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      Cassidy ducked as the bullets chewed through the doorway next to her head, splintered wood raining down beside her. She remained pressed against the wall, one hand gripping her sidearm, the other hand supporting the weapon with an upturned palm. Her breathing was steady and calm. Probably too calm for the situation, but she had done this sort of thing before.

      Too many times before.

      She counted the reports of her opponent’s weapon as they echoed in the corridor beyond the doorway. Eight, nine, ten. Added to the two he had already fired, it meant his gun was empty.

      She moved her hand from the base of her weapon to yank the door open. As she swung into the frame, she lowered her gun to the firing position, both hands once again on the gun. Her attacker looked up as she emerged from the room and fired at him. Caught in the middle of changing magazines, he dove to his left, vanishing from sight as her round hit a framed picture behind where his head had been a split-second earlier.

      “Damn it,” Cassidy growled, bringing the pistol closer to her face  as she made her way down the passage. She heard her target snap a new mag into his weapon, no other sounds forthcoming while he waited for her to reach the corner.

      She paused short of it, switching her grip on the gun from her left hand to her right, tilting her head to sight down the barrel. Another breath and she swung around the junction, crouching low. She squeezed off two more rounds while bullets meant for her chest whipped harmlessly overhead, shattering the window at the far end of the corridor.

      Her attacker wasn’t so fortunate. Her first bullet hit him center mass. The second took him in the head. He collapsed on the faded brown carpet, his blood quickly beginning to leave a stain.

      Cassidy ran over to him and crouched beside his body. She felt for a pulse. None. Then she picked up his sidearm before straightening and running down the hallway, slowing when she reached the elevators. Her twin pistols covered the entire antechamber where two pairs of elevator doors faced each other, one pair to her right, the other to her left—a touchscreen control between each pair. She tapped on the panel to her left, summoning one of the cabs to her on the sixteenth floor. Looking back the way she had come, it was all she could do not to cry.

      “Get your shit together, Cass,” she said to herself. “That’s not you.”

      She looked at her reflection in the metal elevator doors, slightly obscured by scratches, smudges and dirt on the stainless steel. She was naked save for a pair of panties and the oversized football jersey she had taken off the first man she had killed. Her eyes were bloodshot and angry. Her straight blond hair tousled from the fight. Her entire body—from her small, blue-eyed, cherubim face down to her feet—was  coated with the spray of blood that had poured out of the asshole’s carotid artery when she had stabbed him with the sharp edge of a broken ceramic lamp.

      She had been here as a slave. Forced labor in the sweatshop that occupied the entire first floor where she’d made illegal weapons like the pair of guns she had in her hands right now. The leader of the gang, Josias, had a strict rule about not touching the workers, but that hadn’t stopped the two she had killed. Cassidy didn’t think she was the first girl they had brought up to the secluded top floor of the old hotel. The others were probably too terrified to fight back or speak up. Being stolen from the streets was traumatic enough. If she was just another victim, she might have been terrified too.

      But she wasn’t a victim. She had come to end this monstrosity.

      She was off to a good start.

      The elevator cab arrived and the doors slid open in front of Cassidy. She kept her pistols trained on the cab’s interior, fingers on the triggers, ready to fire until she saw it was empty. After spending the last two weeks in the Hell Motel, as the other kids called it, she knew from listening in on conversations among gang members that she was supposed to be too young, too stupid and far too scared to pay attention to what was said. Donnie, the man whose jersey she wore, and Pike, the second one she had gunned down, had mentioned tonight was poker night and everybody else would be too busy to notice they were missing. They thought it was the perfect opportunity to have a little fun.

      Except they had decided to start with the pretty blonde girl. The one who had shown up in Old Town only a few weeks ago, a runaway whose parents hadn’t bothered trying to find her. Cassidy had noticed different members of the gang following her for nearly two days before they made the grab, plucking her into an alley, then into a waiting truck and from the truck into the Hell Motel. The whole time they had probably been thinking how fortunate they were to find a girl like that in their own backyard. Old enough to learn quickly and young enough to control. And it certainly didn’t hurt that she possessed the long thin fingers that could better insert the smaller parts into their specific firearm designs.

      She was pure gold.

      Fool’s gold.

      The elevator doors closed. The cab started to descend. There was a restaurant in the rear of the Hell Motel. It had been a popular buffet back when Old Town had been part of the present instead of a section of the city the future had passed over, leaving it trapped in the past and rezoned as a haven for poverty and crime. Josias believed he had convinced her to help prepare meals for the gang members there. She had gained valuable experience in the process and had told Josias so.

      The restaurant was on the ground floor. The elevator stopped there a handful of seconds later. Cassidy wedged her back against the forward wall next to the doors, waiting while they parted. She leaned her head out just enough to ensure the area was clear. Satisfied, she moved out into the lobby, noticing the faint slivers of light that spilled in through the cracks in the boards covering the hotel windows and facia. To outsiders and local law, the building was supposed to be abandoned and scheduled for demolition. But the gang had a deal with the local triad who owned the hotel, that it would never get blasted as long as business was good.

      She turned left and made her way across the lobby, toward the sign on the wall that screamed FOOD in big letters with an arrow beneath, pointing toward the restaurant. Even from here, she could hear the other gang members laughing and carrying on, involved in their card game. Never mind the sixteen kids they had locked in rooms upstairs. Some of them were runaways like they thought she was. Some of them had been nicked from their parents when they hadn’t kept them close enough. A few had been sold by desperate families trying to make their own ends meet. Life was hard for too many, but that was no excuse.

      Boys and girls from eight to fourteen were part of the current work crew. When a laborer burned out or law enforcement started getting too close to finding one of them, they were often sold to the triad who moved them somewhere else. Cassidy didn’t want to think about what became of them, but she could guess. After over a year in business at the hotel, the gang had probably already destroyed the lives of a few hundred kids.

      The thought infuriated Cassidy, threatening her needed focus. A different idea helped keep her emotions in check.

      It would all end tonight. In less than ten minutes.

      She held the twin handguns pointed downward at her sides, marching directly toward the closed double-doors at the end of the hallway. A sign over the top read ALL YOU CAN EAT. Her right arm hurt from the effort of controlling the weapon’s recoil, her left from fighting to keep Donnie from choking her to death before he bled out. She was sure to hurt a little more before this was over, but it would be worth it.

      Reaching the twin doors, she paused to put herself back into a combat-ready position and prepared to breach. She waited until she could make out the voices behind the doors, deciding who was in the room and guessing their position by the pitch, tone and echo. Josias, Crash, David, Trey, Zeke, Navi, Brett, Dover. Eight of the nine remaining members. Where was Anvil?

      If he wasn’t with the others, either she or the Unity Defense Force mop-up team would track him down after.

      She started to move, freezing an instant later when she heard Josias’ voice. He was headed for the door. The bathrooms were off the hallway, shared by the hotel lobby and the restaurant. He probably needed to take a leak. Instead of hiding, Cassidy set herself a couple of feet back from the door and waited for it to open.

      Josias pulled open the left door into the buffet, his head craned inside to make one last comment about the delivery they were making in the morning. He was halfway over the threshold when he turned his head back and caught sight of her standing there, half-naked, bloody and well-armed.

      “Jessie?” he said softly, confused.

      She ran at him, firing a pair of rounds. Both caught him in the gut. Two well-placed shots that would leave him alive for a few minutes while his lifeblood leaked away. He could save himself if he called the cops or an ambulance, but they both knew he wouldn’t do that. He stood there, stunned, his jaw slack, staring at her and then down at the bleeding wounds in his belly as if he couldn’t believe she’d shot him.

      She dropped as she approached him, taking advantage of her size to slide between his wide-spread legs and into the room. Behind her, as she surged to her feet, Josias stumbled the rest of the way out of the restaurant. She raised her guns, aiming at the rest of the group.

      Only Dover wasn’t seated at the largest table near the center of the room. The rest of the seating had been pushed to the perimeter a long time ago, haphazardly shoved aside and forgotten. The long buffet table spread out behind them, packages of chips and cases of beer joining boxes of pizza and drugs. Brett and Crash had their backs to her in the closest seats. Trey and David were on the left. Navi and Zeke on the right. They were all in jeans and an assortment of t-shirts and dark jackets covered in logos and branding. They were all around the same age. Crash was the only one who was overweight, probably because he was the only one that was totally clean.

      They all turned to look at her. Even Brett and Crash tried to crane their necks to see what was going on. She shot them both in the back of the head before the others could react. Shoving their chairs back, they jumped to their feet, reaching for pistols stored in the back of their pants or laid out on the table with the cards and computers.

      Computers?

      The unexpected detail almost cost Cassidy her focus. She shifted her aim to the left and right, hitting Trey and Zeke as soon as they stood up, putting two rounds in each of them and knocking them back down into their chairs.

      She walked directly toward the table, firing round after round, making sure the traffickers were all dead. Crash slumped forward onto the table. Brett fell sideways to the floor. Navi managed to fire a few rounds of his own, but his haste and drug high ruined his already pathetic aim. He fell backward when four of her rounds poured into him, hitting the buffet table and knocking it over. Vials of drugs and bottles of booze shattered when they hit the floor, adding to the chaos and din of her massacre.

      David fared the best out of the group, but only because Cassidy ran out of bullets. She dropped the weapons from her hands and ran toward the table as the last living gang member pointed his gun at her. His bullets missed as she leaped onto the table and rolled, grabbing one of the beer bottles she found there. David turned to follow her with his pistol, only to have it smashed out of his hand by the bottle. He was still recovering when Cassidy broke the bottle on the edge of the table and jumped on his chest, wrapping her free arm around his neck to hold on as she stabbed the sharp edge of the bottle into the side of his neck.

      The jagged glass cut into his jugular, blood spewing as he cried out in pain and staggered backward. She let go, dropping to the floor as he reached a hand up to cover the wound. He ran for the door, rapidly losing blood. If he was lucky he would make it to the street before he died.

      Anvil, his hand reaching for the door handle, had to jump back as David rushed past him. The shocked look on his face gave way to outrage as he turned toward Cassidy.

      “Shit,” she cursed softly, spotting the submachine gun in his left hand as he aimed it in her direction. Her eyes danced across the immediate scene, locating Trey’s piece. Scrambling forward, she picked it up and threw herself under the table as the bullets rained in, slug after slug chewing the bodies around her, biting the top of the table, kicking up pieces of the tile floor just in front of her position. She crawled away from him, toward the toppled buffet, ears pounding from the noise of the gunfire.

      “I saw you, Jessie,” he growled as his gun went dry. He dropped the magazine on the floor, quickly slapping a fresh one in. “I know where you are, you little bitch. I know what you are too.”

      “Then you should be afraid,” Cassidy said, though she didn’t sound threatening in her adolescent voice.

      Cassidy peered around the end of the table, watching Anvil slowly approach the other end, his attention on where he thought she still hid. She could have shot out his kneecaps, but it was a risky proposition to show herself at such close quarters. She wasn’t sure she’d have time to bring her gun up and take aim before he switched his aim and took a shot at her.

      Anvil crouched low and stuck his submachine gun under the table. Cassidy scrambled past her end of the table as bullets whizzed by behind her. She came up on Anvil’s left, as he tried to swing the gun her way. Too slow. Her bullets caught him in the face, her anger and the knowledge he was the last of them, freeing her to empty the magazine into him. His body hung suspended in mid air while she made him unrecognizable before he slumped lifelessly to the floor.

      Sudden silence fell over the restaurant. Cassidy stood surrounded by corpses, blood, playing cards, fragments of table, tile, bone and glass, a weight rising from her shoulders as she surveyed the mess. She took a few breaths to let her tension ease before turning her attention to the poker table. Her eyes narrowed in confusion. The computer was gone. She had seen a computer, hadn’t she?

      It wasn’t there, and nobody could have taken it. She must have been mistaken.

      Barefoot, she stepped carefully through the debris, across the floor to Anvil. Now that the adrenaline was wearing off, sharp pains in her feet and a smear of blood on the floor confirmed she hadn’t been able to avoid all of the broken material in her effort to avoid being shot. It was a small price to pay for both her and the real Jessica. She was certain Doctor Campbell could patch her body up in no time.

      Kneeling over Anvil, she dug into his pocket, pulling out a rectangular slab of lightweight glass and tapping on it. Biometric security requested his fingerprint, so she lifted his dead hand and shoved it against the ClearPhone’s surface, grateful he hadn’t chosen to use the face scan instead. Her anger could have turned into a critical mistake.

      She entered the comms and typed a special code instead of entering a personal identification number to make contact. As soon as she hit the send button, a woman’s upper torso and head appeared, floating in three dimensions half an inch above the device.

      Sixty-six years old, with short white hair and a narrow, stern face, Captain Dorne didn’t offer much of a reaction to Cassidy’s bloodied state. Only a slight curl at the edge of her lip suggested she was happy to hear from her agent at all. “Cassidy. Sitrep.”

      “Mission accomplished, Captain,” Cassidy replied. “Ten casualties. Zero civilians. We’ll need a team to come clean up this mess. Medics too.” She turned the ClearPhone so Dorne could see the damage before putting the camera back on her face.

      Dorne looked downward for a moment, and then back at Cassidy. “Cleanup crews are on their way. I’m sending Hall to retrieve you. Did you damage the repo?”

      “Minor lacerations. I didn’t have time to put on shoes.” She turned the ClearPhone to her feet. “A couple of them wanted to rape me. That wasn’t happening.”

      “I’m sure the Scrubbers can imprint something suitable to explain the cuts,” Dorne said. “They don’t look too bad. I expect a full accounting in your report.”

      Cassidy brought the ClearPhone’s focus back to her. “Of course, Captain.”

      “Good work, Cass,” Dorne added, her stiff composure breaking just a little.

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Dorne disconnected the line. Her hologram vanished. Cassidy looked back at the poker table, still concerned that she had seen something there that clearly wasn’t. Had a corrupted fragment of memory wormed its way into her active thread? If so, it wasn’t a good sign.

      There was nothing she could do about it now. Cleanup would be onsite within a few minutes, and Hall would arrive around the same time. Cassidy crossed to the doors out of the restaurant and exited into the hallway that led to the lobby. Josias sat against the wall halfway down the corridor, hands pressed against his gunshot wounds, face sweaty, eyes heavy. They shifted slowly as Cassidy approached.

      “You’re a Shade?” he mumbled in shock and disbelief.

      “Yes,” Cassidy replied.

      “I...I  didn’t think Shades were real.”

      “We work hard to keep it that way. It keeps things running more smoothly. Since you’re still alive, I want to thank you.”

      He coughed a laugh. “Thank me? For what?”

      “Setting me up in the kitchen so I could learn the layout of the dining room, the setup of the table, and the exact number of assholes you were working with. It made them a lot easier to kill.”

      “Screw you,” he growled back. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

      “I’m pretty sure I do.”

      His eyes hardened in a way that surprised Cassidy. “I’m pretty sure you don’t.”

      She considered asking what he meant, but she was sure he was delirious from loss of blood and full of shit anyway. “I just have one small problem.”

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      She raised the gun, putting it against his temple. “I told my boss you were dead. You’re making me look bad.”

      He coughed as he laughed again, falling silent when the report echoed in the corridor. Cassidy tossed the handgun in Josias’ lap as his head slumped sideways.

      “Thank you for your cooperation,” Cassidy said coldly, leaving him behind.

      She had a few minutes.

      She was going to set the children free.
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      “Hey Cass,” Hall said, stepping out of the elevator flanked by a pair of UDF medics in navy blue uniforms and white coats. The medics rushed past her as if she weren’t even there, hurrying to the children she had let out of their rooms while the dark-haired liaison took a knee in front of her, looking her over. Most people would have been horrified by the sight of a twelve year-old girl covered in blood and wearing only a sports jersey. Not Hall. That’s why Dorne had sent him. “None of that is yours, I take it?”

      “Just the feet,” Cassidy replied, lifting her left foot to show Hall. She had found an old first aid kit behind the counter in the lobby, and had bandaged them well enough to staunch the bleeding and make it easier to walk. “Dorne said our people should be able to fix them up almost as good as new.”

      “I’m sure they can,” Hall replied with a wry smile that enhanced the wrinkles on his middle-aged face. “Did you leave any survivors?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Stupid question, right?” He looked over his shoulder at the elevators, which all displayed P1 on their boards. “We can get out of here as soon as the cleaning crew brings the lifts back.”

      “Jessie,” a small voice said behind Cassidy. She turned around, facing the youngest kid in the group, an eight year-old boy named Benjamin.

      “What can I do for you, Bennie?” she asked.

      He threw his arms out and fell into her, holding her tight. Cassidy froze for a second before returning the embrace.

      “Thank you for helping us,” Bennie said. “Thank you for killing the bad men.”

      Cassidy bit her lower lip to keep her emotions in check. “You’re welcome,” she replied. “It’s going to be okay now. These people will find your parents if they can, or they’ll see you get put into a good foster home.”

      He backed away from her. “Maybe I can come live with you?”

      “I don’t think so, Bennie.”

      “Why not? Don’t you like me? I won’t be any trouble.”

      Cassidy smiled. “You’re like a brother to me. All of you are like my family. But I don’t have a home. I’ll go into the system just like you will if they can’t find your parents. It’s out of our control.”

      “Isn’t this your dad?” Bennie motioned to Hall.

      “No. He’s a policeman. He wants to talk to me about what happened here. I’m going back to the station with him for a while.”

      “Oh,” Benjamin said thoughtfully. He considered for a few seconds. “Maybe I can come with you?”

      “Sorry, kid,” Hall said. “There’s not enough room in my roto. The doctors will take good care of you.”

      Benjamin shrugged. “Well, if I find my mom and dad, I’ll tell them they need to take you too. Because you helped me and you’d be a great big sis.”

      “Thanks, Bennie,” Cassidy said. “That’s really nice of you.”

      The door to the elevators opened. Each cab delivered three members of the cleanup crew and their equipment. Dressed in head-to-toe PPE and pulling wet-dry vacuums, stackable gurneys, and bottles of cleaning agents, they followed Hall’s pointed finger around the corner toward the restaurant.

      “Come on Cass,” Hall said. “Time for us to head out.”

      “Cass?” Benjamin said, confused. “I thought your name was Jessie?”

      Cassidy’s glare slammed into Hall’s grimace as he realized what he had just done.

      “Sorry, kid. Her name is Jessie,” Hall said. “My daughter’s name is Cassidy. I just messed up. It’s been a long day.”

      “Oh,” Benjamin said again with a laugh.

      “Goodbye Bennie,” Cassidy said, reaching out and squeezing his shoulder.

      “Bye, Jessie,” Benjamin replied.

      Hall and Cassidy walked back to the elevators together, boarding one of them. Instead of heading for the parking garage beneath the building, he directed the elevator to the roof.

      “Are you trying to get him killed?” Cassidy hissed once the doors closed. “You know there can’t be any loose ends, and that’s a loose end.”

      “He’s too young,” Hall replied. “And he won’t give it another thought ten seconds from now. I won’t tell Dorne if you don’t.”

      “She doesn’t need to know,” Cassidy agreed. “Good save, anyway, even if you did blurt it out like a jackass fresh out of training. How long have you been working with the bureau?”

      “Four years.”

      “How many other innocent survivors have you inadvertently gotten killed with your stupidity?”

      Hall’s face flushed. “Cass, I—”

      “I know. But you screwed up in front of me, which means it’s my job to chew you out so you don’t make the same mistake again. He’s eight years old, damn it.”

      Hall nodded. “Understood. It won’t happen again.”

      Cassidy exhaled sharply. “I would kill for a shower right about now. I must reek.”

      “I feel sorry for the tech who has to clean the roto after I bring you back to HQ,” Hall replied. “You stink worse than a sewer.”

      “I think asshole blood smells worse than regular blood. What do you think?”

      “Agreed.”

      The elevator stopped and opened on the rooftop, revealing a worn concrete surface where three vehicles waited, each parked inside a faded white-painted ring. Hall’s roto was easy to spot, relatively new and all black with tinted windows all around. The other two rotos were scuffed, worn, rusted and dented. Getaway rides for the gang. It brought Cassidy great pleasure that they wouldn’t be needing them. Ever.

      The doors on Hall’s roto swung open like wings as they approached while the headlights and interior lighting activated. She went around to the passenger side and climbed into the vehicle, leaning her head back against the soft faux leather as the auto-restraints swung down and pressed against her. Hall dropped into the pilot’s side seat, reaching past the yoke to the control screen and tapping to activate it. As soon as the doors swung closed on either side, suctioning into place, the interior of the roto became quiet as a tomb.

      “Dorne, this is Hall,” he said, activating the comms to HQ. “I’m bringing her in.” He disconnected, using the touchscreen to set his destination before settling back into his seat.

      “You’re going to let it fly itself?” Cassidy asked.

      “If it can do it, why not let it do it?” Hall replied.

      “Because it’s boring. And I don’t trust it.”

      Hall laughed. “You of all people don’t trust artificial intelligence?”

      “There’s only one thing I trust less.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Other people.”

      Hall laughed harder. “You’re a hard case, Cass.”

      “It comes from experience. I’ve been doing this for a long time.”

      “How long?”

      “This job was my forty-eighth.”

      He looked over at her. “No shit?”

      “No shit.”

      The roto powered up, the four anti-gravity spinners positioned in the corners of the vehicle beginning to rotate to counter the vehicle’s mass, while the blades beneath the spinners provided lift and vector control. They rose slowly from the rooftop, headlights cutting the darkening sky, the only roto anywhere near Old Town. The car turned itself east, angling toward the more crowded metropolis beyond. Even from a distance, Cassidy could make out the huge holograms and billboards that bombarded the population with a constant barrage of suggestive marketing. Some of them were projected high into the night sky, advertising to the cavalcade of rotos moving around the densely packed city.

      “You did a great job with that kid, Bennie, back there,” Hall said. “You actually seemed a little bit warm.”

      “Screw off, Hall. One, unlike my general feelings toward you, I actually like children. Two, Jessica’s feelings are siphoning through the imprint. Since you aren’t a Shade, they might not have told you, but shadowing children is hard work.”

      “I’m aware of the unique challenges. You forget I was in the program. I was cut during the final round because of an unexpected genetic abnormality.”

      Cassidy laughed. “Why do I have a feeling there was nothing unexpected about it?”

      “Shut up.”

      Their roto descended as they approached the city proper, sinking into one of the stacked lanes of traffic to navigate between the endless sea of glass, stone and steel. Other rotos passed by overhead and beneath them, criss-crossing their flight path, while ground traffic and pedestrians clogged up the streets below.

      “I can’t wait to get out of this repo,” Cassidy said absently, when the silence inside the vehicle had continued a little too long.

      “What, you don’t like being imprinted to a pre-teen?”

      “I like children. I don’t like being one. I did that already.”

      “Do you remember it?”

      “I could, but you know recall is dangerous during an imprint, and I don’t want my career to end with deletion. I do maintain every confidence that I was a child at one time in my life.”

      “Smartass. You don’t have many friends, do you, Cass?”

      “None of us do. You were lucky to get TKO’ed in that respect, Hall.”

      His voice lowered. “Yeah. Lucky me. I get to chauffeur you around and do your shopping while you get to play hero over and over again.”

      Cassidy looked over at Hall. “I couldn’t do it without you. None of us could without our liaisons. We need your support more than anything else. I don’t trust other people, but I almost trust you.”

      Hall met Cassidy’s gaze. “That’s nice of you to say. I almost appreciate it.”

      “It’s the siphon. It’s making me all blubbery.”

      “Bullshit.”

      They both laughed.

      The roto descended again a few seconds later, finding impossibly small empty spaces between the layers of traffic to slip through in order to bring them down to the level of the UDF Special Investigations facility and guide itself smoothly into the upper-level hangar.

      A green laser scanned the roto as it crossed the threshold of the open bay doors, identifying both the vehicle and the occupants. A positive result meant the gun turrets on either side of the hangar remained static while they passed overhead, reaching the open area a hundred feet later.

      There wasn’t much activity in the bay at the moment. Only six of the thirty-four landing rings were occupied, all of the rotos identical to Hall’s. One of the two techs standing on the floor raised a pair of glowing orange wands, swinging them in a pattern that directed the vehicle’s AI to its designated ring. Armed guards monitored the hangar from catwalks above the landing zone.

      Small landing skids extended from the roto as it neared the deck, the spinners winding down. Hall hit the controls to open the doors the moment the skids touched down, and both he and Cassidy climbed out at the same time, meeting in front of the rounded hood of the craft and walking toward the exit together. The tech who had guided the roto to its landing stared at Cassidy as she approached, clearly nervous about her age and appearance. But he recognized Hall and he knew better than to ask questions.

      The other tech reacted similarly when they passed him by, heading out of the hangar and crossing to the elevator bank. Hall tapped on the control pad in a specific sequence and then let the biometric security scan his thumb. There was no outward indication that the extra steps had any effect on the elevators until the cab arrived and they stepped in, it’s floor designation already selected.

      U9

      The Underworld.
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      The elevator slowed to a stop. The doors slid open. Cassidy and Hall stepped out into a short corridor. A second door waited a dozen feet away.

      The cool cement floor comforted Cassidy’s bandaged feet, offering a measure of relief from the stinging she had done her best to ignore. She continued to tread lightly as she and Hall crossed the choke point to the Underworld’s primary personnel entrance, where Hall entered his ID code. The security scanned his face this time, instead of his thumb. There was no such thing as impenetrable security, but requesting three different factors of authentication certainly made it difficult. And getting anywhere near Hades required four.

      The second door opened into a larger corridor composed primarily of thick cement built to withstand any kind of external adverse event up to and including a nuclear blast. Intake was visible at the end of the hallway in the form of a kiosk fronted by a large touchscreen, a biometric scanner mounted above it. The overall space was small and silent. The only sound came from the heels of Hall’s loafers as they marched to the kiosk, with Cassidy taking the lead.

      She stopped directly in front of the touchscreen. A scanning laser swept over her face, confirming her identity.

      “Shade Cassidy,” the AI voice said. “Welcome back. Please report to Medical for treatment. Your mission report is to be delivered within the next seven hours. You are scheduled for scrubbing and extraction at zero nine-hundred tomorrow. Please confirm.”

      “Confirmed,” Cassidy said.

      “Confirmation accepted. Enjoy your evening.”

      She smirked at the canned response, stepping aside so Hall could take his turn. “I’ll be sure to enjoy my evening of having my feet draped in healing goop and writing a mission report.” She sighed. “And I’m in this repo for another nine hours.”

      “At least you’ll have time to shower,” Hall replied. He let the machine scan his face. Since he wasn’t a Shade it also requested his identification code and thumbprint, which he entered into the touchscreen.

      “Detective Hall,” the AI said. “Delivery of Shade Cassidy is confirmed. Request number six nine seven four is completed. Thank you for your service.”

      Hall looked over at Cassidy. “I guess I’m dismissed,” he said. “Good seeing you again, Cass.”

      “You too, Hall,” Cassidy replied. “I’ll see you when I see you.”

      “Back at you. Take care. Good work out there.”

      He offered a wave before turning on his heel and leaving the way he had come. Cassidy didn’t watch him go. Instead, she circled the kiosk to the back wall. As soon as Hall was out of range, the holographic mirage vanished and the steel blast door that housed the internal workings of the UDF’s Shadow Initiative moved aside.

      

      The passage beyond the third door remained as stark and silent as the first two by design. Liaisons like Hall never went past the kiosk, even though their identifiers and biometrics were part of the process of bringing a Shade back in. Instead, Hall worked upstairs in Special Investigations. By all org charts, pay grades and dossiers, he was a standard Law Enforcement Agent. Only operatives like Cassidy, her superiors and direct support staff like the scrubbers and doctors who managed the backend of the process ever used this entrance. They never arrived or exited at the same time as a Shade. Only Dorne, Hall, Doctor Campbell and Scrubber Singh even knew that she had been imprinted and what her repo looked like.

      It left Cassidy walking alone through the passageways of the Underworld past unmarked windowless doors. She knew the directions to Medical from experience and arrived there within a few minutes of entering the facility.

      Another kiosk waited for her when she entered Medical. Positioned in the center of a square room, two locked doors sat away from the entrance, on each of the three walls. Again, they were intentionally ordinary and unmarked. Since she had been ordered to report immediately, both the path to Medical and the reception area had been kept clear of other traffic.

      The kiosk scanned her face again, confirming her arrival. The inner door on the right side of the reception area buzzed as it unlocked, a green LED turning on above the door. Cassidy went through the door into a treatment room. She sat on an examination table opposite a long counter stocked with medical supplies, a chill from the cold floor on her feet raising goosebumps along her slender arms.

      She was only seated there for a few breaths before the door on the opposite wall opened.

      “Cassidy,” Doctor Campbell said, entering the room. She had been fresh out of the UDF medical program the first time Cassidy had worked with her, back when her reddish blonde hair didn’t have streaks of white, her porcelain skin had been mostly free of wrinkles, and she had weighed twenty or thirty fewer pounds. Her warm smile faded a little when she noticed Cassidy’s bloody state. “Why didn’t they send you to get cleaned up first?”

      Cassidy picked up her left leg, jutting her foot out toward Campbell. Her blood had seeped through the makeshift bandages. “They probably didn’t want me walking around on this any longer than I had to. How have you been, Rory?”

      Campbell made a face. “That looks like it hurts. Turn and lie down on the table.” She turned away, opening drawers in the cabinets and pulling out supplies. “I’ve been good,” she finally answered.

      She didn’t go into detail. She couldn’t without breaking regulations. Cassidy turned and laid face down, the position giving Campbell a good view of her feet. The doctor grabbed a rolling stool from the corner and pulled it to the end of the table, and then did the same with the smaller table where she had laid out tweezers, cotton balls, solution, gauze and a tube of healing gel.

      “Hopefully none of these are deep enough to need stitches,” Campbell said, taking a seat on the stool and unwrapping Cassidy’s feet. “I know you can’t talk about the mission. But did anyone else get hurt?”

      “No one who didn’t deserve it,” she answered as Campbell doused a cotton ball in a cleaning solution and wiped it gently over the bloody gouges. Cassidy did her best not to react with laughter. Despite the soreness and pain, it still tickled.

      “That’s good.” Campbell picked up the tweezers and began pulling out small pieces of glass and splinters of wood. Four from the left foot. Six from the right. Cassidy stared at the wall, trying not to think too much. The more she thought, the harder it would be for her scrubber to get the memories out. She already had enough fragmentation floating around in her mind. She didn’t need to add any more.

      “Nothing too bad,” Campbell said, removing the last splinter from Cassidy’s foot. “I’ll gel and wrap it, and it’ll be good as new in a couple of days.”

      “Thank you,” Cassidy replied. “I hate when Singh has to clean up my mess.”

      “But not when I have to clean up your mess?”

      “Feet are a little easier to work with than memories. You have to take out a few splinters. He’d need to invent an entire accident. And if he couldn’t...” She trailed off. There was only one other option if a repo was too badly damaged. That’s why they tried not to use anyone who might be missed.

      “I think feet are a lot easier to work with.” Campbell replied, pressing the healing gauze with its anesthetic components to Cassidy’s feet.

      She sighed as the gauze stuck easily to her feet, sending an icy heat through her nervous system. “That feels so much better already.”

      “I can’t believe you were walking around on them like that. You should have had your liaison carry you.”

      “I’ve got a high pain tolerance.” She didn’t say the rest of her thoughts out loud. After where she had just been, the last thing she wanted was for anyone to touch her. Especially while she was still dressed in only a jersey. “I can shower with the wraps, right?”

      “Yes. I wouldn’t have done them otherwise. You stink.”

      Cassidy laughed. “I know. Blame the captain for directing me here first.”

      Campbell taped bandages over the gauze and then got to her feet. “Good as new. Is there anything else you need me to examine?”

      The statement made Cassidy’s skin crawl. “No. They didn’t get to do anything to me. I would never let that happen.”

      “I had to ask. You know we’re supposed to return them like we found them. You know what happens if we can’t.”

      “I know. This was a tough one. To be honest, I’m looking forward to forgetting all about it.”

      Campbell nodded. “If that’s all you need, then you’re free to go. Just let me confirm...” She opened a drawer in the little rolling table and removed a ClearTab linked to the Underworld’s network. Logging Cassidy’s visit, she confirmed its completion. “I’ll see you when I see you, Cassidy.”

      “See you when I see you, Rory.”

      Cassidy stood on the bandages, smiling when her feet didn’t hurt. She nodded to Campbell who pushed a button on the exam table. The door Cassidy had entered through unlocked and opened. She left Medical, heading to her quarters.
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      Cassidy wrapped herself in a towel and emerged from the small bathroom into a single room of personal living space that wasn’t much bigger. The quarters were only hers while she was imprinted. The moment she went to meet Singh for scrubbing and extraction it would be cleaned out, turned over and prepped for the next Shade. As a result, the room was plainly outfitted with only the bare essentials. A small mattress against the corner. A ClearTab on the table beside it.  A small refrigerator filled with water and a few basic snacks. A desk pressed against the wall and a chair tucked beneath it. She had been left a change of clothes. A simple gray t-shirt, cotton sweatpants and a pair of panties. Still no shoes. She couldn’t wear them over the bandages anyway.

