position that it’s a compromised location, and that the safest thing to do is just to get all the leaders out.

      The Sol Federation Building was filled with heads of state, and all of them were terrified they might be targeted. This wasn’t a plan. It was more like a stampede for the exit.

      I guess there’s nothing we can do except get back to the Secretary-General and try to help.

      That’s the current plan. We’re not doing the undercover thing anymore.

      Where are we headed? I asked. I was starting to shiver, my synthetic muscles following an organic reflex. My time in the canal had really lowered my core body temperature.

      The Secretary-General is being taken to the airport, and that’s the most likely place for a follow-up attack.

      We’ll stop them, Vincenzo.

      I hope you’re right, Tycho. I really do. I’m almost at the airport now. Raven, ETA to Tycho?

      Ninety seconds, she replied.

      A young couple walked by, holding hands and smiling out at the world together. They had no idea what was going on as far as I could tell, and no sense that their world was about to be cracked in two.

      Even if we did succeed in stopping the assassins now, how could we possibly expect to hold back the momentum of the approaching war? The attempt was enough to provoke a conflict on its own, but the flight of the NAS Prime Minister would make the whole thing look intentional. The only thing that could stop the conflict now would be the most sober and thoughtful leadership, and even if one side was lucky enough to have leaders like that, it wouldn’t matter unless the other side did as well.

      These thoughts were weighing heavily on my mind as I waited for Raven to show up. The young couple walking by didn’t even seem to notice me, although maybe it makes sense not to notice a soaking wet man standing alone on the street. In any case, the water and the chill together were probably doing as much to depress me as the ominous prospect of a solar-system-wide war. When Raven’s car finally pulled up in front of me, I smiled despite my mood and hopped in immediately.

      “Shit, Tycho, I am so glad you’re alive,” Raven suddenly blurted out, throwing herself into my arms as soon as I had the door closed. The car took off and maneuvered through the busy streets on the way to the airport. She squeezed me tightly, then said, “Holy hell. You don’t smell so good.”

      “Yeah, well, I wasn’t in the cleanest water…”

      “You need to get changed.”

      She was already in her full complement of field gear. My bag was on the seat next to her.

      “That’s going to be a little awkward,” I said.

      “What are you, twelve years old?”

      “No, I mean physically awkward.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll help.”

      She grabbed my shirt, which was soaked so thoroughly that it was stuck to my chest. Before I could say anything, she peeled it up and it lifted away like a second suit of skin. I started shivering uncontrollably, although it did actually feel good to not be wearing that soaking wet shirt anymore.

      “Okay, well, that was the easy part.”

      Getting my pants off was a lot more complicated, as wiggling out of a pair of wet pants is difficult enough when you have room to move. In the cramped space of a moving car, it was a ridiculous procedure. I sat there completely naked, while she grinned at me with her eyebrows raised.

      I reached into the bag beside her and pulled out my clothes, and a few minutes later I was finally completely dressed. The sensation of clean, dry clothes on my body was already doing a lot to raise my mood. I was beginning to think our situation wasn’t as bad as I’d previously thought.

      “What happened to the man you were fighting?” Raven asked. “The assassin who fell in with you?”

      “I think he made it out. He kept pulling me back in, trying to drown me or strangle me or just beat me to death underwater.”

      “Wait, he did all that while you were under the water?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. He didn’t seem to care about the water much. He just wanted to kill me. Preferably three different ways at once.”

      “So how did you lose him?”

      “I came up under a dock to grab a breath of air. I was expecting him to just grab my ankles and pull me under again, but he didn’t do it. I think he just kept drifting away downstream.”

      “Maybe you wounded him too badly to continue.”

      Her voice sounded doubtful, though. It was far-fetched to think I had even hurt the Augman at all.

      “I don’t know,” I replied. “It’s equally possible he just ran out of air.” I reached back into my bag and picked out a selection of hand grenades, then I clipped them to my belt. “If I see him again, I’m just arming one of these and sticking it right down his throat.”