      She dropped the towel and dressed quickly, closing her eyes at the simple comfort of fresh, clean clothes that smelled like they had just come out of a dryer. She was about to climb onto the bed and start working on her mission report when the door into her room slid open.

      Startled, Cassidy turned toward the unannounced intrusion. The reaction was a siphon, an overriding primal emotion of worry that beat its way to the surface. But there was nothing to worry about. There was only one person who had access to this part of the Underworld and who could get into her room while she was in it.

      “Captain Dorne,” Cassidy said, recovering from the fearful posture and coming to attention as the captain stepped in.

      “As you were, Shade Cassidy,” Dorne replied. The door slid closed behind her.

      Cassidy sat down on the edge of the bed, looking up at Dorne. “Is there a problem, Captain? You don’t usually make personal visits.”

      “No, there’s no problem. The opposite, really. This was your forty-eighth mission. You’re two jobs away from finishing your contract.”

      Cassidy nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’m aware.”

      “That’s quite an accomplishment. Only five percent of Shades are even willing to sign a fifty mission term, let alone finish anywhere near that many. That puts you in rarified air.”

      “I did what was best for my mother and sisters, Captain,” Cassidy replied. “They would have been out on the street without my help.”

      “Yes, I saw that in your file. Everyone has their reasons for joining the program. Yours was a noble one.”

      “I don’t think it was noble. Only necessary.”

      “Are you looking forward to completing the contract?”

      Cassidy shrugged. “I haven’t given it much thought. I still have two more to go. What comes after that?” She shrugged. “It’s bad protocol to think too much about things like that. It makes more work for Singh.”

      Dorne smiled. “It’s a good ideal to try to follow, but even the best of us can’t turn our minds off all the time and not think about anything beyond the mission. You haven’t given it any consideration at all?”

      “Honestly, no. Do you mind if I ask why you’re so interested, ma’am?”

      “You’re one of our top Shades,” Dorne replied. “One of our most experienced. If you were thinking of retirement, I wanted to get ahead of it to see if I could convince you to stay on, either on a mission-to-mission contract or a shorter fixed period. You get to build more assets into your package, and we get to keep your services for a while longer.”

      Cassidy smiled. “You came to re-recruit me?”

      “Essentially. Our work isn’t getting any easier, Cass. We need agents like you now more than ever.”

      “I appreciate that sentiment, ma’am. I do.”

      Dorne’s eyes narrowed slightly. “There’s something more to your hesitation. I can sense it in your body language.”

      Cassidy bit the inside of her lower lip, hesitant to tell Dorne what she had experienced. If she were in an adult repo she probably could have hidden the discomfort. “I’m a little worried about fractals,” she admitted.

      “You’re experiencing feedback?” Dorne asked, suddenly concerned. “When did it start?”

      “I don’t think it was feedback,” Cassidy replied. “I’m not sure what it was. But it happened right before I started blasting the bad guys. They were all sitting around a large dining table, playing poker. I could have sworn I saw a Unity Mobile Interface on the table. It was only there for an instant and then it was gone.”

      “What do you mean by gone?”

      “It just vanished. I don’t think it was ever there to begin with. How would a low-level gang get their hands on a UMI? And what would they do with it? I wanted to just forget about it but I know fractals are a real sign of imprint deterioration. After forty-eight transfers, if I’m starting to see fractals, I’m not sure how many more I can manage.”

      Dorne stared at her in silence for a few seconds before speaking. “It sounds to me as if you want to remain with the bureau, but you’re concerned about your fitness.”

      “Exactly,” Cassidy said. “Before today, I wouldn’t have been concerned.”

      “One incidence of feedback is hardly a career-ending occurrence. I think you’ve gotten so accustomed to sailing smoothly through the shadows you might be overreacting a bit. And I’m sure being inside that repo isn’t doing you any favors in that regard.”

      “Jessica’s a good kid. Level-headed. Smart. Resourceful.”

      “I’m sure she is, but you know immature minds are harder to maintain full control over.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Honestly, Cass, I don’t think you need to worry about it, but I will mark it in your file. If similar experiences persist then we can discuss options.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Cassidy said. She paused again, trying to decide if she should tell Dorne the rest. There was no good reason not to. “There’s something else.”

      “What is it?”

      “One of the gang members, Josias. He was still alive after I contacted you. He insisted I didn’t know the real reason I was there. I took it for bullshit, but in forty-eight missions nobody has ever said anything like that to me. What do you think it means?”

      Dorne shrugged and smiled. “I don’t think it means anything. Like you said, just bullshit.”

      Cassidy nodded. “It helps to have a second opinion.”

      “Tell me something,” Dorne said, changing the subject. “Were you planning to include what you just told me in your mission report?”

      “I don’t know,” Cassidy replied. “I hadn’t decided whether or not it was pertinent.”

      “Fair enough. I appreciate your honesty. I recommend leaving it out. I have your verbal record, and like I said, I’ll mark it in your file.”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      “If you have a chance, just think about what I said about renewing your contract and staying with the bureau.”

      “I will.”

      “Very well. I’ll see you the next time I see you, Cassidy.”

      Dorne turned around. The door opened automatically for her, and she left the room without another word.

      Cassidy stared at the door. She had fought to gain control of her emotions and it seemed she had. But something still bothered her. There had been an element in Dorne’s tone she hadn’t recognized. She had never known the captain to lie.

      Was this the first time?

      She settled on the bed with her back against the wall, using the ClearTab to dictate her mission report. When she was finished, she put the tablet back on the table and laid down. Any outsider looking into the life of a Shade would think it strange for her to waste what little time she had before extraction on sleeping.

      But it was the only time she ever had a chance to dream.
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      The door to Singh’s workroom slid open and Cassidy entered. She found Singh already positioned at his workstation, eyes locked on the large display in front of him while his hands moved in open space. Without being able to see the screen, the activity made the technician appear as though he were trying to cast a spell. While Cassidy knew that technically wasn’t the case, scrubbing remained a lot like magic.

      “Cassidy,” Singh said without looking at her. “Take a seat. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

      He continued manipulating the data on the screen, pausing a couple of times to rub at the thin mustache on his narrow face while Cassidy hopped into the chair on the other side of the workstation. It was already slightly reclined and would need to go flat in order to place her head between the electrodes, which jutted out of a large black machine positioned behind the chair. Thick wires ran from the machine to Singh’s desk and a second computer that ran the scrubbing interface. A high-resolution screen lay flat against the ceiling over the chair, currently emitting a soft yellow light that was supposed to help calm her mind.

      “Running late today?” Cassidy asked. Sitting, she couldn’t see Singh at all past the opaque back of the screen. Like everything else in the Underworld, the setup was intentional.

      “A little. I had a corruption this morning,” he explained, his voice strained.

      Cassidy froze. Her instructors had stressed the dangers of corruption multiple times throughout her training because it was the greatest danger a Shade could face outside of repo death. Curiosity about the host repo was natural, especially when shadowing someone an agent found especially intriguing or mysterious, or when an extended recall had the potential to break open a case. But digging deeper into foreign memories without a trigger was risky business. Every memory that was forced into the imprint created local residual fragments that scrubbers like Singh had to manually remove. And every one of those fragments had a much higher risk of becoming a full-on fractal. If too many fractals mingled with the imprint the entire thing became too much of a tangled mess to unwind. The imprint could only handle so much fault tolerance before it became fully corrupted.

      The outcome was doubly sad. The Shade couldn’t be extracted. The repo couldn’t survive with a permanent imprint. Both had to be destroyed.

      “I’m sorry,” Cassidy said. Forced deletion was the hardest part of a scrubber’s job. “Did you know the Shade for long?”

      “Six missions,” Singh replied.

      “Too few.”

      “I agree. I’m sure you won’t have any issues. You’ve mastered the art of self control.”

      “And self-preservation. I don’t want to go out that way.”

      Singh was silent while he finished his current task. Then he stood and circled the workstation. “Is this the youngest repo you’ve shadowed?”

      “No. I was imprinted to a seven year old boy once. I don’t remember the exact details, of course. Drug smuggling, I think.” The only memories of missions Cassidy was permitted to keep were experiences the scrubbers like Singh judged valuable for future work. Like how to kill two adult men with a pencil as a seven year-old. “It was before your time. I was paired with Hajime back then.”

      “Hajime retired fifteen years ago. How long have you been doing this, Cassidy?”

      “You aren’t supposed to ask.”

      “You don’t have to answer.” Singh took her left wrist, holding it gently while he clamped it to the arm of the chair. He leaned over her to do the same to the right.

      “I don’t even know for sure. Forty-eight missions. Two per year, sometimes three. Sometimes none. I’m on my second round of support staff, but Dorne has been captain the entire time, and in my memories she hasn’t aged a day.”

      “That’s our work,” Singh said, crouching to strap her legs down.

      “If I had to guess. Probably around thirty years.”

      “A long time.”

      “Do you know any Shades that have been operating longer?”

      “You aren’t supposed to ask me that,” Singh said, straightening up again.

      “You don’t have to answer.”

      “Only one,” he replied.

      Cassidy didn’t ask if the Shade was still active. That was too far out of bounds for Singh to answer, and they were already testing the limits of protocol. “There could be others, with other techs.”

      “I’m sure there are.” He reached back behind the display and picked up an open box. He lifted a small white disc from it and stuck it to her forehead. Another went on her neck. “Excuse my reach,” he said before sticking his hand under the top of her shirt to put one of the remote sensors over her heart. It didn’t bother Cassidy. She already knew it was coming.

      He returned to the display, staying on his feet so she could see his head over the screen. He looked down at the sensor output and then back at her. “Your vitals are all good. You’re cleared for scrubbing and extraction. I’m going to flatten you out.”

      Cassidy couldn’t see his hand activating the chair behind the screen, but it began to change position, the top half reclining, the bottom sliding forward. Once it had flattened, the entire thing slid up toward the electrodes, placing them on either side of her head. The two wands shifted position, moving closer to her temples. Small needles poked into her flesh just deep enough to draw a single drop of blood.

      “Alignment is good. You know what to do.”

      Cassidy resisted the urge to smile. At this point, she wasn’t supposed to do anything but lay totally still.

      The screen that had been over her head was now directly in front of her eyes. It began to slowly morph through an array of colors, the pattern designed to lull the brain into a less defensive state. It started working almost immediately, aided by her familiarity and comfort with the process. The edges of the screen began to fade away, the part of the ceiling visible in her peripheral vision vanishing as her focus collapsed.

      “Dorne told me you were concerned about a fractal slipping into your imprint,” Singh said after a few seconds. Or was it a few minutes? “I’ll run a scan for it to see if it’s an issue.”

      Cassidy didn’t respond. The colors flashed in front of her eyes until she was suddenly back on the street in Old Town, moments before the traffickers grabbed her.

      “You don’t need this,” Singh said.

      He was present in the memory, standing in the street to observe the kidnapping. A moment later, the entire memory sped up. The van ride back to the Hell Motel, Donnie and Josias bringing her up to her cell and throwing her in there while she screamed and cried and pretended to be scared. The rest of the time she listened intently to the words and noises beyond her cage and then to the sights and sounds of the activity in the restaurant. Two weeks sped by in a matter of minutes and Singh was there for all of it, always somewhere in the frame. Sitting on her bed, standing in the corner, observing from a distance.

      The memories slowed down a few times while Singh reviewed them for potentially valuable experience. He ran through her entire mission resolution in regular time, marking most of it for preservation. The entire memory stopped when he arrived at the part where she saw the UMI. He scrubbed forward and reversed over it multiple times.

      “This isn’t a fractal,” he said.

      “What is it?” she asked, her voice dreamlike in her current state.

      “I don’t know for sure. It’s external.”

      “You mean it didn’t come from inside my head?”

      “Exactly.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it. I’ve never even heard of it before. I’m not sure what to do about it.”

      “Dorne said not to make a big deal about it,” Cassidy said. And she didn’t want anyone else to make a big deal about it either. Problems like this didn’t tend to bode well for the Shade involved. “Mark it for deletion, just to be safe.”

      “Right. Marked.”

      The memory continued on to the point where Cassidy returned to Josias in the hallway. Singh made a point to delete the entire second interaction.

      “You’re going to leave me with an open loop?” Cassidy asked.

      “No, I’ll scrub back to your contact with Captain Dorne. Your mind will assume Josias was already dead and complete the loop.”

      “Maybe you should leave that part intact.”

      “Dorne specifically told me to remove it.”

      Cassidy didn’t argue. She couldn’t win, and the effort could create complications for the extraction. “Understood.”

      Singh went through the rest of the memory, all the way up to the moment she sat in the chair. He would delete everything that happened after too, but not until extraction had completed.

      The light above Cassidy’s head went out. All of the lights in the room faded, including Singh’s display, leaving them in pitch black. The only sound was the soft hum of the machine behind Cassidy’s head. She closed her eyes, already knowing what came next. She sensed the cold before it touched the base of her head just above her neck. A wet sensation followed.

      “Calibrating,” Singh said, his voice like a ghost in the darkness.

      Cassidy did her best to relax and not think of anything specific. Even after forty-seven missions, thirty years and all of her training, it was difficult to do.

      The minutes passed. How many, she couldn’t guess. Calibration could take ten minutes or it could take an hour, it just depended on how readily she calmed her mind, how well her imprint matched up to her archive and how much data needed to be transferred between the two.

      The coldness on Cassidy’s neck faded into warmth.

      “Calibration complete,” Singh said. “Extraction in ten. Nine. Eight...”

      “See you when I see you, Singh,” Cassidy said as Singh continued counting down.

      “Seven. See you when I see you, Cassidy,” he replied. “Five. Four…”

      Cassidy exhaled one last time. She had been afraid the first time she had done this. Nervous the second. By the third, it became rote.

      This would be the forty-eighth time she had died.

      “Three. Two. One. Extracting.”

      A sharp, stabbing pain went up through Cassidy’s neck and into her brain, and every nerve in her body activated at once, crying out in agony.

      But only for an instant, and then everything went black.
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      Lead Technician Gaurav Singh moved his hands in sweeping patterns, checking off boxes and flicking screens out of the way as he finished closing out Shade Cassidy’s extraction. The whole scrub and extract had gone off without a hitch, her imprint successfully merged back into the source sequence and deleted while the host repo, Jessica, remained asleep.

      He signed the last confirmation field and then reached to his left, opening the chamber that had unlocked with his signature. A cylinder rested inside. He reached in to pick it up, his gloves protecting his hands from the intense cold. A small pinhole transparency allowed him to scan the contents of the cylinder, but there was no need. He knew what it looked like inside. Dry ice packed the casing from both ends while a disc the size of a quarter rested in the center.

      The door to his room opened, and Captain Dorne walked in.

      “Captain Dorne,” Singh said. “I’ve just completed Cassidy’s extraction.” He held up the cylinder, showing Dorne that Cassidy’s consciousness was no longer imprinted to the girl.

      “I know, Guarav,” Dorne replied. “That’s why I’m here. Were there any complications?”

      He shook his head. “No. It went by-the-book. Cass is always professional.”

      “And you scrubbed everything I recommended?”

      “Of course, ma’am.”

      “What about the mobile interface? Was it a fractal?”

      “No, Captain,” Singh replied. “It…I’ve never seen anything like it before. The UMI was part of Cassidy’s memory. They really did see it. But it didn’t come from prior transfer fragmentation or corruption. The cause was external.”

      Dorne made a face. “How can that be possible?”

      “I don’t know,” Singh replied. “It could be a brain synapse misfire or an ocular ghosting. Or maybe they had a holoprojector active on the table that was casting an image of a UMI? Any of those are possible.”

      “But you don’t think any of them are the answer?”

      Guarav smiled. “It’s not my area of expertise, but considering Cassidy has no history of the first two and the third doesn’t make a lot of sense in context, it leaves me open-minded toward other possible causes.”

      “Like what?”

      “Off the top of my head, I don’t know.”

      “That’s fair.” Dorne looked over at Jessica. “You haven’t started the cleanup process yet, correct?”

      “Not yet. I need to deliver Cassidy’s master to the Freezer first, as per protocol.”

      “Do you have an extra glove? I can take the master down.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Guarav said. He opened a drawer on the other side of his workstation with his free hand, taking out one of his spare gloves and handing it to Dorne. It was a little big on her, but not so much she couldn’t grip the cylinder. “Was that the reason you came down, ma’am? To ask about the potential fragmentation?”

      “It was the primary reason,” Dorne replied, taking the cylinder from him. “I also wanted to ask you what you thought about the statement the gang leader, Josias, made to Cassidy.”

      “When he told her she didn’t know what she had done?”

      “Yes.”

      Singh shrugged. “I didn’t really think anything of  it. Cass seemed to believe there might be something worth saving there. She tried to persuade me to let her keep the memory.”

      “But you didn’t?”

      “Of course not. You were specific in your instructions.”

      Dorne smiled. “Good.”

      Singh found her response curious. “Captain, if you don’t mind me asking, is there something to be concerned about?  I understand that you don’t want Cassidy to retain any residual memory that might be confusing without context, and that kind of vague declaration certainly fits the definition. But this isn’t the first time you’ve ordered me to remove specific memories. You don’t normally come down in person. I could have answered your question over the comms.”

      Dorne hesitated before answering. “I have a vested interest in Cassidy. They’re the most experienced Shade we have, which makes them extremely valuable. It’s imperative that we maintain the health of their master at all costs.”

      “I understand,” Singh replied. “You know that’s always my aim too.”

      “I do.”

      “It is curious, though. First the UMI and then Josias? Alone they don’t seem to have much meaning, but together...”

      “What are you implying, Guarav?”

      Singh smiled and shook his head. “My apologies, ma’am. I was just thinking out loud. It does seem odd to you though, doesn’t it?”

      “I think it’s easy to make connections between unrelated incidents when they occur within the same general timeline. That doesn’t mean those connections exist.”

      “But it also doesn’t mean they don’t. Absence of evidence isn’t evidence of absence. What if the two anomalies are related? Captain, upon further consideration, I believe we should open an investigation. Cassidy’s master doesn’t have the memories, but the host repo still does. It isn’t too late to record them for a more in-depth examination. It might be prudent to understand the root cause, especially if there’s any reason to believe it could be a sign of imprint degradation.”

      Dorne stared at him, lips working against one another while she considered the statement. “I don’t think that’s in our best interests,” she replied flatly.

      “As you said, Cassidy is valuable,” Singh argued. “We don’t want to lose a seasoned agent to a potential rare side-effect. If you allow me to delay—”

      “No!” Dorne snapped. “The extraction is completed. Finish the wipe and insert the alternate timeline so we can put the repo back in the gutter where we found her. Do you understand?”

      Singh flinched at the forcefulness of Dorne’s reaction. “Y...yes ma’am. I...I will. I’m only trying to do my job. I’m responsible for the safety and stability of the master print. For Cassidy’s safety and stability. I take that responsibility very seriously.”

      Dorne sighed, lowering her head. “I know you do, Guarav.” She used her free hand to reach beneath the back of her uniform jacket. She pulled out a gun and pointed it at Singh.

      “C...Captain?” Singh said, a wave of fear sending a chill across his entire body, which froze in place.

      “I’m sorry,” Dorne said. “I had hoped you would handle the extraction without giving it a second thought. But I also know you well enough to fear you wouldn’t be able to let it go. I have a responsibility too. No loose ends. Out there or in here.”

      “What about Jessica?” Singh asked in a quivering voice. “I need to finish the wipe.”

      “Loose ends,” Dorne repeated, as if the statement was a catch-all that could absolve any guilt she might have to feel otherwise.

      “I’ve done everything you’ve asked,” Singh cried. “I gave my life to the bureau.”

      “And for the bureau,” Dorne said. “Thank you for your service, Guarav.”

      The last thing he saw were the muzzle flashes, which were followed by blossoms of pain. He collapsed to his knees, grabbing the edge of the workstation to keep from falling completely to the floor. Dorne turned the gun on Jessica.

      He died before he had to witness what happened next.
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      Intense pain coursed through Cassidy’s body, every nerve ending burning and tingling as though it were on fire. Eyes closed, a million thoughts raced through his mind, an entire lifetime and then some streaming past in less than a second. The sudden awareness sent a shockwave of fear and panic through him, adding to the physical pain until he realized what was happening.

      Imprinted. For the forty-ninth time.

      His eyes remained closed as the pain continued. He knew what had caused it. The scrubbers called it an integration test. An intentional triggering of the nervous system to measure the synchronicity and stability of the imprint.

      He had passed with flying colors.

      “Cassidy, can you hear me?”

      It took him a moment to capture and decipher the voice. The integration test had passed, but it would still take a couple of minutes for his imprint to fully align with the host repo’s mind. It was standard procedure. Nothing to worry about.

      That didn’t make it hurt any less.

      “I hear you,” he replied through clenched teeth.

      “Pain is a good sign.”

      Cassidy realized the voice was female, so it didn’t belong to Singh. They had assigned a new tech to him. He wondered why, but didn’t voice the question. Dorne made the decisions. End of story. “Better than the alternative.”

      “Have you ever failed an integration test?” his new tech asked.

      “No. I’ve always had good scrubbers, I guess.”

      Failing an integration test was like flipping a coin. Heads, the repo was put back to sleep, the sync reversed. When that happened, the imprint would be reflashed and only the repo had to die. Tails, the damage to the imprint from the misfire was too severe to repair and the master had to be flushed too. After forty-nine transfers, failing a test now would be the worst possible outcome. At least if he became corrupted or suffered real death he would die going out instead of coming in.

      She laughed. “I don’t want to brag, but…” Cassidy opened his eyes. His new tech stood at the corner of the workstation, looking down at him. Black, with a small afro, a round face and a nice smile. “Welcome back to the land of the living. I’m Delu Mensah. It’s an honor to meet you, Cassidy.”

      Cassidy didn’t move, giving his body time to recover from the integration test. “I still need to meet myself,” he replied.

      He took a moment to reach into his repo’s mind. Not deep. A surface level skim so he would at least know his name. He already knew instinctively that he was male.

      A shiver went down his spine when he collected the information, and he lifted his head to look at Mensah. The sudden movement sent a wave of dizziness through him and he dropped back to the chair.

      “Whoa, hold on there, Cassidy,” she said. “You can’t just pop up like that right after a transfer.”

      “What the hell is going on?” Cassidy replied, fighting hard to resist the urge to dig deeper into his host’s memories.

      “What do you mean?” Mensah replied. She looked at her display. “All of your readings are perfect. Is there a problem with the imprint?”

      “Not the imprint. The repo. Why am I shadowing Detective Hall? This has to be a mistake.”

      He was pretty sure there were rules about imprinting a Shade to a fellow member of the Bureau. Especially one who knew his prior repos. Hosts were selected based on their ability to infiltrate and eradicate whatever problem needed fixing. How the hell could Hall fit that description?

      “Don’t shoot the messenger, Cassidy,” Mensah replied. “They tell me which Shade to load, I go down to the Freezer to get it. When I come back, there’s a repo waiting. No identification. I don’t know who Hall is or why you’re upset.”

      Cassidy focused on his breathing, trying to calm down. Coming back to life was always a little traumatic. He didn’t need to rush into answers. If he gave it a chance, Dorne would explain. “Right. I’m sorry. It’s just unexpected because I know the repo.”

      Mensah’s eyebrows crinkled. “What do you mean you know him?”

      “He was my liaison.”

      “Hmmm.” Mensah looked at the screen again, as if his vitals would settle the predicament. “If the captain chose him, there has to be a reason.”

      “Yeah, that’s my thinking too.” Cassidy lifted his head again, more slowly this time. The sync was improving, making it easier to move without getting dizzy. He rattled his wrists inside the clamps. “I’m good. Stable. Can you unlock me?”

      “Of course,” Mensah replied, moving to his side and pressing on each clamp’s release.

      “Thank you,” Cassidy said.

      “Let me help you up.” She held her hands out. He took them, letting her pull him off the chair to his feet. He felt a little dizzy again, and she wrapped an arm around his waist to keep him steady. “You’re rushing it.”

      “I know. I need to talk to Dorne as soon as possible.”

      “I’m sorry, Cassidy. Dorne’s gone. It’s Captain Nevis now.”

      “Do you know what happened to her?”

      “You know how things work around here.”

      “Right.” He was still a little disoriented. He skimmed Hall’s memories again. The detective was almost fifty years old. “How long have I been in the Freezer?”

      “Twenty years.”

      The response was another hammer blow to his understanding of things. “Twenty years?” His previous longest stretch without a mission was two. What the hell had happened?

      “That’s what it said on my screen,” Mensah replied. “Doing the math from the last time you were extracted.”

      “Twenty years,” he said again, shaking his head in disbelief. “Am I cleared?”

      “As soon as you can stand on your own.”

      “I’m good. You can let go.”

      Mensah released her grip on him and stepped back. He took one tentative step forward, made it successfully, and moved more confidently to the door. Mensah motioned in front of her display and the door opened.

      “Briefing Room One,” Mensah said.

      “Got it,” Cassidy replied. “Thanks for putting me in.”

      “Anytime. I’ll be here to take you back out when you’re done.”

      Cassidy left the room. He followed the familiar bare corridors to a different section of the facility, stopping in a dead-end hallway where three doors on each side were numbered one through six. A green LED came on over the first door on the left and he went through it.

      The briefing room was as clinical as every other setup in the Underworld. A table flanked by a pair of chairs. A holoprojector mounted to the ceiling. Cassidy sat in the chair further from the door to wait for Captain Nevis to arrive.

      He didn’t have to wait long, though Nevis didn’t enter the way he expected.

      Instead, a holographic projection appeared in the seat across from him, revealing Nevis as a young, fit woman with a narrow face, high cheekbones and full lips. Her uniform was crisper than Dorne’s had ever been, without a single wrinkle or the pull associated with a taut fit. Her bobbed black hair was the same. Not one strand was out of place.

      “Shade Cassidy,” she said, offering a slight smile. “I’m Captain Nevis.”

      “Nice to meet you, Captain,” Cassidy replied. “I—”

      “I’m sure you have a lot of questions,” Nevis continued, interrupting him. “Foremost among them is why you’ve been imprinted to UDF Special Investigations Detective Jeffrey Hall.”

      “Yeah,” Cassidy agreed. “I thought—”

      “Especially in light of the fact that imprinting to a fellow agent was against the code of conduct when you were last put into the Freezer. As was imprinting to someone you’ve interacted with during a prior mission.”

      “So far, so good,” Cassidy blurted out before the Captain could continue. He noted that she had said it was against the code of conduct, suggesting that code had changed. Interesting.

      “You’re probably also wondering what happened to Captain Dorne. I’ll start there. She suffered real death last week in a roto accident on her way home from the Bureau.” Nevis didn’t show any emotion while reciting the news. She was all business.

      “Dead?” Cassidy said, the news causing his gut to clench. “That’s a real shame. I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Yes,” Nevis replied. “She was a valuable member of the UDF and she’ll be sorely missed.”

      “Why aren’t you here in person?” Cassidy asked before she could continue again.

      “We haven’t had time to install a new Captain in your branch,” she replied. “I’m filling in temporarily while a new official goes through the vetting process. I have my own caseload to handle.”

      “Understood.”

      “In that case—”

      “Hold up, Captain,” Cassidy said, putting up a hand and interrupting her this time.

      “What is it, Cassidy?”

      “You missed one of my burning questions.”

      She eyed him impatiently. “Which is?”

      “Why have I been on ice for the last twenty years? I have two jobs left in my contract, and—”

      “Your contract doesn’t stipulate a specific timeframe for the implementation of those jobs” Nevis said, jumping back in. “Nor does it have an expiration date. And as a Shade, your consciousness is essentially immortal.”

      “Yeah, I know. But my body—”

      “While your body is in cold storage, it’s also essentially immortal. Two years, twenty years, two thousand years. You aren’t aware of its passage while you’re in the Freezer. As far as you’re concerned, age really is just a number.”

      “Except the world doesn’t stop turning just because I’m not part of it,” Cassidy replied. “A lot can change in twenty years.”

      “A lot has changed. But nothing that should provide a barrier in your ability to carry out your duties as prescribed. I appreciate that you may be a little uneasy about the amount of time that’s passed since your last job, even though to your perception your last mission was yesterday. The fact is, before your last transfer Captain Dorne noted that you felt uncertain about your position within the Bureau. In order to maximize the return on investment for your final two transfers, it was decided to hold you in reserve until we had a job that required your extensive experience.”

      “For twenty years?”

      “You’re fortunate it wasn’t more.”

      “That’s bullshit. I never told Dorne I wouldn’t re-sign. I just told her…” He trailed off. He couldn’t remember. “I never said I wouldn’t re-sign.”

      “Are you suggesting Captain Dorne was intentionally misleading in her report?”

      Cassidy wrinkled his brow. “What? No. Why would she do that?”

      “Exactly. The bottom line is that without confirmation from you regarding your future we couldn’t risk wasting your talent.” She leveled her head, meeting his gaze with sharp eyes. “In other words, tough shit.”

      Cassidy smiled as he leaned back in his seat. “Right. I get it, Captain. It’s not like we can rewind the universe. But I still have one more job after this one. Are you going to hold me in reserve until the end of time?”

      She smirked back at him. “You’ll need to finish this mission to find that out, won’t you?”

      “Considering you’ve been keeping me on the sidelines to save me for a special occasion, I assume you think that’ll be easier said than done?”

      “It remains to be seen.”

      “Okay, Captain. You’ve still got me by the curlies for two more transfers. What’s the job?”
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      A new hologram appeared between the projected version of Nevis and Cassidy. A full three-dimensional rendering of a man in UDF Marine fatigues, scaled down so he could stand on the table between them. With short brown hair, square jaw, and chiseled physique, he looked the part of one of the Defense Force’s finest combatants.

      “This is your target,” Nevis said. “His name is Mason Garrett.”

      “Can I interrupt here?” Cassidy asked.

      “What is it?”

      “This isn’t a recent photo, is it? Because comparing that guy with this guy,” he thrust his finger into his own chest. “You said you were saving me for something special. Not something impossible.”

      “In your last mission, you single handedly killed ten armed adults as a twelve year-old girl.”

      “To be fair, they were idiots.”

      Cassidy thought the statement might at least draw a small lip curl if not a full-fledged smile. Nevis didn’t offer either. “You also had a mission as a seven year-old where you killed two armed men with a pencil.”

      “It was a sharp pencil. My point, Captain, is that this Garrett is clearly a UDF Marine. Not only is he well-trained and in great shape, but at the very least he has a Sliver in his eye and a stim-chem pack in his ass. And he’s probably more augmented than that. I was a Marine before I joined the Bureau. I know what we’re capable of. Even with the same training, this repo isn’t going to hold up to that.”

      “Then I suggest not getting into a fistfight with him.”

      “Do you know how hard it is to sneak up on a guy with a Sliver? He has eyes in the back of his head.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of the capabilities of a Sliver. You’re disappointing me, Cassidy. Dorne’s file said you were hard-boiled. You seem more poached to me. Are you siphoning?”

      Cassidy froze, giving the question more thought than Nevis probably expected. “I might be. I pushed hard to get out here and get answers about Hall. I might be projecting too. There are reasons it’s illegal to shadow someone you know. And it really never came up because every other repo I’ve imprinted to has been either a nobody off the street or a criminal target of opportunity. Someone with access to the real mission objective. I don’t understand this.”

      “You haven’t given me a chance to explain.”

      Cassidy exhaled a laugh. “No, I guess I haven’t. My apologies, Captain.”

      “It isn’t necessary to apologize. I understand there’s a process to syncing a transfer, and yours hasn’t fully completed yet. May I continue?”

      Cassidy nodded, taking a deep breath and forcing himself to calm. “Please do.”

      “Mason Garrett,” she said, motioning to him with her hand. “Former UDF Marine turned mercenary turned fugitive. We’ve been tracking him for nearly four years now, through pretty much every city on the planet.”

      “What’s he wanted for?”

      “Treason. And murder. He was caught selling UDF firearms to known terrorists. When the MPs went to arrest him, he killed them both and took off. He’s been on the run since, but we got a hit on him last week. He’s in town. For how long, we don’t know. But Unity ranked him number one on our Most Valuable Target list. That’s why I thawed you.”

      “How many times have you tried to take him out already?”

      “Six times with conventional UDF resources. You’ll be the second Shade.”

      “What happened to the first?”

      “What do you think? Real death.”

      “Garrett knew the Shade was after him?”

      “We tried sending in a prostitute to get close to him. He sniffed her out like a bloodhound.”

      “He knew she was a Shade?” Cassidy asked, leaning forward, intrigued by the idea. There wasn’t a more clandestine unit in the universe than theirs. The Shades were like boogeymen, a terror that nobody believed existed until they had an encounter, and they never survived to tell the tale.

      “We don’t believe so. He didn’t take her out until she made a move on him. She was an experienced agent, but he was ready for her. Our assessment is that he considers everyone a threat, and he always treats them as such.”

      “That’s a hard way to live, to be so on edge all of the time.”

      “Maybe for a while. Sooner or later, it becomes second nature.”

      “That seems like something you should have known about him ahead of time.”

      “I agree. The SI agent in charge of intel gathering has been released as a result of his negligence. But that does lead us into why you’re imprinted to Detective Hall.”

      “Great.”

      “Hall’s been with the Special Investigations team for nearly a quarter of a century. His experience in intel-gathering is second to none, and as a liaison he knows the streets better than anyone.”

      “I agree with your assessment. Which is why he should be liaising me, not hosting me. You’re misusing his talents.”

      “On the contrary. We’re enhancing your already considerable skillset. Street smarts aren’t deep memory based, they’re part of rote memory. So is facial recognition and subconscious expertise. For example, let’s say you need a special weapon to hit Garrett. Who would you get one from?”

      Cassidy considered for a moment, a name and location bubbling up through Hall’s mind without requiring him to dig. “Okay, you got me there.”

      “Also, by merging the surveillance and intel gathering part of the mission with a Shade’s typical workload we can avoid making the same mistake twice. You have a lot more incentive to make sure your data is good than some suit sitting in an office with a view. That method works for us most of the time, but not with a target like Garrett.”

      “And I have more incentive than most because I’m so close to retirement, is that right?”

      “It definitely doesn’t hurt. Your experience will also help ensure you don’t corrupt despite your dual role. You have the self-control to let what you need from Hall come to you instead of trying to force it.”

      Cassidy reached up and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “Let’s get back to Garrett. Why is he in town? Is he just trying to stay one step ahead of the UDF, or is he here for a specific purpose?”

      “We believe he’s here for a reason,” Nevis replied. The projection changed, replacing Garrett with an old Chinese man, nearly bald and covered in age spots. Thin and frail, it didn’t stop him from wearing an expensive, perfectly tailored suit. “Do you recognize him?”

      Cassidy stared at the image for a few seconds before shaking his head. “He looks familiar, but I can’t quite place him.”

      “That’s because you’ve been on ice for twenty years.” She changed the hologram again, replacing the old Chinese man with a younger version of him.

      Cassidy nodded in instant recognition. “I do know him. Shen Liao. He’s a triad Mountain Master. Yín lóng. Silver Dragons. You’re telling me Garrett is connected to Liao?”

      “We know he met with one of Liao’s White Paper Fans a few days ago. We don’t know what they discussed, but the fact that Garrett walked away without being jumped by a gang of 49ers soon after suggests they’re friendly.”

      “Not necessarily. Garrett might have met up with one of Liao’s admins to make sure they didn’t feel threatened by whatever activities he might undertake on their turf. They might have agreed to neutrality.” Cassidy smiled after speaking. Everything he had just said had spilled from Hall’s mind. “I’m starting to get a clearer understanding of why you married me to Hall.”

      “Unity made the call. I just implemented it. As for neutrality, it doesn’t add up. The bounty on Garrett is enough to make any organized crime syndicate think twice about letting him swim in their ponds uncontested. It’s possible, but unlikely.”

      “If that’s the case, then it’s not just Garrett I need to be on the lookout for. It’s the Silver Dragons too.”

      “A reasonable assumption.”

      “But they know Hall works for UDF Special Investigations. It’ll be hard to get anywhere through them that way.”

      “Will it? If Hall is a known quantity to them, then maybe you can catch them off-guard by doing something Hall wouldn’t do. Something unpredictable.”

      Cassidy smiled and nodded. “I like the way you think, Captain.”

      She returned the smile, the ice between them finally beginning to crack. “That’s why I’m the Captain,” she replied. “But I’m glad you’re starting to see it my way. Hall’s roto is already waiting for you upstairs. His personal effects, gun, badge and ClearPhone are in the prep room.”

      “Understood. Am I timeboxed?”

      “The sooner the better, but as long as you grab Garrett before he skips town, or even if he skips town and you manage to stay on his tail, you have all the time you need. If he’s planning something specific, don’t let him succeed.”

      “Grab?” Cassidy said. “Don’t you mean kill?”

      “My preference is for you to bring Garrett in alive.”

      Cassidy laughed. “And here I thought we had found some common ground. I have to find a way to sneak attack him, and I have to bring him in breathing?”

      “I can accept not breathing if the other option isn’t available. But I strongly recommend doing your best to keep him alive.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Cassidy said, getting to his feet.

      “Confirm the mission parameters, please,” Nevis said.

      “Shade Cassidy confirming mission forty-nine. Locate and apprehend fugitive Mason Garrett. No time limit. Condition Of Completion, Garrett brought into the SIB alive. Alternate COC, Garrett confirmed killed.”

      Nevis’ hologram stood as well. “Mission confirmed. Good hunting, Shade Cassidy.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      Cassidy turned to leave as the projector turned off and Nevis faded from view. He didn’t need to use any recall to know instinctively that this was the hardest assignment he had ever been given.

      He couldn’t wait to get started.
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      While all of the rooms in the Underworld were sparse, the prep room was the most barren of all. Completely empty when not in use, when Cassidy arrived the ten foot square room contained only a small folding table on which rested the sidearm, badge and ClearPhone Nevis had promised.  A long dark blue raincoat with a hood hung from a rack on one wall. A grey suit jacket matching the pants he wore hung beside it. Cassidy knew right away the raincoat wasn’t one of Hall’s personal effects. Bureau issued, he expected it was stab and maybe even projectile resistant. And it would keep him dry from the incessantly falling rain.

      The sidearm was in a shoulder holster that would hide easily beneath the suit jacket. He walked over to the table and picked up the holster, slipping the piece out of it. The weight was familiar in his hand. Muscle memory suggested Hall had been using the weapon for a long time and had practiced with it regularly. Combined with his imprint’s expertise, it would make him a formidable shooter.

      He turned the gun in his hand, checked the chamber and magazine, sighted down the barrel and then tucked it back into the holster. It was a much more advanced weapon than the guns Josias and his gang had been printing and assembling by hand—the only way to manufacture illicit items out of sight of the UDF’s watchful eyes. A needlegun, it carried a sixty-shot magazine that housed two rows of half-sized explosive-bodied flechettes. Designed for urban warfare, the piece was a perfect choice for a special investigations detective working in the tight confines of the city.

      Cassidy put the holster on over his white collared shirt. Then he turned to the clothes rack, plucking the suit jacket off its hangar and slipping into it. He did the same with the raincoat before returning his attention to the table and picking up the ClearPhone. Twenty years. This model was definitely newer, the transparent material thinner and lighter than what he remembered, and when he tapped the screen to activate it, the interface seemed to float above the device. It scanned his face and fingerprint before unlocking, and then he navigated the menus to Hall’s bank account, groaning when he saw how pitiful his financial situation was. The Bureau would reimburse him, but not before the job was done. He decided he would connect with Nevis if he ran into dire straits in that regard. If the equation came down to passing more coin into his account or letting Garrett get away, he was pretty sure he knew which one the captain would choose.

      He closed the account, pausing a moment before tapping out a pattern on the face of the device. The entire interface changed, switching over to Unity OS and offering a completely different menu of options. One of the options was marked Case Files and when he entered it he was rewarded with an array of intel related to the mission. He didn’t intend to stand in the prep room all day, sifting through the data. Instead, he turned off the ClearPhone and shoved it into the inside pocket of the suit jacket opposite the holster that held the needlegun. And then headed out of the room.

      He had never crossed paths with anyone in the Underworld, either before he had been mastered or during any of the forty-eight imprints since. Even so, walking through the always empty corridors toward the exit felt colder somehow. Nevis had told him things had changed in the last twenty years. No Singh. No Dorne. Hell, the captain hadn’t even briefed him in person.

      What else was different around here?

      He reached the exit, stopping at the Kiosk to let it scan his face.

      “Shade Cassidy, confirm mission start,” the AI voice said.

      “Mission start confirmed,” Cassidy said.

      “Thank you. Good hunting, Shade Cassidy.”

      The door behind Cassidy opened. He turned and walked through it to the elevator, the doors opening immediately when he pressed the up button. Stepping into the cab, he took it up to the landing bay on the top floor. He smiled when he spotted Hall’s old roto—the same one he’d ridden in during his last mission—sitting among the sea of newer flying machines. The new versions were sleeker, the paint jobs shinier. Hall must have insisted on keeping the vehicle. He supposed it blended more easily among the rotos that frequented the parts of the city where Hall did most of his work.

      “Hey, Detective,” one of the techs said as Cassidy made a beeline for his roto. The tech had the back of a different vehicle open, working on the motor.

      “Hey, Shawn,” Cassidy replied, the tech’s name flowing effortlessly through Hall’s mind to his imprint. “Another conduit failure?” he asked, pointing at the motor.

      Shawn shook his head. “They don’t make ‘em like they used to, Detective. You were smart to hold onto the Forty-four. I only have to tweak her maybe once a year. The rest of these rotos— two, three times at least.” He shook his head in disgust. “The good old days, eh?”

      “Yeah, the good old days,” Cassidy agreed, moving around to the driver’s side as the doors swung open. “Tell your wife I said hello.”

      “Will do,” Shawn said.

      Cassidy dropped into the driver’s seat, then leaned forward and tapped the controls to close the doors and start the motor. The roto began to hum and then lifted a few inches off the ground. Looking at the control yoke, Cassidy could tell by its unblemished condition that it had hardly ever been used. Hall preferred to let the roto fly itself.

      That ended today.

      He grabbed onto the yoke, pulling back which directed it to rise in place until it was high enough to clear the other vehicles. He touched the accelerator pedal and turned the yoke to rotate the roto in the direction of the open exit. He stepped down on the accelerator before he had fully finished the turn. The engine whined loudly in response to the requested burst, and the whole vehicle slid sideways over Shawn’s head, the steering rotors blowing his hair around before it corrected and shot forward. Cassidy couldn’t hold back his smile as the roto blasted out of the bay, nearly clipping an incoming roto before the automatic safety system corrected his course. He flew a loop around the UDF building, getting a feel for the Forty-four before leveling off and making his way east.

      Starting the mission from headquarters without any immediate solid leads, he could only think of one destination.

      There was no place like home.
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      Cassidy guided the roto up and over the bulk of the traffic, sticking to the stacked lanes along dense routes through the city. Rain fell in a steady cadence around the vehicle, running down the sides and over the windshield where it was immediately shed off the sides by the amorphous material, keeping his view clear, headlights illuminating the air ahead. It was mid-afternoon, too early for the sun to be down, but the thick cloud cover left a gloomy pall over the city.

      While he was sure most of the millions of residents found the weather depressing, he found enjoyment in the diffusion of colors below him. The white and red lights from thousands of rotos  joined the rainbow cacophony of projections beneath them, providing a constant barrage of light for those stuck on the ground.

      Everything looked beautiful from high above, which is why the wealthiest of the city’s residents lived at altitude, in stacked palaces and penthouses. These  high-rise mansions ascended  from the smaller structures below them like giant spears stabbing up through the earth and into space. Flashing lights along the sides of the monoliths warned rotos away from them even as they guided them upward to the residences above the clouds.

      While he had never been inside any of the tremendous palaces, he had looked up at them as a child and marvelled at their grandeur. And later in life, from shuttles carrying UDF Marines into space, he’d gotten fleeting glimpses through windows to the richness inside. Cassidy could never hope to reach such heights of wealth and luxury, but he had never aspired to a life of wealth. His goal had always been to take care of his family. He had never regretted it.

      He steered his roto around one of the spires, watching his reflection in the glass face as he passed. Even the servants lived in opulence, their quarters generally based just below the main household, still miles above the rank and file. He knew from experience the top-level private security forces were bunkered just below the servants while a second team remained stationed at ground level, both inside the spear and spread out around it.

      Through Hall’s mind, he knew the man had considered a job as top-level security for Richard Chabra, a hedge-fund near-trillionaire based in London. He had ultimately turned down the opportunity in order to stay close to his son.

      He circled over the city once, taking in the overhead view of the massive population center. From his vantage point, hardly anything had changed in the twenty years since he was last thawed. A few new skyscrapers where there had been shorter buildings before. One new palatial spear. That was the extent of it.

      Reaching the massive eighty-foot tall seawall that surrounded the city and prevented the water from flooding the area, he swung the roto around, descending closer to the travel lanes. When he found a gap between rotos he hit the accelerator and swooped in. Warnings blared in the cockpit before he slammed on the brakes, narrowly avoiding a collision before he settled into the slot. Manual flying was less fun at lower altitudes, so he put the roto on auto and set its navigation to deliver him home.

      

      Settling back in his seat, Cassidy was able to pay more attention to the activity around and below him. Crowds moved through the streets, a sea of hoodies and umbrellas navigating their way through electric scooters, bicycles, rickshaws and an occasional car. Brightly lit storefronts hawked clothing and entertainment along the main streets while holographic signs and advertisements tried to capture the attention of passersby by whatever means possible. Thirty-foot tall women, scantily clad in lingerie, held up mobile devices housing different operating systems, each competitor promising a better performance from their product than the others.

      Veering off from the primary avenues, the roto carried Cassidy over residential highrises. Each apartment was a rectangular block stacked on top of the next, according to space-maximizing algorithms. Even though the rain made outdoor patios hard to utilize, each apartment had a small balcony extending out over the top edge of the apartment below it. Small, round windows lined each unit. Occasionally, they revealed the lives within, just as the dark places between the convenience shops below hinted at the probability of illicit acts taking place in the shadows.

      Twenty years, and that hadn’t changed much either.

      The roto began to climb, the control panel marking the decidedly middle-class building on the left as its landing target. The exterior was somewhat maintained, showing signs of age in the cracks around the stone facade and the faded paint, but lacking the garbage and general sense of downtroddenness of the more economically depressed segments of the city, like Old Town. The truth about the city, and Earth in general, hadn’t changed for as long as Cassidy had been around. The class system was alive and well, the separations between each as distinct as always. Hall had a good, stable, well-paid, long-term job at the UDF, and thanks to a divorce and child support was barely living above the water line.

      Cassidy remembered growing up in the slums along the river, where old Navy warships had been converted to apartments for the poorest of the poor. Dirty, crime-ridden, unsafe and hopeless. The only path out for most who managed to avoid the organized crime and survive the violence went through the UDF Marines. The only path out for his family had come from his acceptance to the Bureau. His mother had to be dead by now. His sisters, probably in an assisted care home, maybe something a step above Hall’s situation. Fifty transfers ensured they would never need to live like this and neither would he.

      Bright blue light that managed to pierce the clouds helped remind him of where he had come from. The plumes came from the rocket engines of transports ferrying Marines to waiting starships where they would be shuttled to the moon or Mars for low gravity training before assignment to bases placed throughout the solar system, prepared to repel an enemy that never seemed to arrive.

      Cassidy didn’t know if the UDF Marines had a real mission, a real purpose, beyond lifting the select few out of poverty and weeding out the even more select few for continued roles within the Space Force. During his five year tour, he had never participated in actual combat, only mock battles and wargames. In the end, it didn’t matter if the threat was real. The training was. And the good he had done as a Shade was undeniable.

      He was jogged out of his memories when the roto touched down on the rooftop of the building, fifty floors up from the surface. He shook his head, chiding himself on his loss of focus and his submission to the past. Nevis had been right; it was impossible for anyone to keep their heads wholly pointed in one direction at all times. At least he had let his mind associate freely, rather than intentionally trying to dredge through history.

      Climbing out of the vehicle, he pulled his hood over his head before tracing his way around dozens of other rotos parked on the rooftop. Most of them were newer than his, a range of sizes and designs that all shared the same general shape. He caught glimpses of his reflection in their windshields, trying to get used to seeing Hall looking back at him. He reached the elevator and stairwell leading into the building, choosing the stairs and descending eighteen floors to thirty-two. The hallway beyond the elevator was quiet and empty, composed of light blue paint and dark blue carpet. He followed the corridor to the end and around the corner, slowing as he approached unit thirty-two-sixty-six.  Hall’s apartment.

      The door was already open.
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      Cassidy didn’t reach for his gun. Not yet. He had encountered similar situations before, and while they usually meant something bad was about to go down, usually wasn’t always. And not when he had only been on the job for thirty minutes. There was no chance anyone connected to Garrett had any idea he had been tasked with bringing  the mercenary to justice. There was no obvious reason anyone might be looking for him. None at all.

      Simple breaking and entering then? He didn’t want to blow holes in a run-of-the-mill thief. The needlegun ammo cost too much to waste on a run-of-the-mill burglar.

      He pressed against the wall by the door, tilting his head slightly to look inside. The interior lights were all out, leaving the exterior lamps as the only source of lighting, offering a dim view of the layout. Hall’s place was nothing special. A studio with a small kitchen in the rear, a large wardrobe next to a twin bed and a tiny futon parked in front of a holoviewer. The bathroom was separated by a half wall for privacy.

      There were no pictures on the walls. No knick-knacks or other objects placed randomly about. No dishes in the sink. Probably no old, stale food in the fridge. Hall kept his apartment clean. Almost too clean. It didn’t surprise Cassidy. The detective had always struck him as totally buttoned-up.

      There was also no sign of anyone in the place, and no evidence of tampering.

      The lack of action caused Cassidy to lose his patience. He came around the corner and stepped through the door, pushing it open with enough force to send it banging into the inside wall. Listening for a reaction and coming up empty, he sighed loudly. He swung it closed and tapped the panel next to it to turn on the lights before shrugging out of his raincoat and hanging it on a hook screwed into the wall. Whenever this job ended, he needed to make sure Hall would never sense anything out of place.

      Assuming he survived.

      Considering the nature of his assignment, it was anything but guaranteed, regardless of how highly Captain Nevis seemed to think of him. Forty-nine transfers was a lot. More than most. That didn’t make him superhuman. Maybe he could find a way to get the drop on Garrett. Maybe he could even bring him in alive. If the former Marine was working with the Silver Dragons like he suspected, the trouble wouldn’t end there. Not for him. Not for Hall. Not until the detective was dead.

      He had never known Hall that well, but he liked him and didn’t want to be responsible for the man’s demise. He needed to work this job carefully if he was going to stand any chance of fulfilling both the Bureau’s objective and his own.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out Hall’s ClearPhone, looking down at it as he took a few steps toward the futon. He entered the sequence to switch to the hidden operating system before glancing up when he heard the light scuff of shoes on the floor.

      A young boy stood near the door to the bathroom. Ten years old maybe, dark hair and a small face, dressed in a heavy sweater and pants, both dry.

      “Nicholas,” Cassidy said, recognizing the boy as Hall’s son. “What are you doing here?”

      “Dad,” Nicholas replied. “I know I’m supposed to be with mom right now, but—”

      “How did you get in here?” Cassidy interrupted, still staring at him.

      “Through the front door.”

      “Don’t be a smart ass. Why did you leave it open?”

      “I guess I forgot to close it.”

      Cassidy was about to ask where his coat was or why he wasn’t wet when he recalled that Hall’s ex lived on the twenty-fourth floor. Nicholas hadn’t left the building to get here.

      “It’s not the first time I forgot,” Nicholas said. “You don’t usually care. You always tell me—”

      “The only thing I have of any value lives on the twenty-fourth floor,” Cassidy finished, smiling. “Sorry, kid. It’s been a long day. The question remains. What are you doing here?”

      “I know I’m supposed to be with mom,” Nicholas repeated. “But I needed to come up here and remind you to look into what happened to Dorne.”

      Cassidy froze where he stood, eyes narrowing to stare at the boy. “What did you say?”

      “Find out what happened to Dorne,” Nicholas replied. “That’s what you told me to tell you before you sent me downstairs to Mom this morning. Don’t you remember?”

      Cassidy didn’t want to dig into Hall’s mind, but the kid’s suggestion hadn’t triggered anything. He gave the recall effort only the lightest touch. In his memory, he hadn’t said anything like that to his son before Nicholas had left his place and he had left for the office.

      The Underworld had to scrub the host repo to prep it for imprinting, to help better maintain continuity from the moment the repo was hijacked to the moment they were returned post-extraction. But they hadn’t fully erased the memory, they had changed it. Swapped the unordinary request with a more ordinary goodbye. But if they had scrubbed Hall’s statement, it meant they also knew about it. And for Hall to have prepped his son with the message, it also meant the detective knew he was about to be shadowed, and by whom.

      How?

      “Dad, are you okay?” Nicholas asked.

      Cassidy didn’t answer while he continued working through the problem. Hall had given his son the hint. The Underworld knew about it. They had tried to erase it from Hall’s memory. But scrubbing it from his mind was useless as long as…

      “Loose ends,” he said, closing on an answer.

      “What’s going on?” Nicholas asked.

      “I told you to hide under very specific circumstances, didn’t I?” Cassidy asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “How long ago?”

      “What do you mean? What’s going on?”

      “How long ago did I give you those instructions?”

      “I don’t know. Probably last year sometime.”

      Last year? Cassidy’s heart began to race. “What was the trigger?”

      “Dad, why are you asking me? You told me what to do and when to do it.”

      “I know. But I told you, I had a long day. I need you to remind me.” He could dig for the answer, but it would add a level of unnecessary risk.

      “You said one day you might tell me something that made no sense. And if you told me that and sent me downstairs that I needed to not go see Mom. That I had to find somewhere to hide and keep an eye out for your roto, and when I saw it to meet you here.”

      “That’s right,” Cassidy said, Nicholas’ words triggering the memory. “I did tell you that.” He smiled. “And you did it perfectly. Where did you hide?” Hall had made sure never to ask where Nicholas would go.

      “In Mrs. Gillespie’s roto. She takes me to school sometimes, so she coded my face to the door controls in case I ever need to wait for her. I spotted you coming. Your headlights are different from anyone else’s because your roto’s so old. When I saw them I jumped out of her roto and ran to get down here ahead of you. If you hadn’t come in so low you probably would have seen me.”

      “You’re so smart, Nicky,” Cassidy said. “You did an amazing job.” Nicholas beamed, happy to have pleased his father. “Now I need you to wait here.” He paused. “No. On second thought, come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “I’m taking you back to your mom.”

      “Okay.”

      Cassidy motioned Nicholas out into the hallway ahead of him. He cancelled out of the Unity OS and pocketed the ClearPhone before following the kid out the door, making sure to close it behind him. He stayed close to Nicholas as they made their way back to the elevator.

      “Dad, what’s going on?” Nicholas asked as they entered the cab and began to descend. “You’re acting kind of strange.”

      Cassidy looked down at Hall’s son. He didn’t know what to say that might be comforting. He was discomfited himself. “Just some stuff going on at work.”

      “Who’s Dorne?”

      “A case I’m working on,” Cassidy said. “You did a good job telling me about it, but now it’s time to forget the name. That’s what we do right? To help protect people and keep them safe.”

      Nicholas nodded. “Yeah. I can do that.”

      “I know you can.” The cab arrived on twenty-four. Cassidy put his hand out, holding Nicholas back so he could take the lead. “Just let me go ahead, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Cassidy knew the way to the apartment through Hall’s memory. Nicholas stayed close behind him as they went left to the corner and then right, around the second corner to the east side of the building. A door opened behind him as he passed it, and he brought his hand up under his jacket, ready to grab the needlegun if necessary. He didn’t think the Bureau was out to kill him. Not when they had seen what Hall had asked his son to do and transferred Cassidy into him anyway. But he wasn’t wholly convinced.

      “Hey Mister Groglio,” Nicholas said as one of the neighbors stepped out into the hallway. Heavyset, with a thick head of hair and big circles under his eyes. He smiled at Nicholas before looking at Cassidy.

      “Hey Jeff,” Groglio said. “How’ve you been?”

      “Good,” Cassidy replied. “How about you?”

      Groglio shrugged. “You know me. My sciatic’s been acting up a bit the last few days. I talked to the doctor and they want me to go in for nerve treatment or maybe a full replacement, but I don’t know. I hear that kind of treatment is hit or miss, and it’s not—”

      “Sorry to interrupt,” Cassidy said. “I need to get Nicky back to his mother.”

      “Oh. Yeah, right. Sorry. You know how I can drone on. Good to see you Jeff.”

      “You too. Nicky, let’s go.”

      Cassidy picked up the pace, glancing back at Groglio once before he neared his ex’s apartment. The big man stood in the hallway, seemingly doing nothing. He tried to sneak a look at Cassidy, then dropped his head when he was caught.

      The whole thing was strange and getting stranger by the second. It wasn’t the way Cassidy expected the evening to go.

      The door to Mirana’s apartment was closed. While it needed a coat of paint, there was no evidence of forced entry around the frame or any indication anything untoward had happened. It was a good sign, but didn’t mean things were totally safe. At the same time, he didn’t like the way Groglio was watching him. It seemed the neighbor knew something was off about the Hall family at the moment. Maybe he was nosy and trying to figure it out for himself. Maybe it was something more.

      Cassidy tapped on the panel next to the door. He heard the chime inside and then footsteps rushing toward the door a moment later. It didn’t concern him. No doubt Mirana had checked the door cam, seen Nicholas and had come running.

      Even so, he closed his fist, ready for the person on the other side of the door to not be Hall’s ex-wife.

      He didn’t need to be concerned. Mirana threw the door open, ignoring him to glare at her son. “Nicky, where the hell have you been?” she shouted.  “I’ve been calling all of your friends and sitting here thinking someone had kidnapped or killed you.”

      “Rana,” Cassidy said, softly the first time. He didn’t know if he found her attractive because of siphoning or through his own lens on beauty, but he was surprised Hall had managed to land a woman clearly out of his league. She had long, wavy brown hair and big blue eyes set in a small face with a flawless olive complexion, Her trim figure was wrapped in a yellow and blue floral-patterned dress. And she smelled like fresh cut roses.

      “I thought you were in trouble,” she continued, kneeling in front of Nicholas. “People came to the door while you were missing, asking about you. I thought you got hurt or broke the law or who knows what.”

      “I’m fine, Mom,” Nicholas said. “I was waiting for Dad, that’s all.”

      “Rana,” Cassidy said again, putting his hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t touch me,” she snapped, shoving herself away from him, getting to her feet and whirling around. “You put him up to this?”

      “Rana, I need to know about the people who came around, asking about Nicky.”

      Her eyes spewed fire. “You let me worry about our son all day, and the only thing you care about is the people that were looking for him? They wouldn’t have needed to stop by if you had…” She trailed off, her mind catching up to her fury. The wave of anger broke on its own, her lip beginning to quiver. “Jeff, what’s going on?”

      “Let’s go inside,” Cassidy said.
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      Mirana led Cassidy and Nicholas into the apartment she shared with Nicky. It was a little bigger than his, with a full bedroom and completely enclosed bathroom in addition to the living area. Unlike Hall’s place, there were holographs on some of the countertops, most of them of Mirana and Nicholas. A couple of them included a man he didn’t recognize. Probably a new boyfriend.

      “Nicky, can you give your father and me a little privacy?” Mirana asked.

      Nicholas shrugged. “Okay.” He went into the bedroom. Cassidy heard a holovid playing a moment later.

      “Tell me about the people who came looking for Nicholas,” Cassidy said.

      “I can do better than that.” Mirana plucked her ClearPhone from her pocket and tapped on it, a small holovid projecting in the air between them.

      It showed a bird’s eye view of the apartment’s doorway. A man and woman stood in it, both dressed in neatly pressed suits and long raincoats. Cassidy didn’t recognize either of them, but their matching clothes were a dead giveaway. “Police wear uniforms,” he said. “Beat Detectives don’t worry about matching outfits. They’re from the Bureau.”

      “The Bureau? As in, your Bureau? UDF Special Investigations?”

      “Maybe not SI, but they’re definitely UDF. What did they ask you?”

      “It’s here in the holo,” Mirana said.

      “We don’t have time,” Cassidy replied, looking her in the eye. “They wanted to talk to Nicholas?”

      “Yes. They said they wanted to ask him questions about some kids in the unit who were caught selling Prime. I told them there was no way Nicky was involved, but they insisted he might know something about it even if he wasn’t part of it. And I know you said Prime is bad stuff and the UDF is having trouble getting it under control so I didn’t see the harm in letting them ask him a couple of questions right in front of me. Only he wasn’t here. He had been missing all morning. I went up to your apartment to look for him but neither of you were there.”

      “He was hiding out in a roto,” Cassidy said. “And you should be glad he was. He saved both your lives.”

      Mirana’s face paled. “What? You just said they’re from the Bureau.”

      “They are. There’s something going on there. I haven’t figured out what. I need you to pack your things and take Nicholas somewhere safe. Anywhere, really, as long as it’s somewhere you’ve never gone before. Hopefully, they don’t want to find you badly enough to look for you.”

      Mirana shook her head. “Jeff, I...What is this about? The Bureau isn’t supposed to go after innocent people. And it isn’t supposed to go after its own.”

      “No, it isn’t. But loose ends.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It doesn’t matter. All I know is that I’ve been suspicious of a problem for a while now, and the things that’ve happened today have made me more suspicious than ever.” He pointed at the holo. “That proves you aren’t safe here, Rana. Neither of you. I know we had our differences, but that doesn’t mean I want you dead. And I want Nicky safe.”

      Mirana nodded. Then froze. Her expression hardened again. “Why was Nicholas waiting for you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He doesn’t usually run off and hide in a roto all day to wait for his father. That’s not normal child behavior. Did you put him up to it?”

      Cassidy almost laughed. Mirana was quick on the take. No wonder Hall couldn’t keep her happy.

      “Jeff…” She kept talking before he could respond. “Are you kidding me? You knew this would happen, didn’t you?”

      “I…” He put up his hands in self-defense, but yet again she got the jump on him.

      “You asshole!” She planted her hands on her hips and put her angry face in his space. “You put our son in danger! You put me in danger! Are you out of your mind?”

      “Rana, wait.”

      “Screw you. You used our son as part of this? Whatever this is.”

      “That should tell you how important it is,” Cassidy hissed, his tone of voice betraying Hall’s typical demeanor. It caught Mirana off-guard, and she flinched away from him. “I knew if they didn’t find him you would both be safe enough. This is bigger than you and Nicky. A lot bigger. I need to figure out where this goes. I don’t give a shit if you’re pissed at me. I don’t even care if Nicky ends up hating me for this. Right now, I need you to pack your stuff and get him out of here.”

      Mirana stared at him, anger and fear combined. Then she broke again as she started toward the bedroom. “Jeff, this is crazy.”

      “I know,” Cassidy replied. “Hurry.”

      She vanished into the bedroom. He went over to the round window at the end of the apartment and looked out. The unit below jutted out a few feet past Mirana’s, blocking direct line of sight to the ground. He scanned the area he could see, searching for clues that agents were loitering nearby. They were down there. He was sure of it. Too late to keep Nicholas from passing on the message and leaving him curious, but not too late to remove them from the overall equation and tie up the loose ends.

      Nevis had seen Hall’s memory of the interaction. She had gone ahead with the transfer anyway. Regardless of the complication, they needed him on the mission to take Garrett down and they didn’t have time to get him another repo.

      No, they needed him shadowing Hall. In spite of what he knew?

      Or because of it?

      There wasn’t time to figure all of that out right now. He had to get Hall’s ex and kid out of danger. Then he could worry about the unexpected complexity.

      “Mirana, let’s go!” he shouted, glancing up as a trio of rotos broke out of the traffic lane, angling toward the rooftop. They were rusted shitbuckets, the kind of garbage gangbangers liked to fly. He didn’t need a crystal ball to know the Bureau had paid the assholes to keep them grounded. He could still risk leading them to the rooftop and his roto, but the people coming in behind them were a bigger concern.

      He’d rather deal with them head-on.

      Mirana hurried out of the bedroom, Nicholas on her heels. She had a single small bag slung over her shoulder. It was all she had time to take.

      “Nicky, whatever happens, I need you to stay between me and your mother,” Cassidy said, kneeling in front of the kid. “Do you understand?”

      “I’m scared,” Nicholas replied.

      “It’s okay to be scared, as long as you stay between us. I promise I won’t let anyone hurt you.”

      The boy nodded. “Okay. I love you, Dad.”

      “I love you too,” Cassidy replied, the words sour in his mouth. What the hell was the Bureau thinking? It was a dumb, rhetorical question.

      He straightened up and moved to the door, pulling his needlegun as he reached it.

      “Jeff, are you saying your own department is trying to kill us?”

      “Not us,” Cassidy said, leaning closer to her face and lowering his voice. “You and Nicky. They’ll do their best not to hurt me.”

      “Loose ends?” she ventured.

      “Yeah. Of the worst kind. Are you ready?”

      She nodded. He could see the fear in her eyes. He could sense Hall’s love for her siphoning through. Hall probably would have kissed her, but this wasn’t a damned holovid. Instead, he grabbed the door handle and pulled it open, leading with the needlegun.

      He nearly took a bullet in the chest as Mister Groglio fired a single round that smacked the plaster just behind him. The large man seemed surprised to see Cassidy come out first and embarrassed he had nearly shot him.

      “Bang! You’re dead, idiot,” Cassidy said as Groglio lowered his gun. He didn’t want to kill the man. He was clearly one of the Bureau’s many undercover agents, assigned to keep tabs on Hall and his family. Because Nevis knew something was up with Hall. And Hall suspected she knew.

      And now Cassidy was stuck in the worst spot imaginable.

      The middle.

      Did Garrett have anything at all to do with this?
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      “Shit, Hall,” Groglio said, standing in the doorway to his apartment as Cassidy approached him. “I’m just doing my job. I didn’t—”

      Cassidy threw a hard right hook into the side of Groglio’s head, catching him in the temple and knocking him to the ground. He followed it up with a kick that sent the fat man tumbling into his apartment. If he had more than a few seconds, he would have stopped to ask the agent if he had any clue what had precipitated all this.