      “If that doesn’t do it, I don’t know what would.” She nodded. “Remember not to just go running in as soon as we get there, though. They won’t know who you are, and they could easily mistake you for an assassin and open fire.”

      “If we worry about that, there isn’t much we’ll be able to do.”

      “Well what else can we do, Tycho? We’re a covert unit. This type of overt scenario is not so ideal for us.”

      “Fair point. Still, they’ll be loading up the planes as soon as they get there, I imagine. If the assassins want to make a move at all, they’ll have to do it right away. If that’s the case, we can just engage as soon as we see them.”

      “I honestly hope that’s how it plays out. I haven’t done anything all day, and I’d love the chance to put a bullet in these wankers.”

      “You seem to be taking it a little personally.” I smiled to take the edge off, but she glared at me anyway.

      “Of course, I’m taking it personally. That Augman tried to kill you.”

      “Doesn’t everyone try to kill me?”

      She burst out laughing. “They never succeed, though, do they?”

      I shrugged. “Not yet, anyway. I’m unkillable until I’m not.”

      I reached into my bag and took out my submachine gun. I checked the magazine and chambered a round before slinging the weapon across my chest.

      “The Secretary-General’s security retinue will already be in place,” I thought out loud. “We’ll have to be off on the periphery somewhere from the time we arrive.”

      “You may be right, but the same security team was in the Federation Building, and in the end it was you who stopped the attempt.”

      I wasn’t so sure. I’d fought the assassin, but it hadn’t really seemed like the Augman was all that focused on the Secretary-General. It had seemed like I was his target.

      “That was just a distraction,” I muttered, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Eyes up, we’re six kilometers out.” She tapped to wake the interior display, and the screens lit up. In the distance, we could already see the airport’s control tower rising up from the flat countryside. Our street view had been off for the entire ride to the airport, and she turned them on just in time for us to see what happened.

      As we stared out the window at a sky that had turned gray and cloudy, a black military drone streaked by overhead. We watched helplessly as it became a shadowy pinpoint over the airport before a bright flash lit up the sky. A fireball climbed up from the horizon, followed by a low rumble like a peal of distant thunder.

      “What the fuck,” Raven said quietly, staring at the scene ahead in disbelief.

      Veraldi’s message on the shared channel was all that needed to be said. Abort mission. The Secretary-General is dead.
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      “Please state your name and affiliation for the record. True and complete answers only.”

      The man speaking was Director Melikar, the head of Sol Federation Intelligence Section 1. He was sitting across a black graphene table from me, next to Director Jaspa of Section 3 and Director Bisaria of Section 5. I didn’t see the Operator, the mysterious man in charge of Section 9.

      “My name is Tycho Barrett,” I said. “Section 9.”

      “And your commanding officer?” Director Melikar asked.

      “Field commander Andrea Capanelli. Acting field commander Vincenzo Veraldi.”

      “Mr. Barrett, were you in Bruges last Saturday when Secretary-General Claudette de Beauvoir was assassinated?”

      “Yes, I was there.”

      He nodded. “Why?”

      “Section 9 deployed to Bruges in an attempt to prevent the assassination.”

      “That’s exactly the issue, isn’t it?” interjected Director Jaspa. Her eyes narrowed as she stared across the table at me. Director Melikar raised his hand, then he looked across the table at me. “Why don’t you tell us what happened in your own words.”

      “I was approached by a man named Edward Yeun—”

      “We’ll get to that in a moment. Right now, I’m only asking about the events in Bruges.”

      I nodded. “In Bruges, our objective was to operate undercover and identify any hostile actors before they could threaten the Secretary-General. I was assigned to monitor the area of the Sol Federation building between the entryway and the observation hall. While patrolling the observation hall, I identified a man resembling a suspect we had in custody. Realizing that he must be an illegal Augman, I moved to confront him. He attacked me, and in the struggle we fell through the window on the north side of the hall. We landed in the canal, where he was carried downstream. I rendezvoused with agent Raven Sommer and proceeded to the airport. We’d heard about the evacuation plan and wanted to provide support.”