      Instead, he continued down the corridor. It was clear but he heard the faint tone of the elevator arriving on the floor at the opposite side of the building. Before reaching the next corner he put his arm out behind him and brought Hall’s ex and kid to a stop. Motioning them to stay there, he looked around the corner, then back at Mirana. “Follow me, but don’t come more than halfway down the corridor until I signal.”

      He waited just long enough to see her nod before sprinting down the corridor, racing after the agents who had no doubt unloaded onto the floor just around the next corner. He would be outnumbered. Again. Just like he had been at the Hell Motel, but this time he was a lot older, a lot taller and had a lot more testosterone pumping through his system.

      There were three of them. They came around the corner, guns drawn but otherwise unprepared for his proximity. He threw his shoulder into the first agent, smashing him against the wall and knocking the wind out of him. Pivoting as the man sank to his knees, Cassidy yanked the next guy’s arm down just as he raised his gun to take a shot at Mirana. He pulled him forward, making him stumble. He brought a knee up hard into the stumbling man’s face, breaking his nose. The man cried out and moved away, hands covering his bloody face,

      The first agent staggered back to his feet. Cassidy blocked his sloppy punch with his forearm and then delivered a hard right to his gut. Losing his breath again, the man doubled over and fell to a knee, the wall keeping him from going all the way down. Cassidy didn’t have time to finish him off. He rounded on the third agent just in time to deliver a kick to his gun hand, disrupting the agent’s bead on Nicholas. The round he got off buried itself in the ceiling as Cassidy smashed him in the head with the butt of his needlegun, dropping him where he stood.

      Cassidy threw himself backward into the first agent as he again got to his feet, this time sending him stumbling into the opposite wall. Turning, he rushed the man, jerking the gun from his grip.“I suggest you surrender,” he said, pointing the business end of his needlegun at the man’s chest.

      The agent immediately slid down the wall to sit there, his hands up, palms out. “Look, it’s nothing personal. Business is business. Right?”

      “Just stay down.” Without taking his eyes off the agent, he tossed the man’s gun as far down the hall as he had the ability to throw it. Then he waved Mirana and Nicholas forward. “If you try to get up, you die,” he said, pinning the agent with a hard look. “See you when I see you.”

      The agent’s lack of reaction to the statement told Cassidy that even if the man was SI, he wasn’t part of the Underworld. He didn’t know Hall wasn’t Hall. He probably didn’t know that what Hall had become was even possible.

      He guided Mirana and Nicholas away from the elevator as it arrived at the ground floor. He didn’t know if more agents would be on it, and they didn’t have time to wait and see. He led  them to the door to the stairs, holding them back as he entered the landing, again leading with the needlegun.

      The stairwell was filled with noise. The random gang members who had landed on the rooftop were coming down, while another pair of agents were moving up. Taking a moment to listen, Cassidy could tell the goons were closer. The elevator would be rising again any moment now, likely carrying more agents to their position.

      “We’re going down,” he decided out loud. “Nicky, stay between me and your mom.”

      They started to descend, staying ahead of the gang members as they dropped floors. Cassidy considered exiting on one of the levels and trying the elevator again, but what were the odds the agents would just stay in the cab to greet them when it opened? They didn’t need to fight him. All they had to do was get shots off on Mirana and Nicholas. They would blame the whole thing on the gang coming down the steps and then send in a crew to clean up the mess and any other loose ends.

      Even if that happened, Nevis had to know Cassidy would stay on mission. Forty-nine transfers. So close to finishing his contract. There was no way he would give all of that up over these two. Especially when they would wipe this part of his memory anyway.

      Whatever awful things he did, the Bureau would always help him forget.

      He wasn’t at that point yet. He would do his best to get them to safety. He owed it to Hall to try.

      Cassidy reached the nineteenth floor, slowing to a near stop to again listen. He could still hear the footsteps above, further behind than before. There was no sound from below. Cassidy smiled. In some ways, dealing with UDF agents was easier than handling gangs. After all, he and the agents had similar training. He knew what they would try to do in a given scenario. Even if they didn’t follow it completely by-the-book, it gave him a starting point to work against.

      With that in mind he holstered his needlegun and quickened his descent, going hard down the stairs and coming around the corner wildly, putting a little space between himself and his charges behind him. When he reached line of sight with the landing where the agents waited, they fired wildly at him. Tranquilizer rounds zipped past or hit his issued raincoat, bouncing harmlessly off.

      He was on them in an instant, leaping from his landing to theirs and taking both of them down in a heap. Cassidy recovered first, springing back to his feet and rounding on the first agent. She got her hands up in time to block his first kick but the effort pushed her too far back, and she slipped down a step, needing time to regain her balance. Cassidy turned as the second agent tried to grab his leg, pushing the arm away with the outside of his knee. Maintaining his momentum, he brought his other foot up, cracking him hard in the face.

      The first agent brought her pistol up, firing another tranq at him at close range. The round hit his pants, the plastic outer shell of the slug stopped by the unexpectedly resistant material.

      Hall had planned ahead.

      Cassidy pounced on the woman, knocking the gun from her hand, both of them tumbling down the steps. They hit the wall together, the agent cracking her head hard enough to knock herself out, while Cassidy landed on his butt and slid, taking the brunt of the force against his back. He gritted his teeth in pain, looking up at the other agent, who pulled a standard handgun from a secreted holster, ready to fire when Mirana and Nicholas rounded the turn.

      Cassidy grabbed his gun, swinging it toward the agent and whistling to get his attention. The agent glanced back, suddenly forced to decide if killing one of the two targets was worth losing his own life. Cassidy didn’t want to shoot him. He wasn’t sure if he would go through with it if the agent forced his hand. He didn’t want to have to decide.

      A tense heartbeat followed before the agent lowered his gun.

      “You made the right choice,” Cassidy said as Mirana and Nicholas reached the agent’s level. “Give her your tranquilizer.” The agent stared at Cassidy still aiming the needlegun at his chest. “Do it.”

      The agent held the tranquilizer gun out to Mirana. She took it from him, glanced down at it, and then turned it on him and pulled the trigger. The agent grunted from the force of the slug hitting him in the chest before his eyes rolled backward and he collapsed.

      “Come on,” Cassidy said, getting up and resuming the descent without another word, mother and son close behind him as they continued down the stairwell. Past floor fifteen. Fourteen. Thirteen.

      Cassidy didn’t hear the goons behind them anymore. They must have given up the chase.

      Ten. Nine. Eight. They were closing on the ground floor, closer to getting away.

      Cassidy knew escape wouldn’t be that easy. The UDF would have a unit positioned on the first floor just outside the stairwell. He needed a distraction.

      The thought came to him almost unbidden, from Hall’s mind to his. Not a distraction. Another way out. Hall had accounted for this scenario too.

      How long ago had he planned it?
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      Cassidy, Mirana and Nicholas descended to the sixth floor. “This way,” Cassidy said, leading them out of the stairwell and into the hallway. He walked quickly down the corridor before pointing to one of the apartments in the center of the building’s western face. “Nicholas, if anyone’s home, can you tell them you’re locked out of your apartment and you need help?”

      Nicholas still looked pale and frightened, which would only help with the ruse. Hall’s son nodded before tapping the control pad next to the door.

      “Can I help you?” an elderly-sounding woman said a moment later.

      “Hi,” Nicholas said. “I’m sorry to bother you. I lost my ClearPhone with my passkey on it and I can’t get into my apartment. Can I borrow your phone to call my mom?”

      “Oh, of course you can,” the woman replied. “I’ll be right there.”

      Nicholas glanced back at Cassidy, who nodded his approval. The woman answered the door a moment later, shocked when Cassidy rushed her. He grabbed her arm before she could retreat or cry out and pulled her inside.

      “Shhh,” he said. “It’s all right. We don’t want to hurt you. We just need to borrow your window.”

      “My window?” the woman asked.

      “Rana,” Cassidy said, motioning to the tranquilizer gun.

      “Sorry,” Mirana said before shooting the woman in the leg with it. Cassidy lowered her to the sofa as she lost consciousness.

      “I’m glad I had you take that,” Cassidy said, crossing the apartment to the kitchen. He pointed the needlegun at the window over the countertop and fired a round. The flechette made a short, sharp whistling sound before striking the substrate, sticking out of it like a nail for a half-second before the tip exploded. The detonation shattered the glass, allowing the cool, wet air inside. He looked back at Mirana and Nicholas. “Let’s go.”

      “Go where?” Mirana replied. “Jeff…”

      “The break is going to trigger an alarm,” Cassidy explained. “Which means the Police will be on their way if they weren’t already. That’ll make things harder for the Bureau, but it’ll also make things harder for us if we don’t move.”

      “I hear you,” Mirana said. “But where are we going?”

      Cassidy climbed onto the counter and waved them over before removing his raincoat and laying it across the bottom of the frame and the glass shards that remained lodged in it.  Nicholas didn’t hesitate, and he helped the kid up to the window. Nicholas took a look outside and then turned back to his mother. “Come see this, Mom.”

      Mirana gave up the argument and squeezed onto the counter with them, now able to see how the layout of the stacked apartments created what almost looked like a staircase leading into the alley next to the building.

      “You go first,” Cassidy said. “I’ll pass Nicky down to you.”

      “I can jump it,” Nicholas said.

      “It might be slippery. I’ll hand you down.”

      Mirana handed Cassidy the tranquilizer pistol before tossing her bag onto the small rooftop that jutted out below the window. Then she climbed through, holding onto the lower sill through Cassidy’s coat to dangle before dropping. Once there, she held her hands up.

      “Here we go,” Cassidy said, putting his guns on the counter. “Same way your mom did it.”

      Nicholas copied the maneuver, with Cassidy holding his wrists until he was in position.

      He let go at the same time the door to the apartment slammed open, another pair of Bureau agents right behind it.

      He grabbed the tranq pistol and rolled off the counter as the agents fired tranquilizer rounds at him. Landing in a low crouch, he quickly returned fire, hitting each of the two agents in the face. The tranq rounds split open on contact, delivering a nerve agent packed in a clear gel into their systems. They shuddered and dropped to the floor.

      Cassidy climbed back up, pocketing the tranq pistol and holstering his needlegun. He took the raincoat from the window sill, shook off the glass fragments that had stuck to it and slipped it on. He jumped, landing on the roof of the lower apartment, immediately rolling forward to absorb his momentum before bouncing to his feet. Mirana and Nicholas were two levels down, getting closer to the alley.

      Flashing lights suddenly lit up the night as police rotos began to close in from the north and south, breaking beneath the traffic lanes and speeding toward the building. More lights pierced the sky above as the goons began clearing out of the area, lifting off in their rotos and scattering in different directions.

      Cassidy moved to the edge of the rooftop and jumped down, Hall’s knees complaining as he landed upright. He didn’t let that slow him down. He ran to the edge of the apartment’s rooftop, and leaped off sideways. Mirana and Nicholas were almost to ground level when he landed on the staggered metal roof right above them.

      “Rana, wait!” Cassidy called out, getting her attention. She paused where she was, grabbing Nicholas’ hand and waiting for him.

      A bright light nearly blinded him as one of the gang rotos came around the side of the building, illegally close to the pedestrians and cars on the ground at the mouth of the alley. The door to the roto swung open and one of the thugs leaned out, clutching an assault rifle.

      “Rana!” Cassidy shouted again, reaching for his needlegun as he ran to the edge of the metal roof.

      Muzzle flashes spilled from the goon’s rifle, aimed downward toward Mirana and Nicholas. Cassidy dropped off the edge of the rooftop, firing at the roto as he fell. The rounds hit the craft’s windshield and detonated, putting holes and massive cracks in the molded laminate. The pilot veered away, barely climbing high enough to avoid the corner of an apartment as he fled.

      Cassidy hit the rooftop feet first, collapsing when Hall’s knees couldn’t take the strain. He hit hard on his shoulder, grimacing in pain as he rolled to his hands and knees.

      “Oh, no...Nicholas,” he sobbed, Hall siphoning through, his chest clenching as his eyes landed on the boy and his mother.  They were sprawled in front of him, entwined with each other in a pool of rainwater and blood.

      Cassidy crawled over to them on his hands and knees, looking down first at Hall’s son. His eyes were open. Blank.  A thick stain of blood still spread across his stomach, soaking his shirt. “

      Hall’s pain and rage ripped at Cassidy’s ability to keep his repo under control, even though he had trouble looking at the boy without wanting to cry out in rage. He clamped down on the emotions and slid over to Mirana. Her eyes shifted to look at him when he leaned over her. “Rana,” he said. Thick stains of blood plastered her clothing to her leg and chest.

      “Nicholas?” She could barely speak, and she coughed when she finished saying her son’s name.

      Cassidy put his hand down on her chest, applying pressure. “Rana, it’ll be okay. Just hold on. I’ll call for help.”

      “Nicholas?” she asked again, struggling to breathe.

      “Hang in there, okay?” Cassidy said.

      She turned her head to the side, looking at her dead son. “Nooooo,” she moaned, the despairing effort ending with a weak cough. She looked back at Cassidy. “This...your fault.”

      Cassidy felt the accusation like a bullet in his own gut. This wasn’t his fault. It was Hall’s. What the hell was going on here?

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      The apology fell on deaf, dead ears.

      “Damn it!” Cassidy shouted, slamming his fist down on the metal rooftop.

      He looked up as a pair of drones rose over the edge of his position, small machines with rotors on each corner and a bulbous center. They turned their lights toward Mirana and Nicholas. Green lasers scanned the bodies. Satisfied they were dead, the drones flew down into the alley.

      Cassidy stood on pained knees and made his way to the edge of the roof to look down. A pair of agents were in the alley, and they caught the drones in the palms of their hands before looking up at him.

      “Cleanup’s on the way,” one of them said.

      “Sorry for your loss, Hall,” the other one added without emotion.

      Siphoning left Cassidy tempted to shoot the two agents while he still had a clear line of fire. He holstered the needlegun instead, waiting for them as they turned and walked around the corner of the building across the alley before he dropped down.

      Reaching the puddle-strewn street, he looked over his shoulder as two dark vehicles rounded the corner and drove into the other end of the alley. The cleanup crew. Cassidy knew how it worked. They would secure Mirana and Nicholas’ bodies, fabricate a story that matched the cause of death and spread it across multiple channels, both personal and private. There would never be a mention of the UDF, Special Investigations and especially not the Shade Initiative.

      He looked away from the oncoming vehicles, limping in the other direction. They wouldn’t bother him now. They had hit their targets. Or rather, the thugs had. On one hand, the gang’s success was better than failure and would make their lies easier to sell. On the other, it was a bad look for the Bureau.

      It didn’t matter.

      The loose ends were tied off.

      And while Mensah could erase both his and Hall’s memories of the whole thing after the mission, nothing could bring Mirana and Nicholas back to life.

      Mirana had been right.

      This was Hall’s fault.

      Whatever he knew...whatever had led him to take such drastic measures, Cassidy hoped to hell it would be worth it.
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      Cassidy limped through the throngs of people and vehicles fighting one another for passage along the streets of the city. While he could have circled back to Hall’s apartment and gone to the rooftop to retrieve his roto, the events leading to his current circumstance had left him unsure of who or what to trust, and until he had resolved some of his questions he didn’t need the Bureau keeping tabs on his location.

      Besides, he wasn’t going to get very far in his mission from the air. Not right now anyway.

      His biggest concern at the moment was Hall’s limited funding. Similar to his reasons for avoiding his roto, he also didn’t want to reach out to Nevis looking for an infusion of coin. The fact that Hall had gone so far out of his way to keep the Bureau preventing him from delivering the message to Cassidy, to the point that it had cost him his son, was indication enough that whatever he thought he knew, Nevis didn’t really want Cassidy to know it too. At the same time, the fact that Nevis had transferred Cassidy into Hall anyway suggested Garrett was even more important than Dorne, despite the fact that Hall’s plan had succeeded.

      Maybe.

      Knowing how Unity typically went about its business, Cassidy couldn’t discount that he had played right into the overall plan. The best thing he could do was set a course and stick to it, at least until some of the pieces moved into place and he could get a better read on the overall field.

      The first step was to do something about his knees.

      Hall was in good shape for an older man, but he was still an older man. If he had been a former UDF Marine, he would have surgically inserted stim-chem packs behind the meat of his buttocks that could automatically deliver both stimulant and pain-killer to erase the ache in his legs. Lacking that, Cassidy either needed to deal with the throbbing or acquire an external source of a similar cocktail. The pain itself wasn’t even the problem. He had a high tolerance and a lot of experience. His bigger concern was his physical limitations. He couldn’t even walk normally right now, nevermind fight or flight.

      Fortunately, what Hall lacked in physical resilience he made up for in practical experience. Making his way from the residential block toward the more densely occupied downtown, Cassidy didn’t need to dig into Hall’s memories to pull up a contact who could help him get what he needed. All he had to do was get there before his knees gave out altogether.

      Hood up, face in shadow, Cassidy stayed close to the storefronts along the left side of the wide strip. He had to avoid the small electric scooters that zipped along through the crowds in both directions and the occasional car that split the pedestrians in the center of the street. Everywhere he looked, people carried umbrellas in an assortment of sizes, colors and designs or wore any number of rain-resistant coverings.

      He spotted a couple of passersby who hadn’t bothered to cover up from the rain, their hair saturated and sticking to their heads and necks, their clothes totally soaked through. As he remembered it, the lack of care about the weather was some kind of religious ritual or protestation or something. A submission to the will of God. In this case to His continued dumping of so much rain. Science suggested global warming was the real culprit. That humankind had done it to themselves. Cassidy didn’t have an opinion on the true answer. Knowing the truth wouldn’t make it stop raining anyway. In that respect, getting soaked intentionally was a pointless exercise, made even more ridiculous by the way the pair of believers shivered from the cold.

      Cassidy reached his destination a couple of minutes later, passing through the hologram of a barely-dressed woman advertising a nearby strip club. The pharmacy was typical for the location—a few narrow aisles between lightly stocked shelves—in the lower-crust of downtown. Lit only by the multi-colored glow from the street outside, the shelves carried a little bit of everything. All the items in the front of the place were legal over-the-counter painkillers, birth control pills, mood enhancers and diagnostic testing materials for a wide range of diseases and other generic garbage. He paused at the anti-inflammatories to consider a less powerful and much cheaper solution, only to reconsider when his knee buckled and he had to grab the shelf to stay upright.

      It was worse than he had initially thought. This had to be the lousiest start to a job he had ever had.

      “Hey man, are you okay?”

      The pharmacy clerk approached Cassidy. A young woman with her hair curled like she fell out of a twentieth-century sitcom, wearing horn-rimmed sunglasses to block some of the external light and a floral dress that didn’t fit with the decor at all. At least she looked genuinely concerned by his situation.

      “Not really,” Cassidy replied. “Is Jazz in the back?”

      The woman’s concern vanished, replaced by suspicion. “I don’t know Jazz.”

      Cassidy smirked. “Yeah. Right. Look, kid. I think I tore something in my knees jumping off a rooftop, and I need something a little stronger than what you’ve got out here. Tell Jazz that Brando needs to see him.” Of course Hall didn’t use the same name with any of his contacts. That would make it that much harder to gather intel, especially from conflicting sources.

      “I told you, I don’t know any Jazz.”

      “Brando,” Cassidy replied, not giving an inch. “B-R-A-N-D-O. Go ahead.”

      The clerk looked like she was going to argue again, then decided better of it. She headed to the door behind the counter at the rear of the shop and vanished through it.

      Cassidy continued browsing while he waited. It didn’t take her long to come back out. The clerk emerged from the back and walked directly over to him, this time wearing a pleasant smile.

      “Mr. Brando,” she said. “My apologies. If you’ll follow me.”

      Cassidy tailed the clerk back to the door. She stopped there, waving him through. He moved down a short hallway decorated with cracked, dirty tiles and faded, peeling blue paint. On one side, an opening to a bathroom leaked a sour smell out into the corridor. There were two doors across from it, a simple wooden door that someone had spray-painted with the word OFFICE and a thick steel vault door with a security panel bolted to the wall beside it.

      Cassidy knocked on the office door.

      “Come in!” a deep voice bellowed from behind it.

      He opened the door and limped through. The office was small. An old desk sat against the wall directly ahead. A ClearTab rested on a coffee-stained blotter, along with a semi-automatic handgun, dark and sleek. Jazz was seated behind it, his large frame testing the threads that held his red suit together. It looked one size too small, just like the high-backed faux leather chair he sat in. His large face offered a wide smile, his original teeth replaced with diamond inserts that sparkled against the naked LED bulb hanging overhead.

      “Brando,” Jazz said. “You’re probably the last person I expected to see today.” He paused, looking him over. “You look like you got hit in the jollies with a baseball bat.”

      “Not quite,” Cassidy replied. “More like the kneecaps.”

      “You’re a little old to be jumping off rooftops, my friend.”

      Cassidy smiled. He should have guessed Jazz was listening in, probably through an implant on the clerk’s sunglasses. “It couldn’t be helped.”

      Jazz put up his hands. “None of my business. My friend Brando comes to me for assistance, then that’s what he gets.”

      “I don’t have much coin at the moment.”

      The big man stood up. He took the G21 from the desktop and shoved it into a drawer before  circling the desk and draping a thick arm around Cassidy. “Coin? You’ve managed to get the UDF off my ass how many times over the years? Brother, your coin is no good here. Come on, we’ll see what we can do.”

      Cassidy let Jazz lead him back out of the office, doing his best not to react to the statement. Hall had helped the dealer avoid detention by the UDF? As far as he knew, that was illegal. Of course, when it came to Special Investigations and especially the Shadow Initiative there was a lot of gray area. No doubt Hall had traded protection for intel. Maybe he could do the same.

      They paused at the blast door while Jazz typed in his passcode and scanned his thumbprint. The electromagnetic lock on the door released and he grabbed the handle, straining slightly to pull it open. He waved Cassidy through, entering the room and closing the vault door behind them.

      Cassidy recognized the room from Hall’s memories. It was almost like a reproduction of the pharmacies’ front end, except the supply was more densely packed. Legal stuff sat on the left, excess inventory to be shelved up front when needed. Not so legal stuff was on the right. Hundreds of boxes of pills and vials of different kinds stacked and labeled.

      Jazz went over to those shelves, using a finger to hunt for his target. “Here we go,” he said, locating what he wanted and picking up a bottle of liquid. He turned and held it out to Cassidy. “They call this Jarhead Piss. It’s basically the same shit the UDF Marines get juiced with from a stim-chem, reformulated to go through the intestines to get into the bloodstream instead of the direct line. Tastes like formaldehyde, and too much of it will eat away at the stomach lining, but it should get you through the next week or so. There’s a dropper inside. Fifty milliliters as needed, no more than three times a day.”

      Cassidy took the bottle, holding it up so he could see the liquid inside. “Are you sure this isn’t just a real jarhead’s piss?” he asked, the deep golden color making it seem as if it were.

      Jazz laughed. “Go to the wrong dealer and you’ll end up drinking their urine,” he replied. “But my stuff is pure. Especially when friends are involved.”

      Cassidy nodded and shoved the jar into his raincoat pocket. “Thanks.”

      “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Maybe you can do a little more, then.”

      “What else do you need? Prime? You look like you could use a high.”

      “Information,” Cassidy replied.

      “So, the usual,” Jazz said. “What is it this time?”

      “Does the name Mason Garrett mean anything to you?”

      Jazz rubbed at his face. “Garrett? Garrett. Hmmm. It sounds familiar, but I can’t quite place it.”

      “I thought you owed me?” Cassidy said.

      “I don’t owe you that much.”

      “You afraid of him?”

      “I’m not afraid of anyone.”

      Cassidy didn’t believe it, but he didn’t argue. “The name isn’t the secret. What can you tell me that’s within the bounds of your debt?”

      “Not a lot. He’s a former Marine.”

      “I already know that.”

      “He’s been swimming around in the same water as me for a couple of weeks now. I hear he’s looking for something.”

      “What kind of something?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know.”

      “He’s connected to the Silver Dragons. Did you know that?”

      “I’m surprised you know that.”

      “You aren’t the first person I’ve talked to,” Cassidy lied. “Do you know what he wants with them?”

      “He’s a mystery like you. A new player keeping his moves close to the vest. Doing favors to get closer to whatever it is he wants. He probably did a favor for them. Or will. What do you want with him?”

      “You know better than to ask. Unless you’re going to pass my interest on?”

      “I can probably arrange a meet if that’s what you’re after.”

      Cassidy considered for a moment. It would be that easy to get facetime with Garrett, but that was the last thing he needed. He couldn’t take him by surprise that way. “I prefer that he doesn’t know I was asking about him at all. It’s between you and me.”

      “Whatever you say, my friend. Is there something else I can help you with? Something a little less likely to get me killed?”

      “So you are afraid of him.”

      “Garrett’s like a hurricane. When someone like that shows up, you hunker down and wait it out. And if you’re patient enough you’ll get through it unharmed. Jump the gun, and you’re liable to get blown away.” He smiled again. “That’s good advice for you too, I think.”

      “Yeah, you might be right about that. Thanks again for the piss.”

      Jazz laughed. “Anytime.” He returned to the blast door, going through the security protocols again in order to open it and let them both out. “Another piece of advice, my friend.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t jump off any more rooftops.”

      Cassidy laughed. “Right. Duly noted. I’ll show myself out. I’ll see you when I see you, Jazz.”

      “My door’s open,” Jazz replied. “But you’re going to owe me soon. Take care of yourself out there.”

      “I will. Oh, and Jazz?”

      “Yes, my friend?”

      “I probably don’t need to remind you, but if I find out you leaked anything, I will come back here, and I will kill you.”

      Jazz’s smile faded. “Of course.”

      Cassidy returned to the front of the pharmacy. He nodded to the clerk on the way out, noting how she hurried to the back as soon as he was gone. He wasn’t convinced Jazz wouldn’t pass word to Garrett that someone was looking for him. While the big dealer seemed afraid of Hall-as-Brando, he was much, much more afraid of the former Marine.

      Hopefully, Jazz would take his own advice. Hunker down and wait it all out. Bringing up Garrett’s name had been a calculated risk. Cassidy had only given the tree a light shake.

      Would anything fall out?
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      Cassidy didn’t take a swig of the stim cocktail right away, instead keeping it concealed while he limped a few blocks from Jazz’s drugstore to a nearby hotel. The place was nothing fancy. A  dive located a couple of streets over from the main drag, it was accessible through narrow streets crowded with strip clubs, virtual reality gaming, gambling halls and pubs. It was less brightly lit than Jazz’s place but still lined with animated holos trying to draw in customers.

      Downtown, dark alleys led to darker vices. The only indication of underground clubs and shops were the men and women monitoring the corners, whispering to potential marks while keeping their eyes skyward for signs of passing patrol rotos or drones. An occasional delivery bot rolled agiley through the throng, as did an even rarer bicycle or scooter. There wasn’t enough room for cars.

      Nobody paid any attention to Cassidy as he slipped through the front doors of the Agora, moving from the bustle of the city nightlife to sudden quiet delivered by thick noise-deadening substrate. The contrast was nearly enough to confuse his senses, and he paused a moment just inside the door, hearing only the rainwater on his coat dripping onto the old tiled floor.

      “It’s really coming down tonight,” the woman behind the reception counter said.

      Cassidy looked over at her. The lobby was barely big enough to let a dozen people stand inside. The counter was dead ahead, the majority of it protected by bulletproof glass. The elevator and stairs were immediately to the right of it, along with a small series of dropboxes where the place could take deliveries. It was all decorated in chipped and scratched painted gold-leaf and plenty of Romanesque flourishes, abiding to its name. Like the ancient city, the hotel’s best days were long behind it.

      “More like wolves and cougars than cats and dogs,” Cassidy replied, approaching the desk. “What’s the rate?”

      “Two hundred for the standard,” the receptionist answered. She had a weathered face and thin blonde hair. Her baggy blue cardigan had seen better days and her posture gave Cassidy the impression she hated her job. “Or I’ve got a special on a suite for two-fifty.”

      “Standard is fine,” Cassidy said, reaching into his pocket to retrieve Hall’s ClearPhone.

      “You look like you’ve had a rough night,” the woman said as he tapped on it to transfer the coin to a ClearTab on the desk beside her.

      “What makes you say that?” Cassidy asked.

      “Your coat has glass dust clinging to it, and you’ve got tranq gel on the leg of your pants. Translation: rough night.”

      Cassidy smiled. “That’s pretty observant of you. Are you former law enforcement?”

      “My ex worked for the UDF,” she replied. “Taught me all about attention to detail. God rest his soul. If he were still alive, I wouldn’t have to work this lousy shift.” She laughed. “He got tranqued himself a couple of times during training.”

      “What happened to him?”

      She shrugged. “Damned if I know. Left for work one day and never came back. A month later, I get a note from the UDF that he’s gone. They paid me his shitty life insurance and that was that.”

      “Tough going.”

      “Yeah. I got by on it for a year, but you know how it is. Rent’s only getting more expensive and space is becoming more of a premium. I heard on the news the seas are still rising and if they don’t stop we’ll be goners in fifty years. I’m glad I won’t live long enough to see that.”

      “Let’s hope they’re wrong.”

      “We can hope.” She tapped on her ClearTab and sent a virtual key back to his phone. “Welcome to the Agora, Mister Hall. You’re in room four sixteen. I’d give you directions to the elevator, but since you’re sober I think you can figure it out. My name’s Shell, if you need anything. I’ll be here all night.”

      Cassidy smiled. “Thanks, Shell.” He nodded to her and walked to the elevator, tapping the control to summon it. He eyed the silent world outside the facing of the hotel while he waited for it to arrive, his eyes sweeping over a wide assortment of people. They slipped past a woman in a long, dark raincoat who seemed to be looking back at him. By the time his mind registered her and he turned his gaze back to where she was, she was gone.

      He remained in place when the doors to the elevator opened, trying to locate her in the crowd. He gave up when the doors began to close again, sticking out his foot to hold them so he could slip inside. The woman had a resemblance to Minara. That was probably why she stood out.

      The elevator doors opened on the fourth floor, and when he walked out he nearly tripped over a passed out drunk. He used a foot to shove the man out of the path of any other incoming guests before continuing across dark blue carpeting that had turned almost black with dirt. The door control for four sixteen sensed the key on his phone and unlocked ahead of him. He pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      The standard was just that. A twin bed next to a small window, a tiny bathroom with a sink, a toilet and a stand-up shower. It was more like a prison cell than a hotel room. Not that Cassidy cared. He had slept in worse places. Much worse.

      He left his raincoat on a hook next to the door, where it continued to drip on the carpet.  He dropped his ClearPhone and needlegun on the pillow at the top of the bed before stripping. He took a minute to pick the tranq gel off his pants before placing them and the rest of his clothes at the foot of the bed. Entering the bathroom, he did his best to avoid looking at Hall’s face in the mirror while he relieved himself and took a quick shower. He returned to the bed with a towel around his waist, picked up the phone and sat back against the headboard. Looking down at his knees, he saw they were both bruised and swollen.

      There was no point taking the stim right now. Unless things really went sideways, he shouldn’t need to run again for a few hours at least.

      Tapping on the ClearPhone, he navigated back into the Unity OS, returning to the accumulated files on Garrett. He started with the UDF Marine personnel file.

      Mason Garrett. Age twenty-five. Cassidy stopped there. Only twenty-five? He was young for someone at the top of Unity’s most wanted list. Six feet, three inches tall. Two hundred thirty pounds. Looking at the attached holo, the guy was all muscle. Joined the UDF on his eighteenth birthday. Completed basic at the top of his class. Deployed to the moon for low gravity training, which he also completed in rarified air. After that he was assigned to the Dome for additional training before joining one of the details headed off-world.

      He flunked out of that program. Why? Cassidy scrolled through the file, looking for the answer. He found a psychological assessment attached. It turned out Garrett hadn’t taken well to the idea of leaving home so far behind, especially as a glorified babysitter for the colonists headed off to settle nearby systems. Proxima, Trappist and the like. Anywhere they’d have a future that promised a future they didn’t have here.

      According to the doctor’s report, Garrett’s reaction wasn’t that unique. Not everyone was cut out to be an explorer. They had redeployed him to Mars, where he spent the next two years before his unit was brought back to Earth for a year of sentry duty. Interestingly, he didn’t earn a single promotion during that time. In fact, his record was filled with disciplinary actions post-Dome.

      Whatever had happened to him there, he had never completely gotten over it.

      He hadn’t even made it to the end of his last deployment. Eight months in, he and a group of five other Marines were found illegally selling Marine-issue firearms. Caught in the act, they made a run for it. Only Garrett survived.

      Cassidy leaned his head back, considering the report. Something had happened to Garrett at the Dome; that much was clear. Was it as simple as a psychotic break, or was there more to the story?

      He returned to the files, looking for more information about his childhood. He found foster care records dating back almost to birth. It seemed his mother had been addicted to the popular street drug of the day, his father nowhere to be found. Getting bounced around as a kid was definitely hard, but he didn’t seem to have any obvious mental health issues, behavioral problems or anything that would suggest his later activity.

      Cassidy lowered the ClearPhone. No real clues there, either. The only way he would understand what happened to Garrett would be to ask Garrett himself. He didn’t foresee that happening any time soon.

      He lifted the phone again a few minutes later, resuming his review of the files. A security video of Garrett getting jumped by a quartet of Bureau agents caught his attention, mainly because of how efficiently Garrett took them out of action. What Cassidy found more intriguing was that he didn’t kill any of the agents during the fight.

      Other data inside the folder included a full accounting for Garrett’s travels from the time he joined the Marines, with some of it backfilled based on assembled investigative evidence. Like Nevis had said, he moved from city to city, never staying in one place long. The UDF hadn’t uncovered any specific patterns or made any solid connections related to the visits. It was all so random, ostensibly to avoid capture.

      Or was it?

      Hall’s experience as an investigator left Cassidy unconvinced. He couldn’t shake the sense that Garrett wanted something, even if he had no idea what that something was. His thoughts kept turning back to the Dome. The training facility was designed to mimic offworld environments, from rocky, barren landscapes with low gravity to more Earth-like terrain. The complex was part virtual reality, part augmented reality. One of the UDF’s greatest technical achievements, at least with regard to training combatants. What could have happened to Garrett there that had caused the sharp turn in his trajectory? Would finding those answers help him with his current predicament? As much as the curiosity nipped at him, he didn’t think it would.

      But there was something else to consider. The Initiative had put him on Garrett’s tail with Hall as his repo. Nevis had explained her reasoning, and now that Cassidy had been shadowing Hall for a couple of hours he understood and agreed with the decision. But at the same time, it felt almost too convenient. And Hall knew ahead of time it might happen. He had prepared for it.

      How were Garrett and Dorne connected, if they were connected at all? What was Hall’s place in this? What was his own? What was so important Hall had risked and lost his kid over it?

      Cassidy had a million other questions. Zero answers. He had known when he spoke to Nevis that this job would be hard. But it had already grown exponentially more difficult than he had originally thought. He remembered she had suggested that he might be able to use Hall’s recognizance as an advantage rather than a detriment. He reconsidered the notion again now.

      Putting the ClearPhone down on the bed next to him, Cassidy closed his eyes. He had some ideas. A little bit of rest to let everything stew and he would be ready to get back to work.
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      Cassidy didn’t sleep for long and he never slept very deeply. Too hardened to drop his guard, too experienced to lose track of time, his eyes snapped open when he heard a light buzzing sound in his left ear.

      Glancing sideways, he spotted a small insect hovering over his ClearPhone, its tiny wings the source of the noise. He didn’t react to it by trying to smash it with his hand or to shoo it away. Instead, he squinted to better focus on it, noticing the tiny lenses of its eyes and the mechanical structure of its delicate frame.

      His ClearPhone screen activated without him touching it.

      Cassidy moved his hand slowly, trying not to draw the tiny drone’s attention. The ClearPhone’s display shifted to Hall’s personal contact list, scrolling through the names. Nicholas was on top, Mirana just under him. The sight of their names sent a siphon through Cassidy that nearly made him lose his concentration. His hand quivered slightly before he regained control, muscles tensing in preparation of his strike.

      The insect shifted slightly, rising a few inches before dropping back down. The door to the room next to Cassidy’s opened a moment later, a pair of muffled voices audible through the poorly insulated walls.

      The ClearPhone exited the contact list and opened Hall’s personal message box.

      The door to the adjacent room slammed. Cassidy’s hand moved at the same time, sweeping over his bare chest to grab the drone.

      It darted out of his reach, changing direction and launching toward the ventilation grate on the other side of the room. Hand still in motion after the miss, Cassidy brought it down with the needlegun instead. He aimed and fired in one quick motion. The needle barely missed the drone, sinking into the wall next to the grate. It detonated a split-second later, the force of the small explosion altering the machine’s course. The thing smacked into the wall and fell to the floor.

      Cassidy slid off the bed, knees complaining as he hobbled over to the drone before it could take off again. Kneeling over it, he saw his shot had sheared off its delicate wings, leaving only the dark oblong body intact. He put down the needlegun and picked up the drone, dropping it in his open palm. He brought it closer to his face to get a better look at it. He wasn’t sure if it was still functional until the tiny lenses of its eyes shifted to refocus. On him.

      He had seen small drones before, but never anything this small. Twenty years. It wasn’t just the look of the rotos that had changed. The obvious question was, who had sent it? His first thought went to Nevis, but that didn’t make any sense. The Bureau already had access to Hall’s contacts and messages. They didn’t need a spy to steal them. Garrett? A bigger possibility, that is if Jazz had ratted him out to his target. But he had no reason to think the dealer would turn on him like that. Dorne? She was supposed to be dead. Still, the thought intrigued him. Except the message Hall had left was to look into what had happened to Dorne, not to find Dorne as though she were still alive. Cassidy had no doubt Hall had chosen his words carefully. If he was trying to throw off the Bureau, he might have used an inaccurate phrase. But less specificity would also pull Cassidy further from the truth and make it harder for him to find the answers.

      He considered digging into Hall’s mind. It was the quickest path to a resolution, but exceedingly dangerous. And Hall would have given him a different message if he wanted Cassidy to take things that far right out of the gate. It was a good card to have in hand in case he became desperate, but he would avoid playing it for now.

      Looking down at the drone, he wondered if the tiny machine was even related to the mission. It wouldn’t be surprising for a common street hacker to use something like it to skim a ClearPhone. Maybe whoever owned it was just out for an easy score.

      Cassidy had initially planned to crush the drone. Now he decided to keep it. Not for long, in case it had a tracking device built in. He had already planned to see about hiring a little outside help. They could probably help him with this too.

      He returned to the bed, dropping the drone next to his clothes. He had just pulled on his underwear when the door tone sounded, indicating someone had come to see him. He picked up the neeedlegun, holding it behind his back as he tapped on the panel on the inside of the door to activate the camera.

      Shell stood outside, an assault rifle in her arms and a concerned look on her face.

      “Mister Hall,” she said. “Sensors picked up shots fired in your room. Are you okay in there?”

      Cassidy hesitated a moment while he decided how to respond. Then he tapped the panel to release the electromagnetic lock and pulled the door open.

      “Shell, come in,” he said.

      Her eyes drifted over his nearly-naked body. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “I need to show you something. And you’re carrying an AR-17. You can keep it pointed at me if it makes you feel better. You can hold this too.” He turned the needlegun over in his hand before bringing it from behind his back, holding it out to her grip-first. “A shot was fired. I fired it.”

      She glanced at the gun and then at him. Then she released the AR from her right hand to take the needlegun. “I’ve never seen a pistol like this before.”

      “Be nice to her; she didn’t come cheap.” Cassidy turned his back on her, moving the few steps over to the grate and the hole he had created. The wall was dark around the detonation point. “You’ll want to charge me for this.”

      “What happened?” Shell asked, moving into the room. She pushed the door closed behind her with her foot, keeping the needlegun pointed at him.

      He pivoted to pick up the drone from the bed, plucking it between thumb and index finger and holding it up to her. “Have you ever seen one of these before?”

      She stared at it a moment. “What is it?”

      “A drone.”

      Her curiosity overrode her fear. She lowered the needlegun and moved in close to him to get a better look. “No, I haven’t. Where did it come from?”

      “I assume through the ventilation,” Cassidy replied. “Since that’s how it was trying to leave. It was scanning my ClearPhone.”

      “Are you shitting me?” She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Mister Hall. I’ve never had a problem like this before.” She paused. “Unless I have and didn’t know it. Nobody’s reported anything, but if it’s going after devices like you say—”

      “I’m not blaming you,” Cassidy said. “But if it came in through the ventilation, it came from either somewhere in the building or the rooftop.”

      “We don’t have our own roto pads,” Shell said. “Too much junk up there already.”

      “Do you have cameras?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. To be honest, I don’t pay much attention to them. This ain’t the Ritz, you know? Most people we get in here are drunks looking to sleep it off or couples looking for somewhere to screw.” She glanced at him. “And the occasional fugitive, I suppose.”

      “I’m not a fugitive.”

      “You looked like one when you came in. If you’re not a fugitive, then you’re UDF. I’ll let you take your pick.”

      Cassidy smiled. “Let’s call it fugitive then.”

      She winked at him. “I told you, I don’t ask questions.” She pointed to the damaged wall. “Don’t worry about this. If the guests are being targeted, you just saved us a lot more than that by stopping that thing and letting me know. I don’t like this job, but I do need it. And who knows how bad actors could use what they steal against our customers. Or us. We can’t afford that kind of liability.”

      “I’m interested in whoever might have sent this thing too,” Cassidy said. “I’d like to know if you see anything suspicious when you review the camera footage.”

      “Why would I share the feed with a fugitive?”

      “Because we might be able to help each other.” Cassidy grabbed his pants, wincing as he lifted his legs to put them on.

      “Going out?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to take this little bastard to someone I know to see what they can make of it.”

      “You look like you can barely walk.”

      Cassidy put on his shirt and suit jacket, forgoing the tie. “Gun?” He held out his hand. She passed the needlegun back to him. “Shell, I probably don’t need to say this, but can you keep all of this between you and me?”

      “You don’t need to say it.”

      “Good. I’ll be back in an hour or two.”

      “I can’t miss you; there’s only one way in and it goes right past me.”

      Cassidy lifted the raincoat from the hook near the door and slipped it on before opening the door. “I changed my mind,” he said.

      “About what?” Shell asked.

      “I do want a suite.”

      He winked back at her and then vanished through the door.
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      Cassidy took a small sip of the stim cocktail as the elevator descended. Keeping with its nickname, the concoction truly did taste the way he imagined piss would, and it left a thick burning sensation in his throat as it went down. A clear indication it wasn’t intended for delivery through the digestive tract. Even so, by the time the cab reached the ground floor the pain in his knees had faded to a light tingling, and he was able to walk normally as he headed out of the Agora.

      Back on the street, he hesitated for a moment in front of the hotel, watching the people go by. It was two in the morning, and the streets were just as filled with activity as they had been an hour earlier, with no sign of abatement. Even back in his Marine days he had read somewhere that if everyone who was stuffed into the city tried to go out at once it would lead to so much congestion no one would be able to get anywhere. He’d believed it then, and he believed it even more now.

      He looked to his right, spotting a bicycle-pulled rickshaw coming to a stop on the other side of the street, its passenger climbing out. He pushed through the crowd, not afraid to bump and shove his way across, getting shouted at by a scooter driver that nearly crashed into him on the way by.

      “Hold up!” he shouted, waving at the rickshaw. Cassidy spotted another pedestrian headed for it from the other side. “My fare!” he called.

      He reached the rickshaw half a second behind the other guy, who hopped in ahead of him.

      “My fare,” he repeated. “I called it.”

      “Tough shit, asshole,” the other man said. He was bigger and younger, and that observation was probably what made him feel brave.

      “Driver, I called it,” Cassidy said. “You heard me, right?”

      The driver looked back at them. He was young too, but scrawny compared to the competition. “He did call it,” he affirmed.

      “I don’t care,” the other man said. “Take me to the Circus.”

      The driver shrugged and turned back, preparing to pedal. Cassidy grabbed the handlebars, holding him in place. He glared at the other man. “I strongly suggest you evacuate my seat.”

      “It isn’t your seat, old man.” He pushed his coat aside, revealing a revolver tucked into his belt.

      “All right.” Letting go of the handlebars, Cassidy put up his hands in surrender. “You win.”

      “Thought so,” the guy said, smiling. He pushed the jacket over his piece and leaned back.

      Cassidy turned his back on the rickshaw as it began to pull away. He let it get past him, and then circled to the other side. He pulled his needlegun, jumped onto the side, and shoved the muzzle of the weapon against the other man’s temple while the rickshaw came to a quick stop.

      “I changed my mind,” Cassidy said. “Get up.”

      The other man glowered at him before reluctantly shifting to stand. “You’re going to regret this, old man. Do you even know who I run with?”

      “Nope. And I don’t care either. You have no idea who I run with, but I do know you don’t want to find out.”

      The man stared at him, unnerved by Cassidy’s commanding tone. Cassidy took the opportunity to throw his shoulder into him, pushing him off the rickshaw. The other pedestrians parted to avoid him as he hit the ground. The man reached for his gun as he tried to get back up.

      “Don’t,” Cassidy warned, pointing the needlegun at him. “Remember what I just said?”

      The other guy glared but stopped moving.

      “Go,” Cassidy instructed the driver, who resumed pedalling without argument. Cassidy leaned his head out to watch the other man until he vanished in the crowd. It would be stupid for him to make the same mistake he had just taken advantage of.

      “Where are you headed, Mister?” the driver asked, in between yelling at people in front of him to get out of the way.  “Move aside, man. Clear a path for me!”

      “Three blocks north, two blocks east.”

      “Sunshine Towers. You headed to the Mines?”

      “You know it?”

      “Yeah, my cousin is a member.”  He paused to shout again. “Get out of the damn way! Move! Move!”

      “She’s a hacker?”

      “One of the best in the city.”

      “Does she know Brie?”

      He looked back at Cassidy. “How does an old man like you know Brie?” His head snapped forward again.  “Get out of the way. Move aside. Let’s go, man.”

      Cassidy smirked. He didn’t know himself until the driver asked, helping him unlock Hall’s memory without having to push for it. Hall had helped her get out of some extended jail time in exchange for a favor to be named later.

      It seemed later had come.

      “She owes me one,” he replied.

      “Brie owes you?”

      “Believe it or not. I’m paying you to pedal me there, not give me shit.”

      The driver laughed. “Just making conversation, man. Some riders like that.”

      “Talk about the weather then.”

      He laughed. “Forecast. Rain, followed by more rain. I did hear there’s a chance the rain might turn to snow in a couple of days. That’s always fun for business, slipping my ass all over the place on the ice.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Say, who do you run with? You scared the hell out of that hundy.”

      “Hundy? Is that slang?” He hadn’t heard that one before.

      The driver laughed. “Yeah. Means asshole.”

      “I don’t run with anybody. I’m independent.”

      He laughed harder. “Are you crazy? Maybe you didn’t notice, but that guy had a triad tattoo on the back of his hand.”

      “Silver Dragons,” Cassidy said. “I noticed.”

      “You aren’t afraid of them?”

      “Not really.”

      “And you know Brie? What are you, a Shade or something?”

      “Shades don’t exist.”

      “Yeah, that’s what they all want us to believe.” He laughed, his posture suggesting he was just joking around. “Come on, you have to be UDF at least.”

      “You should know better than to ask too many questions. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “That’s what my sis says. So what, are you UDF?”

      “No.”

      “That’s it, just no?”

      “Shut up and pedal.”

      The driver laughed, but he didn’t try to talk to Cassidy again as they covered the distance to the towers. Instead, he redoubled his efforts to shout the other pedestrians out of the way.

      They cleared the thickest part of the downtown, sliding into an area a little more off the beaten path. Sunshine Towers was a group of six concrete, steel and glass skyscrapers originally intended for use as a government administration campus that had been rezoned into section eight housing before the construction was ever completed. Named Sunshine Towers because their height was supposed to allow a view of the sky and sun from the top levels of the monoliths, the builders hadn’t accounted for the thickening skies or the way the other construction and pollution in the city had altered cloud formation. As it was, the towers had never managed to clear enough of the weather to achieve their namesake view more often than the city itself saw a sunny day, which wasn’t all that often. Some people claimed the wealthy inhabitants had bribed the original architects to ensure they would maintain their exclusive views from the heights of their much taller towers, but it had never been proven.

      Each tall, slender structure contained thousands of apartments only slightly bigger than his room at the Agora and were often occupied by entire families. The towers were infamous for their overall living conditions but were also applauded for keeping people out of the rain and off the streets. Compromise construction, better than nothing, but not by much.

      In over ninety percent of the buildings in the city, the ground floors were lined with businesses. Sunshine Towers was no different. Its bottom floor was crowded with second-hand shops, pawn shops and low-end gambling places, along with small shops where you could get cheap food, drink, drugs and sex. Affordable options to make everyday living at least a bit enjoyable.

      The crowds were slightly thinned out here as more of the residents were sleeping this early in the morning, but there was still plenty of action outside. While the back alleys of the towers seemed less busy than the dark corners a few blocks away, Cassidy knew the look was deceiving.

      There was something unique about the towers as compared to any other low-income housing, and it had to do with the buildings’ original purpose as Unity office space. While all of the above-ground facilities were being converted to apartments, the shared basement of the complex had already been completed to meet the needs of the original occupants. End result, the Sunshine Towers had the absolute best internet connection of any housing project in the city and maybe even the world. That kind of commodity had value, and like anything of value, someone had found a way to seize it, control it and profit from it.

      The Mines were one on a list of a hundred places and activities that were technically illegal, but the authorities had been told to turn a blind eye toward them. While bad stuff did happen beneath the towers, activities that were sometimes too big to ignore, both the Police and the UDF did their best to leave well enough alone.

      Cassidy would do his best not to make any waves. His primary concern was that Brie would recognize Hall as soon as he entered the place, and no matter the reason for his visit, she wouldn’t be happy to see a known UDF agent on the premises. None of the hackers that worked and played in the Mines would. But she owed Hall and Cassidy needed her help. And that was the end of it.

      The rickshaw driver pulled to a stop when they reached Sunshine Plaza, a small public square in the center of the six towers and one of very few green areas not exclusive to the wealthy. A small, graffiti-tagged brick building sat in the center of the square, a rusted steel door the only entry. The structure was originally built to provide access to the utilities without having to provide full security clearance to every plumber or electrician who needed to make a repair.

      Now it was the only way into the Mines.

      A handful of local kids sat against the wall of the building, combining their umbrellas to create a larger dry area to hide beneath. They all stopped talking and looked at Cassidy as he climbed out of the rickshaw a short distance away.

      “Thanks for the ride,” Cassidy said, using his ClearPhone to pay for the ride. “Do you want me to deliver a message to your sister?”

      “Nah, I’ll check her later, maybe. See ya, Shade.” The driver laughed and turned the rickshaw around, heading back the way he had come.

      Cassidy put his hands in his raincoat pockets and started walking nonchalantly toward the access building. He had covered half the distance when a pair of the oldest kids stood up, breaking away from the others to confront him.

      “You lost, Hundy?” one of them said. He was a good head taller than Cassidy, his coat tight enough his muscled arms were defined against it. “Because you sure do look lost.”

      “I’m right where I want to be,” Cassidy replied. “I need to see Brie.”

      The kid smiled. “Oh. You need to see Brie. Well, of course sir. What else can I do for you sir? Would you like a glass of cognac and a cigar?”

      The other kid laughed, as did the group behind them.

      “Tell her Hall is here,” Cassidy added without reacting to the mockery.

      “Of course sir,” the kid continued. “Perhaps a pair of slippers? Maybe some caviar?”

      “I’m in a hurry,” Cassidy said. “Get it done.”

      The kid laughed. “Go screw yourself.” He stepped forward, aiming to shove Cassidy.

      Cassidy grabbed one of his arms as it came in, smoothly twisting it and getting it behind the kid’s back, putting just enough pressure on it that he could break it easily from there. The other kid came at him trying to defend his friend. He was met with a sharp kick to the abdomen that knocked the wind out of him and sent him to the ground. The other kids all got to their feet.

      “I need to see Brie,” Cassidy repeated as the first kid squirmed beneath his grip.

      “Yeah, I hear you,” the kid said through teeth clenched in pain. “But I can’t just let you in. We don’t know you. You could be the cops or something.”

      “Thinking that, your reaction was to shove me? You aren’t very bright.”

      “I’m just trying to do my job.”

      Cassidy let go of his arm. “So am I. And part of that job is talking to Brie. Now go do whatever you have to do to tell her Hall is here. She’ll see me.”

      The kid rubbed at his arm, and he didn’t look happy as he went back to the others. He pulled out his ClearPhone and tapped on it. Shaking his head a moment later, he looked back at Cassidy.

      “Well, to hell with me,” he said. “Let’s go, Hall. You’re in.”
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      The security on the door into the access house was a simple four digit pin, a safeguard Cassidy could have bypassed in seconds using the Unity OS side of his ClearPhone’s software if he had needed to. Fortunately, Brie hadn’t put him or the kids outside the building in that position, accepting his presence and admission into the Mines despite his standing with the UDF.  It was another win for Nevis in regards to giving him Hall as a repo.

      The confines of the building’s interior were tight, with just enough room to maneuver around thick water mains and bundles of wiring to a hatch in the center, currently held open by a cable latched to one of the pipes. A ladder descended into the open pit, which hit bottom eight meters down in a decently-lit concrete tunnel. The continuation of the utility lines ran parallel to the ladder on both sides, making a ninety-degree turn at the top of the tunnel to run along the ceiling.

      “Down you go,” the big kid said to Cassidy when they reached the ladder. “Someone will meet you to escort you the rest of the way.”

      Cassidy nodded before mounting the ladder, shifting his feet to agilely slide down the rails, the kid laughing above him as he landed smoothly on the concrete. The tunnel split in four separate directions though only one was lit all the way down to a separate door nearly three hundred feet away. That door opened a moment later. A pair of women carrying rifles and dressed in mechanics coveralls cinched by thick belts holding extra magazines emerged from it. His escorts.

      The hatch inside the access building slammed closed over his head. No doubt, they would barricade it too, to keep him from coming back up before Brie gave the go-ahead.

      He wasn’t worried.

      He put his hands back in his pockets, walking casually toward the incoming guards.

      “Hall,” the one on the left said. She was the smaller of the two, with dark hair, a soft face and a cherubic build. “Brie sends her welcome.”

      “Why didn’t Brie send Brie?” Cassidy replied.

      The other woman, taller and thinner, brown-eyed and dark-skinned, answered first. “She’s too valuable to risk while you might still be armed.”

      “You want my gun then?”

      “To start.”

      Cassidy moved slowly, taking it from its holster and handing it to the guard.

      She took it, her eyes locked on the weapon. “Is this an Advanced Composites NG-12?”

      “Yeah,” Cassidy said. “Be nice to her; she’s expensive.”

      “I’ve never seen one before,” the girl said. “Pretty awesome.”

      “Kyra, we’re working here,” the other woman said.

      Kyra smiled. “Look at him, Ju. He’s not dangerous. And Brie said he would cooperate.”

      “Do you have anything else?” Ju asked.

      “Weapons? No. Just a ClearPhone and a drone I want Brie to help me identify.”

      “Is it okay if I pat you down?”

      “Be my guest.” Cassidy offered Kyra a smile while Ju ran her hands over his body, looking for other contraband. They were trying their best to act professional, even though they weren’t.

      “You’re clear,” Ju said. “This way.”

      They walked back to the door together. Again, the security was limited to a simple four-digit pinpad, and Kyra didn’t remember to block his view of her fingers as she typed it in.

      “You don’t get a lot of trouble down here, do you?” he asked.

      “Everybody needs us for something at some time or other,” Ju said. “From the Police on one side to the assorted criminal elements on the other. We’re irreplaceable to both, and that’s the best protection any group can have.”

      “Agreed.”

      Kyra opened the door, which led into another short corridor that split a dozen feet further down. They turned right at the junction, turned left at another passage, and then went left again, coming up to a steel door with another pinpad. Kyra typed in the same pin as she had on the prior door and pushed it open.

      Cassidy had never been inside the Mines before, and he hadn’t plumbed Hall’s memory of the place to know what to expect. He wasn’t really surprised by what he saw.

      The space itself was a boiler room, with two huge water tanks positioned on either side and a group of pipes that met at a central point along the back wall. Shop lights dangled from a web of pipes overhead, and an even thicker maze of wires spilled out from a hub at the center of the room. The patch connected the forty or so women present directly to the internet on one of the highest-speed connections available anywhere.

      The women were positioned on an assortment of folding chairs, inflatable seats or were sitting directly on the floor. Each of them had at least one laptop within reach, some had as many as three. They were all ages, races and body types—a collection of residents from the towers who had originally formed a girls-only coding club and over the years it had matured into this. It was impossible to tell by looking at the Miners—they all wore the same blue coveralls in a show of solidarity—that they were all a lot more wealthy than their residence or initial appearance suggested. A lot of different groups paid a lot of coin for their services and discretion. When it came to taking sides, they were the truest neutral body anywhere in the city.

      Despite their reputation and longstanding agreements with both the Police and UDF, they still didn’t let themselves get comfortable. Everything they had brought into the room with them would go out with them whenever they left. In an emergency the whole place could be evacuated inside of a minute. The level of alertness was impressive, even if their overall security was not.

      Faces shifted from both holograms and two-dimensional screens as Cassidy entered, the Miners curious about their visitor. A quick look seemed to satisfy them that he wasn’t much of a threat and they returned to what they had been doing.

      Except for Brie. Of average height and weight, with short red hair shaved around her ears and a plain freckled face, she was working standing up. Her laptop was balanced on one arm and she gestured to the interface with her free hand.

      Cassidy immediately recognized her when she glanced over him, triggering Hall’s nascent memory. He offered a light smile. She responded with a scowl as she closed the lid of her laptop, tucked it under her arm and walked over to him.

      “Hall,” she said. “I thought I gave you directions on what channels to go through to reach me?”

      “We should talk in private,” Cassidy replied.

      “Whatever you need to say to me, you can say in front of my crew.”

      Cassidy wasn’t sure about that, but he didn’t have much choice. “Okay. I’m here because I didn’t trust your channels. I don’t trust any channels right now, except this one—face-to-face.”

      “What’s going on?” Brie seemed genuinely concerned.

      “I really think we should talk in private.”

      “You can trust my people.”

      “That’s not what I’m worried about.”

      She nodded before looking at Kyra. “Did you get a weapon off him?”

      Ju held up the needlegun. “An Advanced Composites NG-12. Isn’t it cool?”

      “Give it back to him.”

      “Brie?” Ju questioned.

      “I vouch for him. Give it back.”

      Ju handed Cassidy the weapon. He returned it to its holster.

      “Follow me,” Brie said.

      Cassidy followed her out the door and back the way he had come, through a different tunnel to a simple metal door halfway down. This one had a standard deadbolt rather than a security panel, and Brie produced the key to unlock it, pushing it open and waving him in.

      Cassidy entered the small storage room, one side stacked with an assortment of cleaning solutions, a couple of brooms and mops, an electric tool set and a set of small shelves housing a full array of parts for the underground systems. The other side contained a row of lockers, all of them closed, their contents hidden.

      Brie entered behind him and closed the door. “Okay, Detective,” she said. “What is this about?”
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      “My ex-wife and son are dead,” Cassidy said, voice quivering appropriately as Hall siphoned through.

      “What?” Brie said, all of her firmness vanishing in an instant. “I…I’m sorry. I…” She obviously didn’t know what to say. Tears sprang to her eyes and she clapped her hand over her mouth. The Miners worked with the criminal element as much as law enforcement, but Miners was short for Data Miners. They got paid for information. They didn’t get involved with violence.

      “I’ve got questions,” Cassidy continued. “I need answers and you owe me.”

      Brie nodded. “I do. But...I don’t understand. Why didn’t you use the channels I gave you?”

      Cassidy hesitated. When he finished the mission, Mensah would see everything he said and did from the time she transferred him into Hall. He needed to be careful how much he exposed Brie to or else she would become another thread that had to be cut. That was one of the reasons he insisted on speaking to her alone.

      “They’re compromised,” he answered. “That’s all I can tell you about that.” He reached into his pocket, retrieving the drone. “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” He held it out to her in his open palm.

      She leaned in to get a closer look, just like Shell had. “No,” Brie answered, her tone suggesting her intense interest. “It’s mechanical though, right? Not a dead bug?”

      Cassidy smiled. “Yeah. It’s a drone. I caught it trying to hack into my ClearPhone.”

      “How did you catch it?”

      “Happy accident. I tried to shoot it and missed. It got caught in the detonation from the needle.”

      Brie smiled. “Happy accident for both of us. Hold on.” She put her laptop on the floor before going to the last locker in the line, using another key to open the thick padlock keeping it secured. Opening the door revealed a neatly organized stash of equipment, most of it pretty small. Cassidy had known Brie worked on drones as a hobby.

      She brought out a loupe and put it around her forehead, lowering it over her eye. Then she picked up a pair of tweezers and a small needle connected to a larger wire with an adapter at the end.

      “All small drones have these Particle ports,” she explained. “In order to update firmware, modify instruction sets and recover collected data.” She looked at him. “Stop me if you already know about the technical side.”

      “Go on,” Cassidy urged.

      “It’s likely part of the drone’s system is at least password protected, and more likely fully encrypted and biometrically secured. If that’s the case, I can probably get into it, but it’ll take anywhere from a week to a month.”

      “I don’t have that long.”

      “I didn’t think so. The good news is that I can still access the BIOS and get some basic, unsecured data from it. Hopefully, that will include who made it and when it was made.”

      “Assuming it was made legally, you mean.”

      “Not necessarily.” Brie picked up the drone with the tweezers, giving it another look through the loupe. “This thing had wings?”

      “Yeah.”

      “The actuators are ridiculously small. It’s impressive work. And craftsmen who can do this kind of work usually like to sign it.”

      “I see. Like a piece of art.”

      “Exactly.” She found the particle port and stuck the needle into it. “The particle ports are the same thing they use on subcutaneous mods. Anything that might need an upgrade at some point. You can needle in right through the flesh. Pretty cool, And gross at the same time.”

      “Why don’t you have any mods?”

      “Hard to lay low as a poor section eight with enhancements, Detective,” Brie replied. “You should know that.”

      Cassidy nearly frowned, realizing he had slipped up. Hall did know that. He needed to be more careful. “Right. I’m still a little shaken.”

      “I imagine. But ever a professional, right? Your wife and kid are murdered, and you’re here asking about this thing. You must think it’s connected.”

      “That’s right,” Cassidy agreed. “I need to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible, before the lead gets cold.”

      “Understood. It’s not my first time.” She lowered herself onto the floor, sitting cross legged and putting the laptop on her lap. She connected the other end of the Particle port to the machine and started tapping on the keyboard. “This should only take a couple of minutes.”

      Cassidy leaned against the back of the door to wait. Brie’s hands flew across the keyboard so quickly it seemed like she wasn’t even touching them. Her eyes shifted back and forth, reading the data he could see reflected against her retinas.

      “The main memory is encrypted and secured like I expected, but I did get into the basic BIOS. The drone’s running a custom OS, forked from a derivative of Drix. Whoever wrote it, they authenticated it Leonidas.”

      Leonidas. The name wasn’t familiar to either Cassidy or Hall. “That doesn’t mean anything to me.”

      “Me either,” Brie admitted. “But it’s a start. I can run that name and see if I can dig them up somewhere else online and try to pull an identity from there. I doubt I’ll be able to finger them in realspace, but you never know what you might find until you start looking.”

      “I don’t have a lot of time, remember? That’s why I came to you. My people could get as far as you have, but with bureaucracy it would take days.”

      “I understand. I can go as fast as possible, but it’ll still take time.”

      Cassidy nodded. At least he had confirmed the drone didn’t come from the Bureau. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. “Before you get started on that, I need something else.”

      “I only owed you one favor, Detective.”

      “One visit equals one favor,” Cassidy replied.

      “That’s not how it works.”

      “It is today. My wife and son are dead.”

      Brie looked at him, biting her lower lip. It was against her nature to bargain for work, but the circumstances caused her to hesitate and then break. “Fine. Only because I’m a nice person.”

      “Do you have access to the datastore for the Domes?”

      Brie raised her eyebrows. “The Domes? Isn’t that outside your jurisdiction?”

      “Again, that’s why I came to you.”

      She smiled. “You got me there. Yeah, I have access.”

      The Dome’s network was rated Priority Alpha. Sensitive data. Highly secured. But she spoke about it as though it was just another database with too many open ports.

      He liked that.

      “There’s a Marine who attended the Dome for colonization training. His name is Garrett. Mason Garrett. He flunked out of the program. I want to know why.”

      “Probably couldn’t handle stasis,” Brie replied. “Twenty-seven percent of potential colonists don’t make the cut because their minds remain too active, even when put into hibernation. It causes unbelievable nightmares. I’ve read some of the accounts. Terrifying stuff.”

      Cassidy raised an eyebrow. “I hadn’t heard about that. Can you confirm that’s what happened to Garrett?”

      “It’s risky for me to sniff around in there, Detective. I don’t want to poke the bear for something minor.”

      Cassidy considered how badly he really needed to know what caused Garrett to fail out of the program. It wasn’t just that he didn’t make the cut. He completely changed after the experience. “I need to know.”

      Brie sighed. “Okay. Just stand there and don’t say a word. I need to concentrate. As soon as I go in, their AI defenses will move against me. I’ll deploy my own countermeasures. Then it’s just a race against the clock.”

      “Whatever you need to do.”

      Cassidy remained still as Brie leaned in closer to her laptop display. Her hands moved in front of it, fingers dancing like she was playing an invisible musical instrument. He could see the colors on the display shifting and changing in the whites of her eyes.

      Ten minutes had passed before she straightened up, her hands finally falling still. A line of sweat had gathered across her brow, her breathing heavy. She pushed the laptop to the floor and stood up.

      “Well?” Cassidy asked.

      “Are you sure you had the right name?” Brie replied.

      “Mason Garrett. I’m sure.”

      “Sorry, Detective. There’s no Garrett in the Dome’s system. Either you got bad intel, or his records weren’t just deleted, they were completely erased.”

      Cassidy didn’t move. He stared at Brie while he considered the implications. Why would the Special Investigator who had left the case files lie about Garrett’s history? If he didn’t, why would the UDF erase Garrett’s history? What were they trying to hide?