      “So far, so good,” replied Director Melikar. I took this to mean that my account matched the information he already had.

      Director Jaspa leaned forward. “We need to understand why the case was handled in the way you handled it. I am particularly interested in the details of the investigation that led Section 9 to deploy to Bruges in the first place.”

      I replied bluntly. “We were misdirected, although the details of how are a bit complicated.”

      “Take your time,” she replied.

      “As I said, I was approached by Section 5 analyst Edward Yeun. In the course of his duties, he’d discovered what he believed to be a plot against the Secretary-General. His materials suggested the plot involved several cabinet ministers of the North Atlantic States. He approached me because he believed me to be an Inspector General and thought I was the sort of person who would act in good faith to prevent the plot from being carried out.”

      “That was…fortuitous,” replied Director Jaspa. I had no idea what she was trying to imply. I ignored her and kept going.

      “We looked into the ministers for him—”

      “By we, you mean yourself and the other members of your Section 9 field team?” Director Jaspa interrupted. She was looking at me skeptically, like there was something questionable about my entire story.

      The funny thing about facts is that they’re true regardless of how one feels about them.

      “Yes, we were operating under deep cover as Inspectors General, but everyone who knew anything about Yeun’s research was in Section 9.”

      “Understood. So how did you proceed?” asked Director Jaspa.

      “The first step was to ensure Yeun’s safety. We were attacked outside his home by an Augman assassin designed to resemble a man I once knew. We survived the attack, but the assassin escaped.”

      “And you believed this Augman to be Byron Harewood?” asked Director Melikar.

      I nodded. “Yes. It’s obviously too much to be interpreted as coincidence, so we believed that it might be evidence of involvement by the Eleven.”

      Jaspa scoffed but didn’t say anything. I went on.

      “We found evidence that the ministers were being blackmailed by a woman named Maria Valeryevna. We traced the woman’s handlers to a penthouse in the city of Xi’an. They were a Bratva cell including three additional suspects: Jovani Pang, Lihua Federova, and Sergei Li. We staged a raid on Xi’an and recovered the three suspects, but they proved resistant to questioning. Further research demonstrated that Jovani Pang was the son of Ivan Solovyov, a confirmed member of the Eleven.”

      Jaspa shook her head, but Melikar raised his hand again. “Please go on.”

      “We tried to draw the conspirators out by staging a prisoner transfer and leaking the details to different channels within the NAS. This approach proved effective, as it exposed Speaker of the House Oliver Worth as the leader of the conspiracy. However, Jovani Pang was killed in the process.”

      “This was a singularly ill-conceived operation,” replied Director Jaspa. “I’m particularly displeased that Section 3 agents were tasked to assist, and that Section 3 resources were used for any part of it. How do you justify the use of a suspect as human bait at all, let alone when it resulted in the death of the suspect?”

      “I justify it by the results,” I told her. “Jovani Pang was a Russian mobster and was heavily involved in the plot against the Secretary-General. His death was a direct consequence of his own decisions, and it exposed the involvement of Oliver Worth.”

      “It’s a muddled story,” Director Jaspa insisted. “First you were trying to draw in Ivan Solovyov; now you’re saying it was Oliver Worth.”

      “The extent of the Eleven’s influence would be hard to overstate,” I said. “I see no contradiction there.”

      She shook her head and sighed, but Director Melikar seemed interested.

      “Please continue,” he said to me.

      “We determined the whereabouts of Byron Harewood, so the decision was made to take him into custody. That same day, we intercepted a message to him from Oliver Worth. This message contained the Secretary-General’s Bruges itinerary, so we believed that we had successfully determined the time and place of the assassination attempt.”

      “And that’s when you decided to deploy to Bruges?” asked Jaspa.

      “That is when we decided to deploy to Bruges. What we didn’t know at the time was that we were being deceived and manipulated all along. From the use of an Augman designed to resemble Byron Harewood, to the elaborate conspiracy we were trying to unravel, pretty much every aspect of what happened was intended only to distract us, preventing us from seeing the Eleven’s real intentions.”