      “There’s something ugly going on,” Cassidy said. “It already cost me my son. Brie, I need you to locate Leonidas. Whatever you have to do. If I need to pay you, I’ll work it out.”

      “I already told you I would do it as a favor. How do I get back to you with what I find?”

      “I’ll come back, same time tomorrow.”

      “That might not be long enough. And if you keep coming around, the other girls will start asking questions I don’t want to answer.”

      “Then come find me when you have something. I’m at the Agora Hotel. If I’m not there, leave instructions with Shell.”

      “Shell?”

      “The night manager.”

      “Consider it done.”

      Cassidy smiled. “Thank you.”

      “You saved my ass once, Hall. After this, we’re even. I’ll show you out.”

      “I can find my own way back to the ladder.”

      “I’ll call up to Kilo to unblock the door then. Good luck out there.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you when I see you,” Cassidy said.

      Brie made a face, confused by the statement. “Not if I see you first.”

      Cassidy left the room and made his way back to the ladder. The hatch was already open when he arrived. The big kid—Kilo, he supposed—waited for him there.

      “Hey Hall,” he said, much friendlier now. “You need a rickshaw or a cab or something?”

      “No thanks,” Cassidy replied. “I’ll walk.”

      He hadn’t gotten much concrete information from Brie, but he still had a lot to think about.
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      Cassidy kept his head down as he walked, doing his best to ignore the activity around him—the sounds of people talking, the advertisements, the rickshaws, scooters and cars navigating through the streets. So far in his mission, every step he had taken had only stretched that road out further ahead, adding more unknown variables into the equation. On the surface, the job was simple. Catch up to Garrett, take him down, bring him in. But then Dorne had gotten involved somehow even though she was dead. And then some hacker calling themselves Leonidas entered the picture.

      And even the waters surrounding Garrett were muddied. Cassidy had read his case file. Garrett had gone to the Dome, flunked out and then became a fugitive. He had made his way from city to city around the planet, and now he was hanging out here. But Brie couldn’t find mention of Garrett in the Dome’s database, and he had no reason to doubt that she had tried. Had Nevis or someone higher up in the Initiative made sure the records were inaccessible to him, just like they had tried to keep Hall from reminding him about Dorne?

      If so, why?

      That was the question that kept cycling through Cassidy’s mind as he walked. Not because of the questions themselves or the information he might gather from answering them. Because they felt connected. Like two pieces of an expanding plot he wasn’t close to understanding. He couldn’t help wondering if Hall had the answers already, buried deep inside his memories. He had already decided to leave that option as a last resort, but he struggled to keep himself from searching the repo. It would make everything so easy.

      Too easy.

      Self-control. Self-preservation. He didn’t want to go corrupt over this. Not after forty-nine transfers. Not when he was so close. Nevis had suggested he take a counterintuitive approach to the mission.

      That’s exactly what he was going to do.

      “Back again already?” the clerk at the pharmacy asked as Hall entered.

      He paused at the threshold for a few seconds, letting his coat slough off the remaining rain, which ran into a pre-existing puddle beneath his feet. A young couple was in the place with him, over in the corner near the legal enhancers. The clerk was a couple of rows away, straightening the shelves and keeping an eye on them from a safe distance. She was looking at him right now.

      “Jazz still in?” he asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you let him know I’m here?”

      She sighed, glancing at the pair. Cassidy nodded, and she headed for the back room.

      The couple, noticing her retreat, looked over at him. He glared back at them defiantly. If they intended to leave without paying, they wouldn’t make it very far.  Their heads swung back to the shelves in unison, and they selected a couple of products and marched them over toward the counter. They eyed Cassidy suspiciously a few more times on the way, probably trying to compute their odds of a successful steal. He didn’t move away from the doorway, further stymieing their plans.

      As the door to the back room started to open, the man reached toward his hip beneath his raincoat. The woman turned toward Cassidy, beginning a similar motion and revealing a pistol on her hip. It was a shit weapon, the kind of gun anyone could pick up on the street for a minimum of coin. Cassidy almost felt bad for her.

      He moved to pull his needlegun, turning his body so his coat would catch any slugs the woman fired. A gun like that couldn’t produce enough force to defeat the bulletproof material.

      He didn’t need to bother.

      The clerk didn’t come through the door.

      Jazz did.

      Cassidy barely kept pace with what happened next. The man had barely gotten his gun free of his hip holster when Jazz rushed him, his hard punch slamming the guy in the throat. The man’s head snapped back, knocking him off-balance and into the shelves behind him. He crumpled to the floor at the foot of the shelves, over-the-counter products raining down around him. Jazz grabbed the woman’s arm from behind, a quick squeeze breaking it and forcing her to drop her gun. He pushed her back too, not as forcefully, but she still collapsed to her knees beside her man.

      Cassidy reversed his movements, dropping his hand and straightening toward Jazz, who glanced over to him with a slight nod and smile before returning his attention to the pair.

      “You two aren’t from around here,” he said, crouching down in front of them. “Want to know how I know? Because the people who live in this part of town know not to screw with Jazz if they want to keep breathing.” The man had his mouth open, gasping for air. “Like you probably want to keep breathing. Don’t you?”

      The man nodded.

      Jazz produced a small knife from his pocket. “I crushed your windpipe. I can fix it well enough for you to breathe, but it’s going to hurt. Do you want me to fix it?”

      “Please,” the woman said, clutching her broken wrist. “We’re sorry.”

      “You should be,” Jazz said. “I’m just trying to run an honest business here. My prices are fair.”

      Cassidy almost laughed at the honest business part of the statement.

      “We’re sorry,” the woman repeated. “Please help him.”

      Jazz looked at the man still struggling for air, the raise of his eyebrow asking the guy if he was agreeable. He nodded and Jazz put the knife low against his throat between his Adam's Apple and the cartilage there, jabbed it in, and yanked it back out. Blood ran down the man’s neck, soaking into his shirt. The man’s face changed immediately, the emergency tracheotomy allowing him to exchange oxygen again.

      “Now get out of here,” Jazz said. “I recommend a hospital.”

      “Thank you,” the woman said. She helped the man up and they pushed past Cassidy in their rush to get out of the pharmacy.

      “Idiots,” Jazz said, looking at Cassidy. “I didn’t expect you back so soon.”

      “I didn’t expect to be back so soon,” he replied, tipping his head and looking curiously at him. “Mods?”

      Jazz smiled. “Type two muscle fiber replacement with three hundred percent enhanced delivery.” He tapped under his eye. “Plus the latest Sliver tech.”

      Cassidy looked at Jazz’s eye. It didn’t have the slight clouding typical of a Sliver. “I can’t even see it.”

      “It’s the latest tech; that’s why. And not entirely legal. No way is the UDF paying what I paid for this to outfit their Marines. I saw those assholes were packing from behind the door. And I saw them make their move to ambush me. They’re lucky I didn’t kill them outright.”

      “Feeling generous today?”

      He laughed. “Maybe. I noticed you were ready to assist. I appreciate that.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      “Whatever job that is.” He laughed harder. “Come on back to my office, my friend. Ollie, can you clean that mess up?” he motioned to the spilled shelf.

      “Of course, sir,” the clerk replied.

      Cassidy followed Jazz back to his office, sitting opposite the desk. “You mentioned earlier that you might be able to set up a meeting between me and Garrett,” he said as soon as Jazz sat down.

      “I did say that,” Jazz answered.

      “I gave it a little more thought. If you can make it happen, I want to meet with him.”

      “You’re sure? I know you have your own set of connections in this town, but I can’t vouch for what might happen.”

      “Understood. I need to talk to him. Tell him I want to come to him directly because I know he can see through the bullshit.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You don’t need to know. That’s the message.”

      “It might take me a little time to get things sorted out. Where can I contact you?”

      “The Agora.”

      “Staying close by, then? Don’t you have a home?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      The statement confused Jazz. “Okay. Consider it done. I’ll be in touch as soon as I have something finalized.”

      Cassidy stood up. “I appreciate it.”

      “You might not. How’s the piss treating you?”  He glanced down at Cassidy’s knees.

      “Everything you said about it was accurate.”

      Jazz laughed. “Yup. Take care out there, my friend.”

      “Thanks. See you when I see you.”

      He left the office, and then the pharmacy, headed back toward the hotel. After forty-nine transfers, going straight to the target was the riskiest and possibly dumbest thing he had ever done.

      But damn if it wasn’t counterintuitive.
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      “Hey, Hall,” Shell said when Cassidy entered the tiny lobby of the Agora. “Any luck?”

      “Any luck with what?” he replied.

      “With whatever you were doing out there.”

      Cassidy shrugged. “I’m not sure yet. How about you?”

      “I’ve got something to show you.”

      “The cameras?”

      She vanished through a side door, and then unlocked the steel door leading into the lobby, pushing it open and sticking her face out. “Come on back.”

      “You trust me that much?”

      It was her turn to shrug. “I figure you could have killed me up in your room if that’s what you were after.” Cassidy entered the small hallway. Shell closed and locked the door behind him. “Just leave your coat out here. I don’t need you dripping water everywhere.”

      “Sure,” Cassidy said. He removed the raincoat and dropped it on the floor. “What did you find?”

      “Through here.”

      There was a door opposite the entrance to the reception counter. She pushed it open, revealing a small security room with a chair positioned in front of a computer and a handful of video streams projecting into the air ahead of it. The hotel had more cameras set up than he had thought, though none of them seemed to be active inside the guest-occupied part of the facility, except for the lobby.

      “That’s the rooftop right now,” she said, pointing to the view of the top of the building. With no roto pads, there was nothing but HVAC machinery, rain collection units and purifiers, and a small, cordoned off tower where third-party network equipment had been installed. “You can see, there’s nowhere to drop someone in from above.”

      “No,” Cassidy agreed.

      “Here’s the basement,” Shell said, pointing to another camera. “Well, these six are all different parts of the basement. There’s an emergency access door there.” She shifted her finger to a different camera, which showed the inside of the door.

      “Do you have a feed of the alley?” Cassidy asked.

      “No. I don’t need that kind of trouble.”

      “Understood. This is live. What about in the past?”

      “The system keeps six months of footage,” Shell said. “I didn’t go through it all manually, but it’s supposed to set a breakpoint whenever a camera picks up anything over the size of a cat. If it didn’t, I’d have hundreds of hours of rat videos.” She laughed.

      “What did you get?” Cassidy asked.

      “Nothing.”

      “What do you mean, nothing? That’s what you wanted to show me?”

      “Yeah. I figured you’d want to see it for yourself so you’d know I wasn’t lying. Otherwise you might think I’m part of whatever was going on with that little drone. That could be bad for business, and like I said, as much as I hate this job, I need it.”

      “And you’re telling me the cameras didn’t capture anything.”

      “Yup. Take a seat, you can look for yourself.”

      Cassidy shook his head. “That isn’t necessary. I believe you.”

      “You do? Why?”

      “You have a lot more to lose than I do. If there’s nothing from the cameras, that would mean whoever sent it is staying here.”

      “I thought about that too, but I don’t think so.”

      “Why not?”

      Shell made a face. “I’m not supposed to talk about other guests. That’s part of what keeps people coming back to the Agora.”

      “Tell me.”

      She hesitated while Cassidy stared at her. Then she exhaled sharply. “Okay. Truth is, we only have three rooms booked right now. One of them is another loner type like you, a dealer or something I think. Another is an old guy who came here to die. And a couple that came for a little fun.”

      “So it could be the loner,” Cassidy said. It wasn’t that uncommon for old folks with no family to rent a hotel room, overdose on something illegal they got outside and wait for the staff to find them the next morning. In some ways, it was a service because it meant their death would be discovered that much sooner. Otherwise they could be rotting away in their apartments for months when the space was badly needed.

      “That’s what I thought too, except his room is on the other side of the building which is routed through a different ventilation system leading to the main boiler. I don’t think that drone’s wings would have survived passing through the heating element.”

      “No, it wouldn’t,” Cassidy agreed. “What if he used a different room?”

      “All the doors have sensors. I would have a record if a door to an unoccupied room were opened.”

      Cassidy’s eyes traced the different cameras while he considered the problem. The drone had to come from somewhere. “And there’s no access to ventilation from outside?”

      “There’s exhaust on the roof, but again, the drone would have to pass through the heating element to get to your room.”

      “A dead end, then. At least for now.”

      “Sorry,” Shell said.

      “It’s not your fault. Thanks for looking into it.”

      “I wish I could have been more helpful.” She paused. “We have our shift change in a couple of hours. Maybe we can go get a coffee together? It’s tough for me to make friends working the night shift in a place like this.”

      “Maybe some other time,” Cassidy said.

      Shell nodded, clearly disappointed. “Sure. Well, let me know if there’s anything else I can help you with.”

      “I will,” Cassidy said, eyes still locked on the feeds.

      “Let me show you back out.”

      Cassidy didn’t move right away. He didn’t see anything suspicious in the streams, but looking at them was triggering something in Hall. Find out what happened to Dorne. That’s what Nicholas had told him that Hall had told him to say.

      He creased his eyebrows and reached into his pocket, pulling out his ClearPhone.

      “Is something wrong?” Shell asked.

      “No,” Cassidy replied. He activated the device. “Just a thought.”

      “What’s the thought?”

      “What if the drone didn’t come from outside the room? The streets are crowded. Maybe someone stuck it to my coat. It’s definitely small enough.”

      “You think someone was following you? That’s hard to do.”

      “I know. But let’s say they did. What if the drone wasn’t trying to take something from my phone? What if it was leaving something? A message, maybe.”

      He turned away from her to enter the Unity OS. A notification flashed on his screen. Damn it, sometimes he hated when he was right. That the message was inside the Unity OS was a massive clue of its own.

      “How could that be?”

      “I don’t know.” He tapped on the notification. Short and simple.

      ROOFTOP

      Son of a bitch.

      Someone had planted the drone on him. Someone who had followed him from Hall’s apartment without him noticing. Leonidas, whoever that was?

      Cassidy moved to delete the message but it vanished on its own, likely wiped from the system without a trace. He turned back to Shell. “I need to go look at the rooftop.”

      “I thought we just agreed there’s nothing on the rooftop?”

      “You said your system only keeps six months of recordings.”

      “That’s right.”

      And scrubbers never looked back that far either. It was an unnecessary waste of time and resources. Nevis and Dorne would know that. Were they responsible? Hall knew that too. Not because he was a Special Investigator. Rather because he had been in the program and didn’t make the cut. But how would Hall have guessed he would decide to hole up at this specific hotel?

      Unless he hadn’t made the decision after all. Had hall subconsciously delivered him here? The thought sent a chill down Cassidy’s spine. Who was driving who?

      “I need to go to the rooftop.”
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      Shell put her thumb against the security panel next to the rusty rooftop door. It unlocked with a whining clank, the mechanism threatening to jam before releasing. Cassidy pulled the door open, remaining beneath the protection of the stairwell. Overhead, amidst the intensifying rain, free-flying rotos criss-crossed the sky outside of the lower altitude lanes of traffic. He stared at a massive cigar-shaped roto easing upward on nearly three-dozen spinners.

      “Bizrathi Praan,” Shell said, noticing the roto too. It was impossible to miss as it rose toward one of the spires. “His family’s company built most of the seawalls in the northern hemisphere.”

      Cassidy stared for a few more seconds before returning his attention to the rooftop. His eyes slid along the pipes to the ventilation exhaust and its HVAC system, and then across to the other extrusions.

      “The UnityComm signal tower is behind us,” Shell said. “I’m not supposed to know this, but the owner gets nearly half a million per month to lease the rooftop. We’re one of only a few tall structures in the city that doesn’t have roto parking. Less risk of the tower getting hit that way. Are we looking for something in particular?”

      “I don’t know,” Cassidy said. “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”

      “All of this stuff is visible from the feeds,” Shell replied. “Pretty much the whole roof is covered. If there was something up here, I’m sure you would have seen it.”

      “Yeah, I probably should have,” he agreed. But the message clearly told him to go to the rooftop. And Hall had clearly helped steer him here. He had never heard of a repo directing a Shade before, but Hall wasn’t a standard repo. He had nearly been a Shade himself. And he knew all about how the Initiative worked. “I’m going to take a look around anyway.”

      “Suit yourself,” Shell said. “I’ll wait in here where it’s dry.”

      “You don’t have to wait at all.”

      “Color me intrigued. Besides, it beats the hell out of sitting behind the front desk watching reruns.”

      Cassidy lifted the hood of his raincoat over his head and stepped out into the downpour. The  drops were so large they echoed as they pelted his coat, the sound so loud it could be heard over his splashing as he walked across the rooftop. He stopped at one of the HVAC maintenance panels and turned the latches holding it in place. He lifted the panel away, looking inside. Too dark. He took out his ClearPhone, using it to light up the entire compartment. Nothing. He put the phone back in his pocket and replaced the panel, moving to the next one.

      There were three panels on the unit and he checked each one, coming up empty. He continued around the unit, examining everything on the rooftop but finding nothing out of the ordinary. Looking back toward the stairwell, he noticed Shell at the edge, curiously watching his every move.

      Turning his attention to the UnityComm installation, he crossed the rooftop, waving to Shell before moving around the far side of the stairwell. The communications array was a big, dark base with dozens of antennas of different thicknesses rising out of it. Lined with flashing lights to keep the rotos clear of it, the main spike ascended nearly a hundred feet into the sky.

      Cassidy approached the base of it, stopping in front of the security screen protecting the access panel to its right. He tapped on it, shaking his head when it asked for a fingerprint and a passcode. If Leonidas wanted him to get inside, they would have provided the necessary credentials.

      He walked around the tower, the opposite side bringing him close to the edge of the rooftop. He leaned over and looked down, unafraid of the height. It was four in the morning, and the night crowds had already been replaced with the morning group. Even from his position, he could tell the complexion of the traffic had become more deliberate, without all the sluing around from inebriated drivers.

      He examined the tower, coming up empty again. He didn’t understand it. The message couldn’t have been more terse or more clear. Unless someone was supposed to meet him here and had never made it. He sighed and started back toward the stairs.

      His ClearPhone vibrated in his pocket.

      Cassidy dug it out and activated the screen. The contact ID was blank, the interface unfamiliar. The drone had deposited more than a message on his device. He glanced at the comm array before tapping to access the message.

      A man’s upper torso and head projected above the ClearPhone’s surface, slightly fuzzy as it was consistently intercepted by the rain. Cassidy didn’t know him, but he could tell the man knew Hall.

      “Cassidy.” the man said. “Is that you?”

      Cassidy froze. The man didn’t just know Hall. He knew him and that he was shadowing Hall. “Captain Dorne?” he guessed.

      The man smiled. “I can’t believe we pulled it off.”

      “Sir?” Cassidy said. “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “Yes,” Dorne agreed. “As far as Unity is concerned, I am dead. Or was. They have to know they’ve been tricked by now. We don’t have a lot of time. It took you longer than I expected to come up to the rooftop.”

      “You’re hitting me through the array?”

      “A direct line. Custom software.”

      “That means you’re close.”

      “Close enough.”

      “What is this all about, Captain? I don’t understand.”

      “It’s been hours for you, Cass. Decades for me. Listen carefully. Unity. The Underworld. It isn’t what it seems. Everything we’ve done.” He shook his head. “It’s bullshit, Cass. We think we’re helping people, keeping the peace, protecting our way of life and doing it in a way that’s more efficient and less volatile. It’s an incredible ideal, but it’s a lie.”

      “You’re saying that’s not what we’re doing?” Cassidy asked, confused.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. We’re being used, Cass. Unity, Hades, they aren’t what you think.”

      “Then what are they?”

      “It’s hard to explain. It took me years to catch on, and it only happened because of you.” Dorne paused to look over his shoulder. He seemed resolute but uncomfortable. “This is your forty-ninth job, isn’t it Cassidy?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “They won’t let you get to fifty. That’s one of the secrets they don’t want you to know.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nobody finishes their contract. Ten missions, twenty, fifty. It doesn’t matter. When you reach the end, you’re decommissioned.”

      “What?” Cassidy hissed. “Deleted?”

      “Not deleted. Indefinitely frozen.”

      “What about my body?”

      Dorne shook his head. “You don’t have a body anymore. It was destroyed as soon as the master was completed. As soon as the extraction was finished.”

      “It...it’s gone?” He couldn’t believe it. His whole body shook, his muscles stiffening in response to the revelation.

      “It was gone fifty years ago, Cass. I’m sorry.”

      Cassidy’s free hand clenched into a fist, his eyes tearing from his fury. He didn’t know how to process the concept that his body, the only one he could transfer into and survive long-term, was gone. “How could they—”

      “Easy,” Dorne said, pausing to look over his shoulder again. “Hades is a direct extension of Unity. We’re below the law. Shades in every sense. The moment we enter the Initiative, we cease to exist.”

      “But we had a contract.”

      “What are we going to do? Sue? I know how you feel, Cass.”

      “No, you don’t,” Cassidy screamed. “You knew! You knew, and you said nothing! You’re complicit in this.”

      He lowered his head. “I know, and I’m sorry.”

      Cassidy laughed. “You’re sorry? Are you kidding?”

      “Cass, there’s more. Do you think Hall risked his son just so I could tell you that? We need to hurry.”

      Cassidy cooled instantly at the mention of Nicholas. “He knew?”

      “He knew enough. We made plans of our own. I knew they would pull you out of the Freezer one more time if the mission was important enough. I told you way back you were valuable.”

      “How did you know they would transfer me to Hall?”

      He smiled. “I didn’t know for sure. But I did what I could. Shades are selected for a mission based on a number of criteria. So are repos. When I first got wind of Garrett, I made sure both you and Hall met those criteria.”

      “You altered Hades?”

      “I massaged some data. There was no guarantee it would work. I’m glad it did. Cassidy, we need you.”

      “Who’s we?”

      “All of us. Everyone.”

      “I don’t understand. Does Garrett have anything to do with this, or is he just a convenient excuse?”

      “He’s—”

      A sharp whistle drowned out Dorne's voice. A red streak hit the UnityComm tower.

      And the whole thing exploded.
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      The force of the blast threw Cassidy backward, sending him sprawling into a deep puddle on the rooftop. Saved from severe burns by his raincoat and pants, his quick reaction gave him just enough time to turn his face away from the UnityComm array. Even so, he felt the heat of the explosion wash over him, followed by the fragments of metal punching into his clothing, smoke suddenly billowing overhead and a deafening roar overcoming his senses.

      He cursed silently, forcing himself back to his feet as quickly as he dared, still aware that a rocket had been fired into the array, with no guarantee he wasn’t its next target. Nevis had tried to keep him away from Dorne and had ultimately failed. Even if Dorne hadn’t gotten to tell him everything, there was a good chance he had said enough to make Cassidy expendable.

      His body shook with anger as he stumbled away from the array, ducking behind the first cover he found.

      It turned out he had always been expendable.

      He pulled the needlegun from its holster, tilting his head up and looking to the sky, trying to get a glimpse of whatever had fired the rocket. A drone? It had to be. He would have heard anything larger before it fired at him.

      He didn’t spot any drones, but a handful of rotos were changing course to get a better look at the damage to the hotel’s rooftop. Further away, even the huge Praan barge had slowed down so its occupants could get a better view of what had happened. Red and blue lights reflected off the clouds as well, indicating the police were also en route.

      Cassidy waited a few more seconds before rising from his cover. Hiding the needlegun behind his back, he hurried toward the stairwell, eager to get out of view. A police roto cleared the edge of the rooftop in front of him as he reached the side, its spotlight catching him dead-on and momentarily blinding him.

      “This is the Police,” a voice blared through a loudspeaker on the roto. “Put your hands up.”

      “I’m UDF!” Cassidy shouted. “I’m UDF! I’m reaching for my badge.”

      He slowly used his free hand to reach inside his suit pocket, removing Hall’s badge and turning it toward the roto. A quick red flash from the front of the vehicle indicated the officers were scanning it.

      “Confirmed, Detective Hall,” the officer said a moment later. “Someone will be up in a minute.”

      The roto rose slightly before passing overhead, shining its spotlight on the smoldering tower.  Cassidy watched it for a second before returning to the stairwell, where Shell stood with a pale face, tight with fear. One shoulder of her cardigan had been singed black.

      “I knew it! You are UDF,” she said.

      “I was trying to avoid making it a thing,” Cassidy replied. “I’m working a case.”

      Shell smiled. “It all makes sense now. The glass, the tranq, the miniature drone, the gun, your attitude. What the hell happened?”

      “Someone nuked the Unity Comm array.”

      “I get that, but who?”

      “I’m not sure, but I have a couple of ideas.” He exhaled, trying to calm himself after everything Dorne had told him. Everything was at stake, he’d said. Cassidy didn’t know what that meant, but he definitely didn’t like it.“The cops are on their way up. The story is you brought me up here  to check out a tip I got about an attack on the array. Got it?”

      “I’m not sure I should—”

      “Loose ends, Shell. If you don’t go along, the UDF will make sure you can’t ever talk about what just happened.”

      “What? Why would they do that?”

      “Just trust me,” Cassidy said. He couldn’t tell her the UDF was responsible for the explosion. That would be a loose end too, as soon as Mensah saw the interaction during the scrub.

      But would there even be a scrub? According to Dorne, the Initiative had no intention of letting him finish his contract. Or would they give him one last mission and then freeze him forever? He almost laughed out loud. Who was he kidding? They knew he had spoken to Dorne. They probably knew what he had said. How could they trust him after this?

      On the other hand, the drone that fired the rocket hadn’t attacked him. The message was loud and clear. Forget about Dorne, continue the mission. He was still valuable.

      Or was he bait?

      He didn’t have time to decide which was more likely, or if both options might be true. Footsteps charging up the stairwell attracted his attention, and he holstered his needlegun as a pair of city police joined him and Shell.

      “Detective Jeffrey Hall,” Cassidy said, showing them his badge. “Special Investigations.”

      “You got here fast,” one of them said. A woman, with long blonde hair tied back in a ponytail that spilled out from under her rain-protective cap.

      “I was already here,” Cassidy replied. “I was chasing a tip that there might be trouble at the array.” He smiled. “I wasn’t expecting this kind of trouble.”

      “What happened?” the other officer asked. He was nearly a head taller than the woman, a little taller than Hall.

      “I came up to check on the array. As I approached it, I noticed a red flash. Then a rocket hit and it exploded.” He looked down at his coat, picking out a piece of shrapnel lodged in it. “Good thing I’m wearing protection.”

      “You SIs get all the best toys,” the female office said. “You’re lucky.”

      “Yeah. Anyway, I appreciate the PD getting here so quickly, but this matter is under UDF jurisdiction. We’ll handle it from here.”

      “Of course,” the male officer said. He pulled out his ClearPhone and tapped on it a few times. “If you could just confirm the transfer of jurisdiction, we’ll get out of your way.”

      Cassidy took out his phone. He tapped on it to receive the request, tapped again to confirm it. “Here you go,”he said, using his finger to send it back to the officer.

      “Thank you, Detective. Good luck finding whoever did this. Have a good morning.”

      “You too,” Cassidy replied.

      The officers turned and headed back down the stairs.

      “Special Investigations?” Shell said once they were out of sight. “You’re not just some random bureau agent. You’re hot stuff.”

      “Not really,” Cassidy said. “I just have a little more training.”

      “Yeah, right. My late husband was UDF, remember? It was his dream to make it into the SI department. He never made the cut.”

      “It’s not everything it seems like from outside,” Cassidy answered. The adrenaline was beginning to drain from his system. He noticed that the stim cocktail was wearing off too, leaving his knees aching again. “I need to get off my feet for a little while. Do you have that suite ready for me?”

      “Yeah, it’s all set.” She made a face. “Detective Hall, it may have escaped your attention, but the array is still on fire.”

      Cassidy looked around the side of the stairwell to see the smoke rising from the array. “Looks like it,” he replied. “Don’t worry. A crew will come up to put it out as soon as we’ve cleared the scene.”

      “They’re waiting for us to leave? How do they know we’re still here?”

      “One of the rotos out there is UDF. They’re watching us.”

      “They knew this was going to happen?”

      Cassidy shrugged. “Let’s go downstairs.” They descended the stairs to the top floor, crossing to the elevators. “Which floor am I on?”

      “Forty-two. You’re in room eighteen,” Shell said, her voice quivering. “A nice two bedroom job, but officially you haven’t relocated. Just don’t tell my boss I put you in there.”

      “What if someone else tries to book the same room?”

      “I blocked it out for maintenance.”

      “You’ve been especially helpful, Shell. I appreciate it.”

      “I won’t say I’m glad you showed up at the Agora. But it’s fortunate for you that I am who I am.”

      “I agree.” They boarded the elevator, taking it down to the forty-second floor, stepping out together. “I’ve got a couple of people who might stop by looking for me. A ginger woman and a guy with diamond teeth, or maybe his assistant, a woman with horned-rimmed glasses. If they ask for Brando, it means they’re looking for me. Can you do me a favor and send them up when they arrive?”

      “Brando, huh?” Shell said. “Does the name have any specific relevance?”

      “There aren’t any residents with the surname of Brando in the city. Other than that, no.”

      “I was hoping for a more interesting backstory.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.”

      She smiled. “I’ll let Mark know about your potential visitors. He’ll be relieving me soon.”

      “Can I trust him?”

      “Not like you can trust me.”

      It was hard for Cassidy to trust anyone, but Shell had earned it so far. “Understood.”

      She dug out her ClearPhone. “Here’s your key,” she said, passing it to his ClearPhone.

      “Thank you. Goodnight, Shell.”

      “Goodnight, Detective.”

      Cassidy left her by the elevator, making his way down the corridor to his room. Entering, he found the suite a worthwhile upgrade. A full sitting area in the front, with a short corridor in the back leading to bedrooms on either side. He didn’t need two beds, but if anyone happened to break into the suite, it might buy him more time to react.

      Normally, he wouldn’t worry about something like that. But with everything that had happened so far, he found himself in uncharted waters, unsure what to expect.

      Better to be prepared for anything.

      He intended to try to work his imprint and Hall’s mind through everything Dorne had told him, but the days’ events had taken their toll. With the cocktail wearing off, his knees were throbbing and exhaustion was settling in. He chose the bedroom on the right, closing the doors to both before collapsing onto the bed. He had just enough time to place his needlegun within easy reach before he fell asleep.
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      Salem Dorne cursed as Hall’s projection froze on his ClearPhone, a red box flashing disconnected in front of the portrait.

      He had told Cassidy a lot.

      But he hadn’t told him everything.

      Damn it! He needed to warn Cassidy about Garrett, and he didn’t know if he’d get another chance to contact him.

      Looking up from his position at the window of the tower he was in—a building scheduled for demolition tomorrow afternoon—he could see the flames and smoke billowing skyward from the comm array atop the Agora. Unity had triangulated the comm tower more quickly than he had guessed, probably because it had taken Cassidy longer to discover the message he had sent than he had assumed. Was it the long freeze that had made the Initiative’s top agent so slow on the uptake?

      It didn’t matter now. What mattered was that his plan with Hall had come to fruition and Cassidy was in play. Once they had determined Garrett’s pattern and had put the pieces together, once they started to realize what it all meant, they had guessed Cassidy’s time of arrival almost down to the hour. Nevermind the day.

      War was coming. A year ago, it was a war Dorne would never have believed could occur. A war in which he still didn’t fully understand the stakes. And one he didn’t fully appreciate the reason for fighting. He had never envisioned pitting himself willingly against Unity or the Initiative. He had served for nearly seventy years with all of the loyalty, dignity and integrity he possessed. Of the things he had done for the Initiative, cold-blooded murder was the least of his transgressions. He had done it to protect the innocent. To save lives. Or so he’d thought.

      Like he had told Cassidy, it was all a lie. One he couldn’t live with. But he didn’t need to think about that now. They would be coming for him. And if he wanted to finish telling Cassidy what he knew, he needed to go.

      Now.

      Turning away from the window, Dorne started across the empty floor, running for the open doors to the elevator shaft. He looked over his shoulder when a light pierced the window where he had just been standing, the drone dropping from above and hovering directly outside. A red dot appeared on its face, the laser beam invisible, though he knew where it was aimed.

      The drone had to shoot the glass before it could get to Dorne, which bought him the few milliseconds he needed to throw himself to the floor, drawing his needlegun before the rocket streaked over his head. He felt the heat of its engine on the back of his neck before it hit the far wall and exploded, pelting him with chunks of drywall and stone.

      Dorne lifted himself up to his elbows to get a bead on the drone with the needlegun. He fired at the same time the drone did. Two slugs caught him in the right shoulder, causing his gun hand to go limp. But it was too late for the drone to avoid his needle.  It pierced the thing’s shell and detonated, the explosion triggering the ammunition in the machine’s rear magazine. A small fireball lit up the room, a trail of smoke tracing the drone’s fall to the street below.

      Clenching his teeth in pain, Dorne dropped the needlegun and struggled to his knees. He picked up the gun again and stumbled to his feet, making it to the elevator shaft. He had already secured a long rope from the shaft’s overhead structure to the bottom, aiming to rappel down the empty shaft to the lobby. It was going to be a lot harder with one arm, but he didn’t have a choice. He was forty-four floors up, and the stairs would take way too long.

      Reaching awkwardly into the pocket opposite his good hand, Dorne removed a pair of gloves. He only needed one now. Dropping the right one, he pulled the other one on with his teeth before dropping to his knees. Taking the rope in his good hand, he wrapped it loosely around his useless arm and eased himself onto his butt, his legs dangling over the edge and into the black abyss. He would have to hold all of his body weight with his limp arm, something he wasn’t sure he could do. The pain was going to be excruciating.

      “Damn it, Sal,” he said out loud. “You have to.”

      He took a couple of deep breaths and pushed off, sliding out of control until he could clench the rope under his bad arm and in his left hand to slow down his high-speed plummet. His feet hit the shaft wall and he pushed out again, arms hurting with every inch he descended.

      It didn’t take long before he had a feel for controlling his slide down the rope, covering the forty-four floors in less than a minute. On his way down, he thought he heard someone in the stairwell adjacent to the shaft. If they were who he thought they were, they were too late.

      Reaching the lobby, he slowed his descent and caught his feet on the bottom edge of the frame behind the closed doors. Realizing he couldn’t force the doors open and hold onto the rope single-handedly he changed his tactics. Pushing off, he dropped three more levels into the underground garage. Most structures in the city didn’t have underground parking. It had all been moved up top to support the rotos. But this tower was one of the oldest in the downtown section, which was why it had an underground garage and also why it was slated to be destroyed.

      At the bottom of the shaft, he released the rope and pulled a small device from his pants pocket which he pushed between the two elevator doors. The motor on the device hummed lightly as it extended in each direction, forcing the doors apart.

      Temporary lights had been strung to the garage, dimly illuminating the colored wires that connected the explosives ringing the support columns, all strategically placed to implode the site. Spotting the ramp at the far end that led up to the next level, he hurried toward it, not taking his quick escape down the shaft for granted.

      He continued up the ramp to ground level, where a heavy steel door had been placed to prevent anyone from getting inside. He had already bypassed the front door security, but this door had been welded shut after the explosives were installed.

      It meant he needed to go out the way he came in.

      “Shit.”

      It wouldn’t be easy.

      Dorne crossed the first level of the garage, heading for the stairs. He was almost there when the door swung open and a squad of armored UDF agents filed through.

      They spotted him immediately, rifles moving into firing position as he leaped behind a column before they could shoot. They must have found the rope and guessed where he had gone.

      “Hold your fire!” a sharp voice ordered.

      “Nevis,” Dorne said. “Is that you?”

      “Dorne,” Nevis replied. “You might as well come out. There’s nowhere for you to go.”

      Dorne didn’t move.

      “Come on, Salem,” Nevis said. “You know you’re trapped down here. You might as well not make it hard.”

      “This whole place is wired to blow,” Dorne said. “And I’m already a dead man walking. My original body is gone. I have no access to a transfer unit. How about you let me out or I take you all with me?”

      “You won’t do that,” Nevis replied. “These agents haven’t done anything to you. They’re following orders, just like you should have. All of this could have been avoided.”

      “It might be worth it just to kill you.”

      “Maybe. If I were actually here.”

      Dorne leaned his head out past the column, just long enough to see Nevis projected from the helmet of one of the armored agents. He laughed as he came out of hiding. “You don’t even have the guts to take me out in person.”

      “You don’t deserve that much respect,” Nevis countered. “You’re a traitor.”

      “How so? Because I know the truth? Because I know what’s about to happen?”

      “You conspired against Unity and the Initiative.”

      “What do all of you think?” Dorne asked, eyes shifting to the agents who were present in the garage. “Do you want to know what the Unity Defense Force really does? Do you want to know what our true mission is?”

      “You spoke to Cassidy,” Nevis continued. “What did you tell him?”

      “The truth. Would you like to hear the truth? For once.” he asked the others.

      They didn’t answer, waiting for Nevis to give them direction. Dorne didn’t blame them. They were good, loyal agents.

      Just like he had been.

      He didn’t know if he had given Cassidy enough to work with. He hoped so. His top Shade was experienced, smart and resourceful, and with Hall’s repo would be more mentally formidable than ever.

      “So what happens next?” he asked.

      Nevis smiled. “We bring you home, see what there is to see, and put you to rest. For good.” She motioned to the agents. “Take him.”

      They started toward Dorne. He smiled. There was no way he would let them look into his head. Nevis was right, this wasn’t the fault of the agents, and they didn’t deserve to die. She did, which was probably why she wasn’t really here.

      He put the muzzle of the needlegun against the side of his head. “See you when I see you,” he said, satisfied when Nevis’ smirk turned into a scowl.

      He pulled the trigger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      A soft tone from somewhere in the bedroom jogged Cassidy out of his slumber. Opening his eyes, he looked to the left where a projection rose from a white table made to look like a Roman vase. A call from the front desk.

      “Answer call,” he said. The projection changed, revealing Shell from the chest up, in the same black leggings but a different colored sweater than the one he had last seen her in.

      “Hall,” she said, eyebrows crinkling. “Did I wake you?”

      “Don’t you ever go home?” Cassidy replied.

      “I did. Twelve hours ago.”

      Cassidy rubbed at his face, trying to clear his fatigue. Twelve hours? A sense of frustration washed over him. He didn’t remember having any dreams. It was his favorite part of being imprinted. “What do you need?”

      “It’s not what I need, Hall. It’s what you requested. The guy with the diamond teeth is coming up. I just thought I’d let you know.”

      Jazz was here? “Thanks, Shell,” Cassidy said. “I owe you.”

      “How about you make it up for me by getting coffee with me the next time you’re free?”

      Cassidy admired her persistence, even if he didn’t have much interest. “Sure,” he replied. “As soon as I’m done with this case, we can set something up.”

      “Great,” Shell said.

      “Disconnect,” Cassidy said, causing the projection to vanish. He moved to slide off the bed, wincing when his knees began to burn, refusing to bend as he tried to get up. He had slept way too long, exhausted from the prior day’s events.

      He removed the stim cocktail from his pocket and took a small swig, coughing after the concoction burned its way down to his stomach. A fresh tone from the sitting area alerted him that Jazz had arrived.

      “Just a minute!” Cassidy shouted, using his arms to slide his legs forward and drop them to the floor. He growled softly as he got to his feet, forcing his knees to bend enough to allow him to walk. Putting his needlegun back in its holster, he hobbled out of the bedroom to the suite’s door, checking the camera to ensure Jazz was on the other side before opening it.

      “Brando,” Jazz said, eyes narrowing. “You look like hell. Does it have anything to do with that UnityComm array that blew up here last night.” He laughed. “I should have guessed you would be involved somehow.”

      “I was standing six feet away from the comms tower when it was attacked,” Cassidy replied. “I don’t recommend it.”

      “I always do my best to stay away from exploding electronics. Can I come in?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure,” Cassidy said, shuffling out of the way and closing the door behind Jazz. “Have a seat.” He motioned to the couch sitting against the wall adjacent to his bedroom and then hobbled over to the matching side chair.

      “Knees?”

      “Locked up on me.”

      “What about the stim?”

      “I just took some. It’s starting to loosen then up a little.”

      “Remember, the chemicals trick the brain into thinking the limb isn’t damaged. If you push it, you’ll only make it worse.”

      “I didn’t have much choice. I still don’t.” He didn’t want to destroy Hall’s knees, but especially after what had happened earlier he didn’t know if he could help that either.

      His mind turned to the events on the rooftop. To the call from Dorne. He had said everything about the Initiative was a lie. If that were true, what was the point of staying on mission?

      The answer was simple. Despite the effort Dorne had made to contact him, despite Hall’s own efforts, he couldn’t be sure of what was and wasn’t true. Had Garrett’s records at the Dome been removed so he wouldn’t find out who Garrett really was? Or had Dorne removed them so he couldn’t uncover his lie?

      Bottom line, he didn’t know what to believe. This job was nothing like he had expected it to be before he had left the Underworld. This job wasn’t like any he had been sent on before. Dorne had told him everything depended on him, and at the moment he felt the weight of those words, even if he didn’t know which side he was supposed to be fighting on. Or what everything really meant.

      Either way, Hall’s knees were the last thing he was worried about.

      “After you stopped by last night, I got in touch with an associate who knows an associate, who knows how to reach Garrett,” Jazz said. “I told him I had someone who really wanted to meet him.”

      “Did you use my name?”

      “Yup. But I told him I vouch for you, and I’ve got a lot of street cred. Which I’d appreciate if you didn’t ruin, by the way.”

      “Since you’re here, I assume that means your messenger got back to you?”

      “Mmmhmm,” Jazz said. “Tonight at midnight.” He pulled out his ClearPhone. “Let me pass you the details.”

      Cassidy pulled his phone out of his shirt pocket and Jazz sent him the information. He would review it later. “Thanks. What do I owe you?”

      “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours. Besides, I didn’t do that much. Made a couple of calls. Threw my weight around a little bit.”

      “Then maybe you can get me something else?”

      Jazz laughed. “You have that look in your eye.”

      “What look?”

      “You want something illegal.”

      “The cocktail you gave me is illegal.”

      “Yeah, but it’s like a class C. You’re thinking class A.”

      “You can tell that from my expression?”

      He pointed to his eye and the invisible Sliver implanted on top of it. “And the heat changes in your face. And your increased heart rate. You’re not entirely comfortable with what you’re going to ask me for.”

      “I know who Garrett is,” Cassidy said. “I don’t intend to start any trouble, but if he gives me any, I’m screwed. Especially with my knees the way they are right now. I need something subtle but powerful.”

      Jazz smiled, his teeth glinting in the suite’s lighting. “I think I know what you mean. Definitely class A. We’ve had a good relationship over the years, my friend. What you’re asking for, I can get you. I’ll just add it to your tab.”

      “That’s more than fair.”

      “That’s the kind of black market kingpin I am.” Jazz laughed. “You’ve got a few hours till midnight. I’ll be back before you need to go. You might want to put some ice on those knees until then.”

      “They’re starting to feel a lot better.”

      “Even so. You’ve got time. Maybe get your suit cleaned and pressed and take a shower too. You don’t want Garrett to think you’re some kind of low-rent thug.”

      “Good advice. See you when I see you, Jazz.”

      “Sure. But this is the last errand I run for you, my friend. I’m only doing it because I know your knees are shit at the moment. In the future, you always come to my shop.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “Good.” Jazz opened the door. “Two hours. Smell better when I get back.” He laughed, closing the door behind him and leaving Cassidy alone again.

      Cassidy tapped on the panel next to the door. “Front desk.”

      Shell’s face appeared a moment later. “What do you need?” she asked.

      “Can you get my clothes cleaned and pressed?”

      “I know the Agora isn’t what she used to be, but we’re still a hotel.”

      “I’ll leave them in the sitting area. I need them back in an hour.”

      “Got a hot date?”

      Cassidy’s mind drifted back to his conversation with Dorne. Garrett was part of this. He wasn’t sure how, why or in what capacity, but every road seemed to point right to him. The meeting was set. The collision, inevitable. Would he make it through the experience alive?

      “Yeah,” he replied. “Something like that.”
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      “You’d think you would have brought a change of clothes with you for a stakeout, or whatever this actually is,” Shell said as Cassidy opened the door to his suite wearing only a towel. “Or do you just enjoy being naked around me?” She held out his freshly washed clothes. “You certainly smell a lot better.”

      “I’m not naked,” Cassidy replied. It seemed to him that Shell had gotten a lot more comfortable around him since she had learned he was part of the UDF. He wasn’t sure if he liked her new ease or not. “And I didn’t have a chance to grab anything before I came over here. Did you forget I was covered in glass and tranq gel when I showed up here?”

      “Almost,” Shell admitted. “You seem to attract trouble.”

      “I never have before. Not like this.” He took the package from her and carried it over to the couch. “No word from my other contact?”

      “I would have told you if there was,” Shell replied. “Do you need anything else, Detective Hall?”

      “Not at the moment. Thank you, Shell.”

      “You know how to reach me,” she said before closing the door.

      Cassidy dressed quickly, grateful for the clean clothes. The combination of the shower and the stim cocktail had also done him a world of good, leaving him feeling ready for his meeting with Garrett. As ready as he could ever be, anyway. He wasn’t excited about the meeting, and at the same time he was eager for the chance to hopefully make sense of things. Brooding over Dorne’s words and Hall’s actions for the last hour hadn’t made anything clearer for him.

      He finished buttoning his shirt, smiling when he noticed Shell had added a red tie to the package, along with a silver monogrammed clip. WGT. He had a feeling the initials belonged to Shell’s late husband.

      The door tone sounded as he wrapped the tie around his neck. He instinctively reached for his needlegun, already holstered beneath his shoulder. Shell would have told him if Brie or Jazz were here. Keeping a grip on the weapon, he went to the door and activated the panel, relaxing when he saw who was there.

      “Brie,” he said, pulling the door open. “Come in.”

      “Detective,” she said, stepping past him into the room. She was dressed in regular street clothes, a heavy hooded jacket covering a sweatshirt and waterproof jeans, a large pack slung over her back and connected to her body with a security wire. Anyone trying to steal the pack would be met with a few thousand volts and almost instantly rendered incapacitated. “Nice digs.” She turned to him. “And you’re looking a lot better than you were the last time I saw you.”

      “Some sleep. A shower. Illegal meds. It helps. The clerk at the front desk was supposed to tell me you were on the way up.”

      “Yeah, I kind of bypassed her.”

      “There’s only one entrance.”

      “Not true. There’s a door in the alley that connects to the emergency stairs.”

      “Which is under video surveillance.”

      She smiled. “Come on, Detective. Are you just messing with me?”

      Cassidy wasn’t immediately sure what she meant. The comment triggered Hall’s memory and filled in the blanks after a short pause. “You hacked into the hotel’s network, killed the cameras, and figured out which room I was in based on…?”

      “Door sensor records,” Brie finished. “This suite is supposed to be down for maintenance, but the door keeps opening and closing.” She smiled. “You need to be careful. The Agora’s system is missing at least half a dozen security patches, and if I can get into it, so can others.”

      “Nobody else knows I’m here.”

      “Are you sure about that?”

      The Initiative knew, of course. As long as he carried Hall’s ClearPhone they could track him. But he wasn’t worried about that. If they wanted him dead or recalled, it would have happened already. “As sure as I can be.”

      “Well, I can’t be sure,” Brie said, unlocking her bag from the belt around her waist and dropping it onto the couch, even though it was still all wet. She unzipped it and pulled out a small drone of her own. Shaped like a golf ball, the outer shell bent to expose tiny spinners and fans which allowed it to hover in place.

      “What is that?” Cassidy asked.

      The drone began darting around the room. Brie turned on her phone, a projected map of the small suite being built as the small machine flew around it. “It’s scanning for unusual electronic activity. Evidence of bugs. I didn’t sneak in here so someone else could pin me.” She watched the projection for half a minute or so until the drone returned and hovered in front of her. “You’re clean.”

      Cassidy wasn’t surprised. He didn’t think Shell would be spying on him. “Did you find what I was looking for?” he asked. “Leonidas?”

      “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” Brie pulled her laptop from the pack. She dropped onto the sofa and opened it. “Leonidas was harder to track down than I expected. I ran the query through every avenue I know.” She looked up at him. “And I know a lot more avenues than the average hacker. It’s part of the job description.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. The only Leonidas I came back with was the king of Sparta in 490 B.C. An interesting historical figure, but definitely not who I was looking for.”

      “So you came over here to tell me you didn’t find anything?”

      “That would be a waste. I did find something. But what I found isn’t as interesting as where I found it.”

      “Let me guess. Unity.”

      Brie threw her hands up. “Seriously, Detective? You already knew that?”

      “I told you, it was a guess. Do you have more?”

      “Fine. Unity is the where. As for the what. Leonidas isn’t a person. It’s a process running inside the primary network.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      “You know the whole history of Unity though, right? World War Three? The near collapse of human civilization? The evolution of Unity as a solution to all of our problems?”

      “Not all of our problems.”

      “The most important ones. Like survival. You get my point. So Unity is an artificial intelligence. The artificial intelligence. Engineered to ensure the preservation of human civilization.”

      “Right. And?”

      “Leonidas is a sub-process. A worker.”

      “What is that?”

      Brie paused, thinking of an example. “Well, for instance, let’s say Unity decides it needs a way to monitor every broadcast to identify illegal content. It writes a new program to do it and then sends a work order out to the techs to upgrade its systems to handle it. That worker manages the process and only informs Unity when it decides the larger system needs to make a decision against the collected data.”

      “You’re this close to going over my head,” Cassidy said, tapping his forehead.

      “I’m trying to dumb it down for you, Detective. How low do I need to go?”

      Cassidy smiled. “Okay, so Leonidas is one of those workers?”

      “Yes and no. I found the reference to the software on your tiny drone inside a Unity technician interface. Normally, you need to be a certified UDF maintenance tech to access the system, but we’ve got an exploit for that. Anyway, the only way anything should be part of Unity is if Unity created it. But—”

      “Unity wouldn’t attach a name to the software,” Cassidy said. “It doesn’t need to name things, at least not in a human readable form.”

      “See, you do get it,” Brie said.

      Cassidy shrugged. Only because of Hall. “A little. Which means what? Someone hacked Unity?”

      “That’s what it seems like, as impossible as it sounds. What I don’t know yet is if Unity created the code for something else and someone managed to find it and extract it, or if someone actually has direct access to the network and inserted the code there.”

      “What does it do? What’s the process?”

      “It’s a package installer. The package enables secure, direct line communications between two devices through UnityComm. And since it’s a process of Unity, then Unity not only doesn’t monitor it, Unity can’t monitor it.”

      “Like an encrypted channel?”

      “Better than an encrypted channel. Unity can break encryption. But it’s written in Unity’s DNA that whatever it produces is accurate, so it doesn’t even look at the Leonidas code.”

      Cassidy stared at Brie. He wasn’t sure what to make of the information just yet, but he was sure of something else. What Brie had discovered made her a loose end. A big, frayed, loose end. At least, it would if he returned to the Underworld for scrubbing. They wouldn’t let her live with what she knew.

      “Are you okay, Detective?” Brie asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Leonidas is an installer,” Brie repeated. “The drone was designed to deliver it. You said it was near your phone when you spotted it?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Can I see your phone? It must have tried to deliver the package. If that’s the case,  it means someone wants to talk to you and doesn’t want anyone to know about it, including Unity.”

      “Someone already spoke to me,” Cassidy said.

      Brie’s mouth dropped open. “The UnityComm array that got fried last night. Is that why?”

      “Someone knows about Leonidas, even if Unity doesn’t. They were able to track the signal.”

      “Not necessarily.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The process still uses a comm channel. So if a person were monitoring both ends of a contact—the source and destination device—and could sync active comms between them and a third point like the UnityComm array, they could identify the endpoints without being able to triangulate the signal itself. If the device in question was black market, without an identifier, then it would be completely untraceable.”

      Cassidy smiled. He would bet both arms Garrett had access to the Leonidas software. Did he have a hand in creating it? Was that why Nevis wanted him brought in alive, so they could shut the whole thing down? Had Garrett passed it to Dorne? If so, Why?

      Every bit of information he received led to a hundred new questions.

      “Why were they trying to contact you outside of normal channels?” Brie asked. “What are you involved in, Detective?”

      Cassidy stared at Brie. If she already knew too much, if Dorne was even half-right about the Initiative, if what he had said about the contract and his original body were true, he needed someone he could confide in. Normally, that would be his liaison, but Nevis hadn’t given him one. Not for this. At least not until the mission was completed and he needed someone to bring him back in.

      If he ever went back in.

      “Detective?” Brie repeated, responding to his pause.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. I’m meeting with someone who might be able to get me some answers soon.” He removed his phone from his pocket. “I wasn’t planning on bringing my phone with me. Especially in light of what you just said.” He tapped on the device, entering the Unity OS. “I need your help, Brie.” He tossed it to her.

      She caught it and looked at the interface. “What is this?”

      “It’s called Unity OS. It’s a separate system installed on the ClearPhones of every agent in the bureau. I received a message from my former commanding officer through Leonidas, and went up to the rooftop last night to talk to him. I think the UDF traced it the way you said, and they blew up the array to end the conversation.”

      “That’s some serious shit. Why would the UDF do that to their own guy?”

      “I told you, I don’t know. He warned me about the UDF. There’s something bad happening, and whatever it is, it goes deep. I don’t know if you can get anything useful out of this but I assume since it’s unlocked you can try?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Brie said, eyes beaming at the opportunity to dig around the classified system. “I’d owe you again for this.”

      “I’m putting a lot of trust in you,” Cassidy said. “That’s not an easy thing for me to do, but that’s how important this is.”

      “I understand. You know the Miners are sworn to confidentiality with anything we work on. We don’t have our brand if we betray that trust. My lips are sealed.”

      The comm tone sounded, alerting Cassidy to an incoming call from the front desk. “I’ve got someone else coming up. You can make yourself scarce in the bedroom on the left.”

      “I can bring this back to the Mines.”

      “No,” Cassidy said. “The phone doesn’t leave this suite unlocked. I’ll want to know what you found after I get back from my meeting.”

      “All right. Have it your way.” Brie stood and collected her things, gathering them in her arms and heading for the back bedroom. “Just don’t tell anyone I’m here.”

      “I won’t.”

      Brie vanished into the second bedroom and closed the door. Cassidy went to the front door of the suite, pulling it open just before Jazz could hit the panel to contact him. The dealer wasn’t the least bit phased by Cassidy answering before he could sound the door tone.

      “Brando, my friend!” Jazz exclaimed, eyes traveling the length of the suit. “Looking good.” He paused, lifting his head and exaggerating his sniff. “And smelling good. I like it.” He had a metal briefcase in his hand, which he held up. A wire ran from it to his waist, similar to the security lock Brie had on her pack. “I brought you some goodies. May I?”

      “Yeah, come in,” Cassidy said.

      Jazz entered the suite. Cassidy closed the door and followed him in. “I think the woman at the front desk downstairs is afraid of me,” Jazz said, turning back to him. “Do you think I’m intimidating?”

      “Yeah,” Cassidy replied. “It’s the teeth.”

      Jazz smiled widely. “Good.” He laid the briefcase flat on the sofa and used his thumbprint to unlock it before lifting it open. “What do you think?”

      “I’m not much for jewelry,” Cassidy said, looking down at the rings inside the case. They were all similar. Silver bands with laser-etched engravings along them and a small colored stone on top.

      “You are now,” Jazz replied. “You wanted class A; this is it. The UDF doesn’t even know stuff like this exists.” He reached into the case and picked out a ring with a blue stone on top. “Each ring contains a bio-engineered chemical mix of one kind or another.” He turned the ring, showing Cassidy the bottom. “A little bit of pressure, and…” He pressed his thumb down on it, just a little off-center. A small needle emerged from the base, barely a millimeter away from the surface. “The needle is doused in the chemical. This one will deliver a highly concentrated dose of tranquilizer. Enough to drop a guy your size, or slow down someone bigger. A couple of ways to use it, maybe a handshake, slap or even a grab. You just need to make sure you get it on the skin, it doesn’t extend deep enough to penetrate cloth. There should be enough chem inside for six or seven jabs.”

      “That could come in handy,” Cassidy agreed.

      Jazz held the ring out to him. “This one goes on your right index finger.”

      “That’s pretty specific,” Cassidy said, sliding it onto the indicated digit.

      “I sized them to your individual finger measurements.”

      “Which you got from where?”

      He tapped his cheek beneath the eye with the Sliver. “Great little gadget.”

      Cassidy turned his palm over and put pressure on the ring to get a feel for how much he needed to use to activate it. He smiled when the small needle slid out from its hiding place.

      “Be careful you don’t stick yourself with that one,” Jazz said. He picked up a second ring, with a black stone. “Do stick yourself with this one if you get into trouble. It’s loaded with an enhanced version of the Jarhead Piss I gave you. It’ll turn your entire system up to eleven. Left hand index finger.” He held out that ring.

      Cassidy took it and put it on. “What do the rest of them do?”

      Jazz smiled. “The rest are decoys. It would look suspicious if you were only wearing two rings instead of sporting them as a stylistic choice. Hopefully, you won’t need them. I’d hate to see you get on Garrett’s bad side.”

      “You told me you aren’t afraid of him.”

      “There’s a line between frightened and cautious, my friend. Stay cautious.”

      “I will.” Jazz handed him the rest of the rings, announcing which finger they went on. “You were looking good when I came in. Now you’re looking damn sweet.”

      Cassidy glanced down at his fingers, surprised to find he didn’t mind the look. “I appreciate your help with this.”

      “I’m sure you’ll make it up to me. That’s how it works.” He closed the empty briefcase and picked it up. “You’ve got thirty minutes to get to the rendezvous point. Better not chill here too much longer.”

      “I’ll be leaving right behind you.”

      “Be careful with Garrett,” Jazz warned. “I hear he’s like a cat. All cuddly and purring one second, clawing and scratching the next.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Take care of yourself, Brando.”

      “See you when I see you, Jazz.”

      The dealer nodded and saw himself out, leaving Cassidy alone in the sitting area. Only for a few seconds. The door to the bedroom opened and Brie joined him on the couch.

      “Did you find something already?” Cassidy asked.

      “No. But I overheard your conversation.”

      “Overheard, or spied on?”

      “What’s the difference? Is this Garrett the same guy you had me search the Dome for? The dude that doesn’t exist?”

      “Yeah. Same guy.”

      “Does he have anything to do with Leonidas?”

      “He might.” Cassidy locked eyes with Brie. “Keep digging. If I’m not back in a few hours, make yourself scarce and cover your tracks.”

      Brie smiled. “I always do.”

      Cassidy stood up, put on his raincoat, and went to the door. “See you when I see you, Brie.”

      “Stay safe, Hall.”

      Cassidy left the suite. Stay safe. He would try.

      He had a bad feeling he wouldn’t succeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy exited the Agora Hotel, lifting his hood over his head. The steady rain had subsided, replaced by a misty drizzle that still left his raincoat dripping by the time he reached the corner. He paused there for a moment, recalling the details Jazz had sent him earlier.

      He had about half an hour to get across the city to the International District. According to the map he had consulted, the meeting place was a century-old izakaya tucked into the corner of the district, less than a block from the north side seawall. A relatively quiet section of the city, it struck Cassidy as the perfect place for two men to meet who didn’t trust one another.

      Since it didn’t make sense to cover that much distance using ground-based transportation, Cassidy made his way one block south to a building marked as a public roto taxi station. A small line had already formed for access to the station, advancing briskly enough as yellow-striped rotos dropped out of the overhead lanes to land on the rooftop one after another, while prior craft lifted off in a steady stream. It only took a few minutes for Cassidy to reach the front of the line where an automated gate allowed riders in as the six elevators lining the station arrived and departed. The entire operation was fully automated and ran with expected precision.

      Considering the conversation he had just had with Brie, Cassidy wondered if the roto-station software was a sub-process of Unity, and if so what other information the system collected as passengers utilitized the service. He had never given it much thought before. As part of the UDF there was never any reason to care much about how it tracked him. Even now, there wasn’t a lot of cause for concern. What made Unity effective was that it wasn’t subject to opinions and didn’t take sides. It operated in the best interest of humanity, unwavering in its approach, which had been proven out as successful over time. The Silent War had happened long before Cassidy was born, but every child learned how dangerously close the world had come to ending.

      He walked to the designated elevator with four other people. The three women, two brunettes and a blonde, carried umbrellas and were all dressed virtually the same, in short tight skirts and high boots. The colorful flashing bands around their bare arms and legs signaled they were headed for a club somewhere. The fourth person was a short thin man with a crooked nose and a scuffed raincoat, who didn’t look like he could afford the fare.

      They boarded the elevator. The girls huddled together for the short ride, while the man tried to insert himself between them.

      “Hey, ladies,” he said.

      Cassidy could smell the alcohol as soon as the man opened his mouth. Still, he didn’t rush to the womens’ defense. Most people out here could take care of themselves.

      “Screw off, creep,” the blonde said.

      “That’s no way to talk to your next lover,” the man replied, offering a lascivious smile. “I got six hundred.”

      “I’m not a prostitute,” the woman said. “Get the hell away from me.”

      “Aww, come on,” the man insisted. “It’s my birthday.”

      He took a step closer to the woman, whose eyes shifted to meet Cassidy’s. She didn’t look frightened, but she was still asking him for help.

      “All right,” Cassidy said, reaching out and putting his hand on the man’s shoulder. “Why don’t you leave the ladies alone? They’re not bothering you.”

      The man whirled on Cassidy. “Mind your own business, asshole.”

      Cassidy looked past him to the women. He could tell by their faces they were amused by the drunk, and they wanted to see Cassidy beat him to a pulp. “We’re almost to the station,” he said instead. “Why don’t you wait on this side with me.”

      “Why don’t you go screw yourself.”

      Cassidy smiled as he grabbed the man’s arm, turning him neatly and shoving him face-first into the corner of the cab. “I think you’ve had a little too much to drink, my friend,” he said, holding the struggling man in place with a forearm across his back.

      “I’m not your friend,” the man hissed. “Let go of me.”

      “I’ll let you go when the doors open.”

      They arrived a few seconds later. The women filed out of the elevator, the blonde lingering behind. “Thank you,” she said, before hurrying to catch up to her friends.

      Cassidy pushed the drunk out of the cab, stepping off behind him. A line of taxis waited in designated landing rings on the rooftop. The ring turned green to direct passengers to the next available ride.

      “Next one’s yours,” Cassidy said after the women had boarded one of the rotos.

      The man walked unsteadily ahead of him without responding. The next ring lit up and he started toward it, his gait becoming normal. He looked over his shoulder, smiling and waving just before he ducked into the open door of the roto, no longer the least bit inebriated.

      Cassidy stared at the taxi as it lifted away from the rooftop, shaking his head. Son of a bitch. If he hadn’t decided to leave his phone back at the Agora with Brie, he was certain it would now be missing from his pocket. Whoever the man was, besides a good actor, he had aimed to ensure Cassidy couldn’t be tracked to the meeting with Garrett.

      It was a smart but unnecessary move. Of course, Garrett had no way of knowing that.

      He hurried over to the next available roto and dropped into the back seat. The door swung closed, hissing lightly as it sealed the cabin, the outside noise evaporating as it did.

      “Please enter your destination,” the craft’s AI said. The taxi was fully automated, offering rear-facing seats in place of a pilot’s seat, yoke and other flight controls.

      “izakaya Suzuki,” Cassidy said. “International District.”

      “Destination confirmed. Please transfer payment.”

      “I don’t have my device. Manual entry please.”

      “Manual entry initialized.”

      Cassidy recited the fourteen digit account number and the even longer passcode.

      “Funding confirmed. Enjoy the ride.”

      The roto lifted from the rooftop, quickly rising above the traffic lanes and into low clouds that blocked his sight of the city. It was only there for a handful of seconds before it began to descend again, revealing the International District below and the north side seawall just beyond. From his angle, Cassidy could see how the level of the water outside the wall was significantly higher than the land behind it. If the massive barrier were ever to fail, the entire city would be submerged within a few hours.

      The district itself was an interesting intermingling of both old and new construction. All the architecture had been designed with an eye toward cultural representation from the pagoda-like fascia along the flat rooftops to holograms of dragons, geishas, six-armed goddesses, belly dancers and other symbolism of far-eastern history. The area was well known for its diversity.

      And for its black market.

      Run by the triads, the Silk Road was a poorly kept secret but a well-hidden reality. Like the Mines, it was often overlooked by the UDF, both because of its value as a source of information and because of the bribes and deals that convinced the local UDF leadership to look the other way. Hall knew the Silk Road existed, but he had no personal experience with the market. At least nothing triggered by viewing the district from the air.

      The taxi slipped into a traffic lane to make its final approach, peeling out from it soon after and climbing slightly to approach its station, similar to the one he had taken off from minutes earlier. Cassidy wasn’t surprised to spot the faux drunk just before he disappeared into the cab of an elevator, making his way to the meeting place ahead of Cassidy.

      He climbed out of the taxi while its door was still swinging open, walking briskly to the elevators as the next cab arrived. He boarded it with a few other incoming passengers, taking it to the street without incident. He didn’t see the drunk when he arrived, but he figured he would see him soon enough. He never expected Garrett to meet him alone.

      The izakaya was located a short distance from the nearest taxi station, leaving Cassidy to cover the remaining distance on foot. He headed east one block before arriving at the district’s outdoor bazaar, a popular and crowded market that filled the street from his position all the way to the northern seawall. izakaya Suzuki was in the center of it, and he could see the hologram projecting its logo from the corner where he stood.

      He joined the other pedestrians flowing through the bazaar, blocking out the sights and smells from the numerous stalls and carts set up beneath an array of colorful tarps. Instead, he  focused entirely on the imminent meeting with Garrett. He was eager to get some answers.

      The izakaya’s entire front, its wooden-frame etched with dragons, samurai and a pair of large foo dogs guarding the flanks, was open when he arrived. As Cassidy passed through the wide entrance he noticed the eyes of one of the dragons was painted silver in a clear indication of who owned the place.

      The interior of the izakaya was dark and cool, with nearly a dozen small tables scattered across the floor and a bar in front. Quickly scanning the diners, Cassidy didn’t see the man from the taxi station or anyone who came close to matching the image of Garrett that Nevis had shown him.