      “That’s nothing but an excuse wrapped in a ridiculous conspiracy theory,” snapped Director Jaspa. “Is it not true that Section 9’s involvement allowed for the assassination to happen in the first place?”

      I looked at her silently for a moment, then calmly said, “I don’t understand the question.”

      “Section 9 is accountable to no one and operates outside the law. The other sections of Federation Intelligence are required to assist it, even on operations of dubious purpose. Essentially, you are licensed rogues who are not required to follow the established procedures the other sections rely on. In light of these facts, is it not obvious that your lawless methods, particularly your inexplicable focus on combating individual villains, caused your failure to uncover the real, much more obvious conspiracy?”

      I took a deep breath. “We made an error. I won’t argue with that. Was it because of our methods? I see that as speculation, and Section 9 does not engage in empty speculation. Oliver Worth’s Augman assassin proved to be a frameup to draw our attention, but the fact still remains that Oliver Worth did orchestrate the plot, likely at the behest of Ivan Solovyov and possibly others.”

      “Frankly,” said Director Jaspa, “I find the notion of the dead Solovyov acting as part of some mysterious organization to be so absurd that it hardly warrants discussion.”

      Director Bisaria hadn’t said a word so far, but she sat up suddenly and contradicted Jaspa. “I wouldn’t go that far. I think the opposite, in fact. When you consider the material evidence Section 9 has collected over the past two years, there’s far too much smoke for there to be no fire.”

      “Are you serious?” snapped Jaspa. “I’ve read those files. Agent Barrett says he hasn’t been trained to speculate, but that entire investigation is nothing but speculation. To be frank, I’d describe it less as speculation and more as complete fantasy. My patience has run thin after being asked to loan my agents, my safe houses, and my aircraft to this so-called investigation.”

      “Is that really what your objection is all about?” asked Director Bisaria. Her gray eyes glittered with an emotion that looked like a mix of anger and amusement. “I believe it is plausible that this Eleven does exist in some capacity as Section 9 suspects. Consider what we’ve learned from the Marcenn experiments.”

      I didn’t know what she meant by that, but I could guess. On Venus, we’d succeeded in taking prisoner one of Marcenn’s copies. He was out of our hands from that point on, and I had never heard anything more about what might have happened to him. Director Bisaria’s reference gave me some context but also convinced me I didn’t want to find out.

      “Yes, but those results were inconclusive,” Director Jaspa shot back. “Those experiments are more of the same. Wild-eyed speculation, unreliable methods, and results that continually fail to justify the investment.”

      I was genuinely angry. I gave myself time to pause, then responded without raising my voice. “Section 9 is the most highly skilled group of professional intelligence agents in the solar system. The idea that our methods are unreliable, or that our conclusions are mere speculation is not supported by our service record. We have repeatedly and successfully carried out the most sensitive missions possible on behalf of the Federation.”

      “Except the mission to prevent the assassination of its most senior official,” replied Jaspa venomously.

      There was nothing I could say about that. We’d failed, and the consequences had been disastrous. I considered my response and spoke with deliberate calm. “Despite our ultimate failure to prevent the assassination, we did succeed in establishing who was involved. The assassination was planned by Oliver Worth, with the assistance of Ivan Solovyov.”

      Jaspa waved her hand as if to dismiss my claim. “Regardless of the veracity of this…claim of yours, the Federation has lost Claudette de Beauvoir. The Sol-6 treaty is now likely to remain unratified. This is the single greatest intelligence failure in the history of the Federation, and it will doubtless have consequences that can only be described as catastrophic. That cannot be argued away.”

      “I have no intention of arguing it away,” I replied. “We failed to protect the Secretary-General. I don’t dispute that.”

      This seemed to mollify her, even if only a little. “Well, then. It seems we agree on something, Mr. Barrett. Section 9 has demonstrated itself to be not only unnecessary, but ineffective.”

      “Unnecessary?” I frowned.

      “I won’t mince words with you, agent Barrett. In the face of an uncertain future, the Federation cannot afford to have an intelligence service with the sort of unilateral authority that Section 9 has.”

      Since the beginning of the mission to protect Claudette de Beauvoir, we had to repeatedly rely on the resources of Section 3 to operate. That had only been a necessity because our own infrastructure had been compromised as a result of Katerina Capanelli’s betrayal. Looking at it with hindsight, the chain of cause and effect was all too direct to be accidental.

      “So, what are you suggesting?” asked Director Melikar. “Do you really believe we don’t need a black ops unit? That seems a little naïve.”

      “Even if there is a need, that unit simply must be accountable for its actions. The way Section 9 has been operating for the past few years goes well beyond plausible deniability. Look at what happened on Mars.”

      I winced at that. It was hard to justify it to anyone who wasn’t there.

      “You see?” insisted Jaspa. “He has nothing to say because he knows as well I do that Section 9 is out of control. I’ll say it again: the Federation cannot afford to have an intelligence service that answers to no one.”

      “That isn’t true,” I interjected. “We answer to the Operator.”

      “Yes, Director Saklas.” Jaspa pursed her lips. “The one member of this Directorate who answers to no one.”

      Director Bisaria intervened. “Given that our future is so uncertain, you could make the case that this is exactly the time when we need an organization like Section 9. We still don’t know whether this assassination will lead to war or not, and we may have a need for a service capable of carrying out deniable operations.”

      “And if there is a war?” asked Director Jaspa.

      “Then we would still need a service capable of performing high-risk missions behind enemy lines.”

      Jaspa was unconvinced. “The other eight sections are not without skilled agents, men and women who can complete objectives without commiting reckless acts of spectacular violence.”

      “In an all-out war,” countered Director Bisaria, “I should think there would be a place for quite a few acts of spectacular violence. I’m not convinced that we can do without Section 9, whatever mistakes they may have made.”

      “Nor am I,” replied Director Melikar. “I’m also not convinced Section 9 has been run well or utilized effectively. This young man has made the best case he can, but even he cannot deny that his service completely failed in its last mission. It seems clear that the one thing we can’t do is leave Section 9 unchanged, operating without oversight at the whims of the Operator and its field commanders. We’ve tried that approach, and it clearly didn’t work.”

      Director Bisara steepled her fingers and sat forward. “Should they really be crucified over what happened to the Secretary-General?” They may not have stopped the assassination, but they did alert us well in advance. It wasn’t Section 9 that failed to prepare an adequate perimeter defense capable of stopping a drone strike. That failure belongs to other agencies.”

      “Are you really claiming they didn’t make any mistakes?” asked Jaspa incredulously.

      Bisaria pondered that. “Hmmm. The only error I can see was in the timeliness of their information-sharing. They didn’t keep the other Intelligence branches up to date, even when making extensive use of Section 3’s resources. I can understand why you’re upset about that, Director Jaspa.”

      “Yes, but—” began Jaspa.

      Bisaria talked over her. “Still, given the nature of clandestine operations, it would be difficult to judge the actions of Director Saklas without the benefit of hindsight.”

      It was strange for me to hear the Operator referred to by name. I don’t think I had ever heard it before that day.

      Director Melikar frowned. “It’s clear to me that there are different perspectives here, and that we won’t be able to resolve our differences on the matter without further discussion. Agent Barrett, thank you for your cooperation with this inquiry.”

      That struck me as more than a little perfunctory. My choices were to comply or be executed. “Thank you,” I said.
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      When you don’t have anything to do, there are two primordial options. You can sit still and kill time until the sloth drives you crazy, then do something self-destructive to make yourself feel more alive again. Or you can just go to bed early.

      I like a drink as much as anyone, but after a few days of doing nothing all day and then getting drunk alone at night, I was starting to find the first option even more boring than the second. I started going to bed earlier and trying to stay asleep as long as I could manage.

      My daily life had up to this point been one of constant crisis, so sitting in my house in Antwerp and doing nothing was not so easy. When my dataspike chimed with a notification of a perimeter breach at two in the morning, I felt a little grateful. The prospect of someone breaking into my home meant that things were, in some small way, getting back to normal.

      My eyes were wide open, staring up at the ceiling as I listened. My dataspike displayed a map of my property, with a blinking dot to indicate the intruder.

      I sat up, then got dressed quickly in sweatpants and a T-shirt. This might seem a little bit like a waste of time, but I knew exactly how close the intruder was, and I was trying to be mindful about the psychological factors.

      To put it simply, it’s much easier to confront a potential killer when you’re already dressed, and much harder when you’re not. Since I had the time, I wanted to go into this fight wearing more than a smile.

      I stepped into a pair of slippers, then picked up the Keres 8 from the nightstand. I thought about it for a second and decided against grabbing a hand grenade. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I wasn’t as eager to use explosives in my own house.

      I did need some kind of backup weapon though. I walked over to my closet, which held a selection of various weapons and few articles of clothing. I wasn’t a knife expert like Vincenzo Veraldi, but it seemed like a good choice for close-quarters work. I slipped the knife into my waistband and went out to confront the intruder.

      It had been a few weeks since the debriefing, and the solar system was still drifting toward war. The politicians were taking it slower than I would have expected, though, which gave me at least a little hope that they wouldn’t do anything too stupid.

      I hadn’t heard from Raven since we went our separate ways that day in Bruges. Not a word from Veraldi either, or Thomas or Andrew. Section 9 had been effectively disbanded pending review from the Senior Directorate, and they didn’t seem to be in any rush to complete the process.

      The way things had been, I could easily have spent the rest of my life in Antwerp. Eventually I would have stopped hanging around my house and picked some seedy little hotel bar to do my drinking in. I would have lived out the rest of my years sipping gin and tonics, and occasionally making vague comments that gave the impression I was a retired spy slowly drinking his life away.

      There’s something to be said for being a local character.

      I wasn’t quite ready for it yet though. As I slipped through my house and out the back door, I felt more alive than I had felt in the days since Belgium.

      The intruder was moving slowly. They seemed to expect my yard to be filled with traps. A motion detector guiding an automated machine gun or maybe my own personal minefield. I didn’t have anything like that. The only defensive tool I had was the perimeter alert, and it was all I needed.

      I walked around to the front of the property, moving from cover to cover so the intruder wouldn’t spot me. Of course, if they had a backscatter scan, they’d see me moving on their screen, and that seemed to be the case because they moved when I moved.

      I was behind a garden statue, peering out into my darkened yard. The intruder was crouching down behind a wheelbarrow. It’s not that I garden, but I do occasionally toy with the idea of taking up gardening.

      “Come out from behind that wheelbarrow,” I called out, “or I’m opening fire. We can do this either way.”

      There was nothing but silence for a few seconds, followed by a quiet laugh. “I should have known I’d never sneak up on you.”

      It had been so long since I’d heard her voice. “Andrea?”

      She stepped out from behind the wheelbarrow with her gun lowered. “It’s really me, Tycho. I’m a little surprised you don’t have any traps.”

      I stepped out as well. “I don’t recall seeing any at your home in France.”

      “I had a secret underground tunnel.”

      “Fair enough. So, what’s going on?”

      “Let’s go inside the house. I don’t want your neighbors to hear this.”

      We went inside, and I poured us each a single malt Scotch. She only took a sip, then gave me a searching look. “You should grab your go-bag. We’ll need to be on the road in eight minutes.”

      I gave her a searching look as well, trying to figure out what she was really up to. After all, she had disappeared right when we needed her the most. Then I turned around and went back to my room. I went straight to my closet and put my go-bag over my shoulder. Whatever she was up to, it had to be a better use of time than drinking at home.

      I came back to the kitchen and found her leaning against the counter, sipping her whisky thoughtfully.

      “You look like you want to tell me something,” I noted.

      She nodded. “I do. I just don’t know how you’ll take it.”

      “You know me, Andrea. I’m flexible.”

      She gave this some thought, then turned around and put her glass down on the counter. “I killed the Operator.”

      I stared at her silently, knowing that whatever happened, it meant that everything was going to change.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “What do you need?”
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