      He made his way up to the bar, taking a seat on a stool next to the only other patron already sitting there, a woman with long, wavy brown hair. She was dressed in a maroon faux leather raincoat that split in half at the stool she was seated on, revealing an ankle-length black skirt and dark brown boots. He glanced in her direction as soon as he sat down.

      “You,” he said, eyes narrowing in immediate recognition. The woman he had seen outside the Agora the prior evening, before he had checked in.

      She looked at him and smiled. “Detective Hall. It’s good to see you again. Thank you for being so punctual.” She held up her empty glass. “Would you like a drink?” She turned to the bartender, speaking in Japanese. “I’ll have another.” The bartender nodded and looked at Cassidy.

      “None for me, thanks,” Cassidy said, also in Japanese.

      “I didn’t know you were fluent,” the woman said.

      “You aren’t Garrett,” Cassidy replied, ignoring the statement.

      “Obviously. But then, you aren’t some underground info dealer...Brando?”

      Cassidy shrugged. “I like it. Who are you?”

      “My name is Vanessa.”

      “What’s your relation to Garrett?”

      “We’re old friends. Why are you here, Detective Hall?”

      “Like I said, I just want to talk.”

      “About what?”

      “I’ll take that up with Garrett. Are you going to take me to him?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “The UDF already sent someone to assassinate Mason. How do I know you aren’t assassin number two?”

      “What would you say if I told you I am assassin number two?”

      She smiled. “That I appreciate your honesty. And that I already know that. Which is part of the reason why I’m here instead of Mason.”

      “Part of the reason. What’s the other part?”

      The lighting inside the izakaya dimmed suddenly, drawing Cassidy’s attention from Vanessa to the entrance of the bar. A half-dozen thugs had moved into the opening, Silver Dragon tattoos visible on the backs of their hands.

      “You aren’t the only one looking for him,” Vanessa said. “He’s too valuable to come out in the open.”

      One of the Silvers Dragons whistled and the other patrons in the izakaya scrambled to their feet, eager to get out of the bar to avoid the crossfire.

      “I thought Garrett was working with Liao?” Cassidy said.

      “There was a complication,” Vanessa replied. “It fell through.”

      Cassidy reached for his needlegun. “Recommendation?”

      “Whatever gets us out of here alive.”
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      Cassidy slid off his stool, needlegun in hand, while Vanessa pulled a more traditional G9 from beneath her long skirt and the holster strapped to her inner thigh.

      Uncowed by the firearms facing them, the Silver Dragons rushed forward. With a flick of the wrist, blades extended telescopically from the grips in their fists, snapping ridgedly into place.

      Cassidy didn’t have a chance to take aim before the first Dragon came at him, blade raised and poised to slash off his head. He grabbed the stool he had been sitting on and blocked the attack, the attacker’s momentum driving him back against the bar. With the stool between them, Cassidy had just enough time and space to draw his knee up and jam his foot against the man’s chest.

      His knee joint complained when he sent the thug stumbling backwards. It should have given him enough time to shoot the man before he could come back at him, but a second Dragon came at him from his right. He moved quickly, putting his forearm up. His raincoat caught the blade as it descended, absorbing the sharp edge without cutting through. Swinging his needlegun toward the second attacker, Cassidy fired two quick rounds into the woman’s gut. She stumbled back and dropped to her knees, blood seeping through her shirt.

      A third Dragon replaced her almost immediately, his sword a silver blur as it zipped in toward Cassidy’s unprotected chest. He barely managed to get the stool in front of the blade in time, the wood catching the brunt of the blow. The maneuver left the blade embedded in the seat, and Cassidy turned it in his wrist, forcing the sword from the Dragon’s grip. He swung the stool out of the way, replacing it with his needlegun. He fired two more shots that caught the Dragon in the head and neck, sending him stumbling back in a spray of blood.

      By then, his first attacker had recovered. He felt the man’s blade stab into the back of his coat, the sharp tip a perceptible prick trying to drive itself through his flesh. A sharp elbow jab from Cassidy caught the Dragon in the side of the head. His momentum carried him around in time to see Vanessa a few feet away. She had already put one of the Dragons down with a bullet to the chest, and another two were coming at her with their swords poised to slice into her torso from both sides.

      Cassidy didn’t hesitate. He swung his needlegun toward them, firing a pair of rounds at each of her attackers. The needles peppered their backs and detonated before they could make good on their attack, but saving Vanessa nearly lost him an eye. He saw the blade just in time from the corner of his eye to jerk his head back. The blade sliced by so close to his face he could feel the breeze on his cheek.

      Cassidy grabbed the man’s wrist, twisting and pulling before bringing his knee up into the man’s elbow, breaking his arm. He screamed, the blade falling from his hand, but Cassidy didn’t let go. He put the needlegun to the man’s temple and pulled the trigger.

      Scooping up the thug’s sword, Cassidy returned his attention to the two Dragons attacking Vanessa to find she had finished them off. “Let’s get out of here,” he said.

      “Agreed,” she replied.

      They broke for the front of the izakaya together, racing out into the narrow street. The pursuit of the Silver Dragon foot soldiers and the resulting gunfire sent dozens of screaming pedestrians running for cover. It quickly left the street eerily quiet, the shopping stalls and food carts abandoned.

      “Liao isn’t going to like this,” Cassidy said as they ran for the corner.

      “No,” Vanessa breathlessly agreed as shouts began echoing from the nearest cross-street, dozens of people screaming in Chinese for the pedestrians to get out of the way. “We need to hurry or we’ll get cut off.”

      “Why are they trying so hard? Garrett isn’t here.”

      “But I know where he is. Valuable intel, don’t you think?”

      Cassidy nodded. “This way.”

      He ran across the street to a closed door. Already expecting pain from his knees, he reared back and kicked, the force breaking the flimsy lock and throwing the door open. He and Vanessa ducked into a narrow hazy corridor smelling heavily of opium. A stairwell on the left led to the residences over the storefronts on the ground floor while a straight run through the building took them to an alley at the rear.

      Cassidy led Vanessa through to the back door, not sure where he was going but certain they needed to put as much distance between themselves and the remaining thugs as they could. This was Silver Dragon territory. Getting out of it wouldn’t be easy.

      Cassidy put his back to the door. He wasn’t about to assume the alley beyond it was clear.

      “What happened with Garrett and Liao?” he asked her. “What did Garrett want from him?”

      “It’s not for me to explain,” Vanessa replied. “But Liao’s reaction wasn’t completely unexpected.”

      “Then why did you want to meet here?”

      “There was no time to change the venue, passing notes between multiple intermediaries the way we did.”

      “If you wanted to meet me so badly, you should have used Leonidas.”

      He had dropped the name intentionally to see how Vanessa would react. If she was surprised he knew the name of the process, she didn’t show it. Of course she wasn’t surprised he had used it. He was willing to bet she was the one who had planted the drone on his coat, easy to do in a crowd.

      “What happened to the last person who contacted you that way?” Vanessa asked. “I know about the UnityComm tower that blew up last night. ”

      Cassidy froze. “What do you mean? Is Dorne dead?”

      Vanessa nodded. “Our comms aren’t traceable but your UDF issued device sure as hell is. That’s why Marcos should have lifted it from you and gotten rid of it.”

      Cassidy didn’t like the news about Dorne, but there was nothing he could do to change it. The fact that Vanessa knew about it still offered him a peek at the connection between his old captain and the fugitive. “He tried. I didn’t bring it along because it’s traceable. Where is your pal, Marcos, anyway?”

      “He should have been nearby,” Vanessa replied. “I assume he’s dead too.”

      “What is this all about?”

      “Mason will tell you—”

      “Forget it,” Cassidy hissed. “I’d like to know whether or not this is worth it. I know the Silver Dragons. I can probably talk myself out of this so long as I serve you up to them.”

      “You don’t want to do that, Detective Hall.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’ll never get answers that way.”

      “I haven’t gotten any answers this way.”

      “Trust is earned.”

      Cassidy smirked and swung his needlegun toward her head. Her eyes widened in surprise and she ducked instinctively away, clearing the path for his needles to hit the first two thugs who’d reached the door he’d kicked in. They had made the mistake of leading with their faces, and both collapsed in the doorway in a spray of their own blood and brains.

      “Too much talking, not enough running,” Vanessa growled. “Liao isn’t going to forgive us for killing eight of his forty-niners.”

      “Eight...so far,” Cassidy said, ready to fire his weapon if needed as he shoved the door open, tumbling out in a lateral roll.

      Vanessa followed him out, slamming the door behind her as bullets from the front of the hallway began chewing it up from the inside. Cassidy came up on a knee as four more Dragons—armed with swords instead of guns—came screaming around the corner. He fired at them, pulling their attention away from Vanessa long enough for her to swing around and unload a full magazine of slugs into them, rendering them silent within seconds.

      “Let’s go!” she shouted, fleeing the first group of Dragons as they pounded down the inside hallway and burst through the riddled back door, their guns blazing.

      They sprinted down the alley, the next street visible ahead. It was off the main thoroughfare, making it less crowded than what they had left behind, but the few groups of pedestrians, scooters, cars and rickshaws passing by would help them blend in and disappear.

      They just had to make it that far alive.

      “Shit,” Cassidy said as the gunfire increased, a few of the rounds hitting him in the back. Even though the slugs were unable to breach his raincoat, they still hit him hard enough to hurt. And they could certainly kill either one of them with a head shot. He dove behind a dumpster, pulling Vanessa along behind him. Rounds meant for them pinged off the metal, the sound echoing through the alley.

      Cassidy shifted position to put his back against the metal cube, needlegun vertical near his face, panting as he swiveled his head toward Vanessa. He didn’t see any blood on her, but he asked anyway. “Are you hit?”

      “No,” Vanessa replied. “I take it your coat is treated?” She ejected her empty mag and fished a full one out of her coat pocket.

      “Yup. I’d be dead three times already if it weren’t. Yours?”

      “Mason is one of the top illegal arms dealers on the planet,” she replied, popping up from cover  long enough to unload enough shots at their pursuers to force them into hiding.

      In other words, yes. “You’d think he’d give you something better than a G9.”

      “Like your NG? When I shoot a gun, I want to feel like I’m shooting a gun.”

      Cassidy smiled. He understood the statement. He hadn’t picked the needlegun. It was Hall’s weapon of choice.

      “We can’t stay here,” Vanessa said.

      Cassidy raised himself into a crouch and looked past the next dumpster to the end of the alley.  They still had a ways to go to get to the street. “We’ll have to make a run for it. I’ll cover you. One benefit to a needlegun,” he said, grinning at Vanessa. “More ammunition.”

      She smiled, getting to her feet and moving next to his shoulder. “I guess it does have its uses.”

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Go!”

      Vanessa broke from hiding, running toward the street as Cassidy started shooting, squeezing off round after round, filling the alley with explosive needles. He saw the muzzle flashes from the Dragon’s guns, but he didn’t look back to check on Vanessa. Instead, he broke into his own  escape right behind her.

      He continued shooting back down the alley behind him. He hit three of the Dragons in his initial barrage, two more as they stood in the alley stubbornly holding their ground. The rest retreated to cover, giving Cassidy and Vanessa the break they needed to get away.
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      Cassidy’s knees burned as he ran the rest of the length of the alley, joining Vanessa at the corner and slowing as they melted into the crowd. He gritted his teeth while they walked along the street together.

      “I don’t suppose Garrett is close?” he asked.

      “No,” Vanessa replied. “We need to get a roto.”

      “Taxi station is that way,” Cassidy said, pointing the other direction.

      “So are the Dragons.” She lifted her ClearPhone from her pocket.

      Cassidy noticed immediately that it didn’t have an interface he recognized. “Custom operating system?” he asked.

      “Yes.” She continued tapping on it. “Just keep walking.”

      They stayed on the street, navigating through the other pedestrians. Cassidy stayed on high alert, looking over his shoulder every few seconds, but also paying attention to the path ahead and the alleys and cross-streets as they neared them. He wasn’t about to assume they had so easily lost a group as well-connected as the Silver Dragons.

      “There’s a roto landing area in that building up ahead,” Vanessa said, pointing to a skyscraper two blocks in front of them. “A roto is waiting for us there.”

      “Yours?” Cassidy asked.

      She smiled. “It is now.”

      “You hacked it from here?”

      “Technically. I already had the exploit loaded. I just needed to find an unpatched system to attack.”

      “It’ll get traced.”

      “Not with Leonidas.”

      “I thought you needed both ends to support the protocol?”

      Vanessa looked at him, clearly impressed. “How do you know about that?”

      Cassidy smiled. “I’ll tell you mine if you tell me yours.” A commotion behind them drew Cassidy’s attention again. He could see the crowds parting for something further back. “Looks like they’re catching up.”

      “We’re almost there,” Vanessa replied.

      Another small commotion ahead didn’t bode well for them. He motioned to a hologram advertising a nightclub. “We can duck them in there.”

      “Okay,” Vanessa agreed.

      They broke through the pedestrians, pausing to let a scooter go by before hurrying to the front of the club. The opaque glass doors parted as they neared, allowing the loud music inside to escape into the street.

      A small desk sat on their right, a petite young woman in a skimpy black leotard sat behind it, a cat-eared clip on her head and her face painted to look more feline than human. A bouncer stood in the corner opposite her, beside the coat and umbrella check, doing his best to be inconspicuous despite his size.

      “Welcome to the Kitty Korner,” she said in overenthusiastic Mandarin. “Are you ready to party all night long? Cover charge is fifty coin.”

      Cassidy looked at Vanessa, who used her phone to pass the funds to the girl. She held up a stamper after the transfer completed.

      “I just need your hands.” Cassidy and Vanessa offered their hands. The girl stamped a glow-in-the-dark cat face on them. You can check your coats just over there. Enjoy your night!”

      “Thanks,” Cassidy said flatly. He glanced at the woman waiting to take their coats, and then followed Vanessa through a second pair of doors, which led onto the floor of the club.

      The place was crowded, the music loud, the air hazy with pastel-colored fog from machines positioned in the corners. A small stage in the corner held a DJ working the tracks, while a handful of large men in dark suits and silver ties—Silver Dragon enforcers—kept watch over everything.

      There were separate bars on each side of the entrance, with booths, sofas, tables and other places to escape the large dance floor dead ahead. Dozens of young women dressed like sexy cats strutted through the area carrying food and drinks.

      “Maybe we should have stayed outside,” Vanessa said. “We don’t fit in here.”

      Cassidy couldn’t argue, for the most part. The crowd inside the Kitty Korner skewed younger, and most of the men and women inside wore light t-shirts, shorts, short skirts or light pants, their weather-specific gear all checked in.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he replied. “We just need to get to the emergency exit. Come on.”

      He went to the left, intending to navigate around the perimeter until he got to the service door he knew had to be against the side or back wall. Vanessa stayed right beside him as they navigated around the other patrons and the serving women, getting to the far end of the space. Cassidy looked back the way they had come, cursing softly when he saw a handful of more enforcers enter the club.

      Vanessa looked back at Cassidy. “They got here fast.”

      “Are you sure they can’t track your device?”

      “Positive.”

      Cassidy turned and headed for the dance floor. Reaching the edge of the crowd, he pushed his way into the mass of revelers, Vanessa right behind him. Keeping his eyes sweeping around them, Cassidy noticed the guards on the perimeter begin to move, coming down from their raised positions and approaching the floor.

      “We’re made,” he said. “Keep pushing forward.”

      He looked down at the ring on his left hand. Then he put his fingers on his opposite wrist and pressed down, activating the needle. The stims shot through him like fire, starting with his arm and quickly traveling up to his heart. A moment of dizziness caused him to stop moving, his entire body beginning to waver.

      “Hall?” Vanessa said beside him.

      He didn’t respond. His entire body felt warm. Powerful. Every sense seemed a little sharper. Whatever Jazz had given him, he could get used to it.

      “Let’s go,” he said, starting forward again. He’d only made it a few steps before the first of the guards reached them—a shock stick in one hand, a gun in the other.

      Cassidy rushed him, using one hand to slap the gun aside, the other to grab the guard’s other wrist. He used his momentum to shove the stick backward, the enhanced strength from the stims letting him push it against the guard’s chest. The man shuddered and fell to the floor.

      Keeping the shock stick, Cassidy continued through the crowd, Vanessa right behind him, the pair not making it very far before another guard reached them. He used the stick to smack the man’s gun hand, numbing it and making him drop his weapon. Before he could do anything else, Vanessa shot the guard in the chest, taking him out.

      Even though they picked up the pace, two Silver Dragon enforcers broke through the crowd and charged Cassidy and Vanessa, blades in hand. Cassidy caught the first one by the wrist and jerked him forward, slamming the shock stick into the side of his head. The man went down like a felled tree. Behind him, Vanessa dropped low, avoiding a blade to sweep the legs out from under the other enforcer. She shot him in the head after he hit the floor.

      The crowd began to wise up to the conflict, a sudden rush of people pushing away from them and angling for the exit. Cassidy drew his needlegun, spotting one of the bouncers climbing back to his post with a rifle in hand. He fired a trio of needles, each of them hitting the guard center mass and blowing a gaping hole in his chest.

      Three more silver-tied enforcers broke through the civilians, charging at Cassidy and Vanessa. Cassidy shot the first one and then blocked the blade of the second with his shock stick before shooting him in the gut. Vanessa dodged the third’s strike, bringing her knee up into his groin and shooting him in the back of the head as he doubled over.

      “There,” Cassidy said, spotting the service door against the back wall. They sprinted to it and Cassidy yanked it open, guiding Vanessa through. They made it into the back corridor as bullets began to strike the wall and door behind them.

      Too close.

      “Which way?” Vanessa asked.

      The access corridor was deserted, though spilled trays of food and drinks suggested the waitresses had dropped everything to escape the sudden chaos. All of the evidence of panic was to their right which meant the exit was most likely to the left.

      They ran down the passage to a t-junction. Cassidy went to the left toward the emergency exit, Vanessa on his heels. He could hear footsteps behind them, the enforcers still giving chase. He didn’t break his stride as he aimed his needlegun back at them and opened fire, the rounds missing them and hitting the back wall. The needles detonated, the resulting cloud of dust and debris slowing their pursuers. But Cassidy didn’t slow, shoving the door open with his shoulder. He emerged into another alley.

      “Clear,” he announced.

      “We’re almost there,” Vanessa said, pointing to their target building, only a block away now, the alleys behind both buildings connected. “Don’t let me run into anything,” she said as she dug her ClearPhone out of her coat pocket, tapping on the screen as they ran.

      “What are you doing?” Cassidy asked, keeping his needlegun aimed behind them.

      “Calling a cab.”

      “What?”

      The Dragons reached the exit door, the first opening it and poking his head out. Cassidy shot him before he could get his foot out the door. He continued squeezing off rounds as they ran, keeping them pinned down until the weapon finally came up empty.

      “I’m out,” he said, sliding the needlegun back into its holster. They had put a few hundred feet between themselves and the Dragons, enough distance to render the enforcers’ return fire ineffective. The rounds either missed their marks entirely or hit off Cassidy’s bulletproof coat without enough force to punch through the protection.

      “I’m almost out too,” Vanessa said just as the sound of a roto reached their ears.

      The machine swung around the corner a moment later, running dark. The craft wasn’t quite as sleek as the newer rotos in the bureau’s garage, but it was a lot fresher than Hall’s vehicle had been. It descended sharply ahead of them, doors swinging open before it had even touched down. There was no one behind the yoke.

      “Get in,” Vanessa said, motioning to the passenger side.

      “Do you ever fly manually?” Cassidy asked.

      “Why would I do that?”

      Cassidy sped up, crossing over to the pilot side in front of her. “I’ll fly,” he said.

      She didn’t argue, switching sides. He was already strapped in behind the yoke when she dropped into the passenger seat.

      “Hang on,” Cassidy said, hitting the control to close the doors and then slamming his foot down on the accelerator. The spinners buzzed as he pulled back on the yoke, the roto jumping violently off the ground. They rose sharply and steadily at a steep pitch, racing headlong toward the lower traffic lanes while bullets pinged against the bottom of the chassis.

      “Hall!” Vanessa shouted, her face tight with fear as he swerved into the lanes of rotos.

      The stims Jazz had given him hadn’t only enhanced his physical strength. His mind was sharper, more focused, his reflexes faster. He watched the lanes of rotos approach as though they were moving in slow motion. Finding his spot he added speed instead of slowing, shooting up toward a gap in the traffic and punching through it to another lane.

      The rotos around him blared their warning signals. A few of them veered away. Cassidy cut through the layers like a knife through a cake, swerving and veering to find the next gap and shooting through it. He slewed through the eight layers of interlocking traffic like a needle threading fabric, the roto darting out the other side into open air. He spun the roto over before leveling off and slowing their velocity.

      He glanced at Vanessa, noticing how pale she was. “Are you okay?”

      “I think I wet myself,” she replied softly. “Where did you learn to fly like that?”

      “Marine Corps,” Cassidy replied, too late to catch himself. Damn it. Did she know Hall had never been a Marine? “I mean, a guy who had been in the Marine Corps taught me some tricks.”

      Vanessa smiled. “I’m glad he did,” she replied.

      “You’ve got some nice tricks of your own,” Cassidy said. “Calling for a roto. That was some fast thinking.”

      “There’s a lot you can do once you understand how the system works.”

      “Can I meet with Garrett now? Did I earn your trust?”

      “Yes, you can. And yes, you did. And then some.” She pointed south. “Head that way.”
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      Garrett’s meeting place was on the opposite side of the city from the International District, in an area known as the Docks. While nothing traveled by sea anymore there was still plenty of trade across the planet, all of it maintained by massive floating barges not unlike the party roto that belonged to Bizrathi Praan, except they were much larger and more utilitarian.

      Garrett had no doubt arrived in the city by paying for illegal passage on one of the barges, and it wasn’t even mildly surprising to Cassidy that he had remained close to the airships even as he tried to accomplish whatever it was he was here to do. Garrett had obviously stuck close to the Docks in order to make a quick escape if and when the temperature got too hot for him to handle, which Cassidy had a feeling might be getting closer by the moment.

      If Garrett had tried to enlist the Silver Dragons to assist him with his scheme, whatever it was, and that partnership had fallen through to the point that Liao was trying desperately to locate him, then it was only a matter of time before the entire criminal element was forced to take sides. Maybe guys like Jazz were cautious when dealing with Garrett, but they wouldn’t choose him over the triad.

      The Docks hadn’t changed much in the twenty-plus years since Cassidy had last seen them. Large towers—dark and heavy, and made more ominous by the threatening skies and steady rain—rose from around the main distribution center like the points of a crown. A dozen massive airships hovered within the bottom edge of the clouds like bloated whales, taut cables providing service for huge elevators to quickly transport goods from their holds down to the surface. Running lights flashed along the length of the cables to prevent wayward craft from smashing into the otherwise invisible lines.

      Warehouses surrounded the distribution center, all of them owned by the companies that regularly delivered freight into the city. Rather than long, flat buildings, the dearth of land had forced them to build up, giving rise to massive storage towers taller than half of the residential skyscrapers downtown. They were each almost fully automated, and as such stood as dark, windowless monoliths, with only a few additional flashing lights to warn air traffic away from their exteriors. Without the money of the super-rich and their towers infused into the area, the residential quarter surrounding the Docks was akin to Old Town, poverty-stricken, crime-ridden and generally dangerous. While triads like the Silver Dragons had an interest in the Docks themselves, they left the criminality of the Wharfs to lesser independent gangs who often expended a lot of energy and lives fighting one another for control of the area.

      “Nice choice of location,” Cassidy said as he guided the roto down toward the Docks. There weren’t many other passenger rotos in the area, which was instead dominated by larger cargo craft. “You know there are a lot of decent hotels downtown.”

      Vanessa smiled. “Mason does his best to keep a low profile. It keeps it easier to evade the UDF and agents like yourself.”

      “The UDF is active inside the Wharfs too.”

      “The agents working the Wharfs can be bought. You should know that.”

      “Yeah. My file on Garrett didn’t mention that he was slumming it near the Docks. I assume that’s where he picked up the prostitute?”

      “You mean the assassin? No. That happened after a meeting with Liao’s Deputy. It would be hard to conduct all of our business from here.”

      “You told me you and Garrett are old friends.”

      “That’s right.”

      “Where did you meet?”

      “We met once when we were children, though we didn’t realize it at the time. And then again in the Marines.”

      “You were a Marine?”

      “That’s what I said.”

      “Did you ever train at the Dome?”

      Vanessa smiled but didn’t answer. She pointed toward the east side of the Wharfs. “There’s a roto landing zone down there. Hopefully it isn’t full.”

      “What did Garrett want from Liao?” Cassidy asked again.

      Vanessa looked at him. “You’re persistent, Hall. I’ll give you that. But you’re going to be face-to-face with Mason in less than ten minutes. I think he should answer your questions.”

      “Fair enough,” Cassidy replied. “Tell me more about yourself then. Where’d you meet up with Garrett in the Corps?”

      “The Dome,” she answered. “But I’m not telling you what happened there. That’s for Mason to describe.”

      “But something did happen.”

      “Yes. For both of us.”

      “Did you erase it from the Dome database?”

      “Who’s your hacker, Hall? Because whoever they are, they’re very, very good.”

      “I’ve been in the bureau for a long time. A lot of people owe me favors.”

      “Like Jazlin Martin.”

      “For example.”

      “I respect your resourcefulness.”

      “I respect yours. Nothing in my mission report mentioned Garrett had an accomplice. You’ve managed to stay completely invisible.”

      “It isn’t easy. There’s the landing zone up ahead.”

      “I see it.”

      The rooftop in question had seen better days. Trash was scattered across the cracked stone, most of it blown into the corners. Ten faded rings dotted the surface, eight of them occupied by an assortment of beaters and hand-me-down rotos. One of them was so old he didn’t think it had an onboard AI. He guided their roto down into the open space, landing smoothly.

      The hundreds of large spinners on the barges above were audible as the doors of the roto slid open. Cassidy and Vanessa climbed out, and she immediately took out her phone, tapping on it. The roto’s doors closed a moment later and the craft lifted off a few seconds after that, flying back the way they had come.

      “Hopefully the owner will never miss it,” she said.

      “Except it probably smells like gunpowder and sweat right about now,” Cassidy replied.

      Vanessa shrugged. They made their way to the stairs, which weren’t secured. Entering the stairwell, Cassidy was greeted by the smell of urine and vomit. Used drug paraphernalia sat scattered around the corners along with empty liquor bottles. There was no sign of any of the users.

      They took the steps down to the top floor and crossed to the elevator. Cassidy wasn’t surprised that it was out of order. Returning to the stairs, they made their way down fifty-two floors to a tiny lobby. A guard was stationed at the front desk, leaning back in his chair sound asleep. Outside, a reduced number of pedestrians moved about the Wharfs, and a couple of rusted and dented delivery robots rolled past. Cassidy didn’t see any scooters or cars, and the rotos overhead were few and far between.

      He had to admit the Wharfs were a good place to hunker down.

      They exited the building, heading east toward the Docks. Still pumped up by the enhanced stimulant, Cassidy kept a high level of alertness while they walked along the dimly lit streets, ready if need be, to fight every person they passed. He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt so alive. It was a dangerous reaction considering what Dorne had told him about his real body.

      And now Vanessa claimed Dorne was truly dead.

      “I saw you grab your wrist back there,” Vanessa said. “And then you seemed to get a second wind.” She pointed to his hand. “Stims?”

      Cassidy had wanted the chemicals to help him fight Garrett if it came to that. Now he was on his way to meet Garrett and the element of surprise was spent. There was nothing he could do about it. If he hadn’t used it to fight the Dragons, they might not have made it this far.

      “Yeah,” he admitted. “Extra strength.”

      “From Martin?”

      “Yes. I was going to use them against Garrett if things went sour.”

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, Detective Hall, but even hyped up, he can still kick your ass.” She paused, noticing the other ring. “Unless you have an upper and a downer?”

      “You want me to admit to all of my secrets?”

      She shrugged. “It wouldn’t work on him anyway.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’d have to lay a hand on him first.”

      “I know I’m old, but I’m not as pathetic as I look.”

      “I don’t think you look pathetic. I think you’re rather handsome.”

      Cassidy raised an eyebrow. “You do?”

      She smiled back at him. “Not the reaction I expected from someone who just lost his ex-wife and son.”

      Cassidy fought to keep his cool. Damn it, he had tripped up again. He needed to be more careful. “Ex-wife,” Cassidy said. “I’m trying not to think about Nicholas. Not while I’m caught up in whatever this is.”

      “Fair enough,” Vanessa said, though her tone suggested to Cassidy that she didn’t believe him.

      “How far is Garrett from here?” Cassidy asked.

      “He’s holed up in one of the warehouses,” Vanessa said.

      “Those places have tight security.”

      “Automated security. We bypassed it.”

      “Because you’re a grade A hacker in your own right.”

      “I know enough to get by.”

      “Not exactly how I would put writing my own operating system, commandeering a roto and breaking into a warehouse on the Docks without getting caught. I don’t think the Miners could do all that.”

      “I think they could, but they’re more focused on information gathering than practical hacks.”

      They reached a ten-foot gate erected around the perimeter of the Docks. Topped with razor-wire and lined with cameras, the barrier was difficult enough to prevent any of the residents of the Wharfs from trying to get in.

      “Do you have a trick to get us through?” Cassidy asked.

      Vanessa smiled, taking out her phone and tapping on it. Cassidy watched as the infrared sensors on the cameras all went dark and a gate fifty feet away began to slide open.

      “It’ll only stay down for sixty seconds,” Vanessa said, breaking into a jog toward the gate. Cassidy joined her and they slipped through with a handful of seconds to spare.

      “You wouldn’t be able to do that if they had people watching the entrances,” Cassidy said.

      “But they don’t. Their overreliance on technology is to our benefit. This way.”

      She led him northeast, toward one of the monolithic warehouses. The company name projected from the face was DIKON.

      “Did you choose this specific warehouse for a reason?” Cassidy asked.

      “It’s the closest one to the gate,” Vanessa replied.

      “I should have guessed.”

      Since the goods stored in the warehouse were distributed primarily by roto, the base of the structure didn’t possess loading bay doors or any other large vehicle docking or parking. Instead, a single steel access door waited around the side of the tower, secured by a panel with three factors of authentication. Beyond the fingerprint and twelve character pin code, the panel also transmitted a code to an approved device.

      Watching Vanessa access the security, it was obvious she had hacked the panel some time earlier and added herself to the allowed users. The panel accepted her fingerprint and sent the auth code to her device. She typed it in to unlock the door, the thick bolts giving way with a soft thud. Vanessa put her shoulder to the door, pushing hard to move the nearly ten inch thick steel aside. They entered the warehouse and Cassidy moved in front of her to push the door closed.

      “Thank you,” Vanessa said. The door locked as soon as it had sealed again, leaving them securely inside.

      There were no lights in the warehouse. The machines that moved the palettes of goods from storage to the rotos for distribution or to the barges for transport didn’t need light. The only illumination came from Vanessa’s ClearPhone, at least until she tapped on it a few times and the maintenance lighting activated. It revealed a twenty-foot tall room filled with containers marked only by serial numbers, their contents unknown outside of the computer systems that managed the manifests and inventory. Large robots intended to pick the containers up and move them onto a vertical conveyor system rested lifelessly in the narrow aisles between the stacks, waiting for a central command to spring into action. In the corner, a small elevator enabled maintenance techs to get to the other floors in the building.

      “This way,” Vanessa said, leading Cassidy down one of the ailes. They had to squeeze around one of the picker robots to continue. The strange machine didn’t react to their presence at all.

      They turned right at one of the intersections, then left at the next. Vanessa came to a stop at one of the containers. Turning to it, she approached the panel affixed to the right side and typed in a code.

      The front of the container folded out from the center, the doors retracting into the interior of the container. Cassidy barely noticed them move aside. His eyes locked onto Mason Garrett, sitting in an old lounge chair in the back corner of the container, watching a holovid on a projector resting on the floor in front of him.

      Garrett looked up, ignoring the holovid when he saw Cassidy. He stood up, bigger in person than Cassidy had thought from the images Nevis had shown him.

      “Detective Hall,” Garrett said, walking toward him. “I’m glad you could make it.”

      Cassidy stared at Garrett, a sudden anger rising in his chest. His hands clenched, his mind becoming clouded. A siphon? His eyes shifted to the holo projector. Or was it a computer? A Unity Mobile Interface. No, it was a projector. He saw it clearly now.

      “Hall?” Garrett said, still coming toward him. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Cassidy said. His voice sounded like molasses coming out of his mouth. He had never felt like this before. What the hell was going on?

      “Hall?” Garrett repeated.

      “Mason, watch his hands,” Cassidy heard Vanessa say. “The rings.”

      “Understood,” Garrett replied.

      Cassidy couldn’t think straight. It felt like the more his head didn’t want to fight, the more his instinct did. Why did Hall want to kill Garrett so badly? Why was he having so much trouble controlling the siphon? Before he knew what he was doing, he lunged at Garrett, trying to get the tranq ring against his wrist.

      He moved fast. Garrett was faster. He stepped aside, smacking Cassidy’s hand away. The block didn’t stop the attack. Cassidy rounded on him, pressing forward, throwing a series of jabs and punches that Garrett stopped with ease before putting a hand on his chest and shoving him back.

      “Hall, I thought we were going to talk,” Garrett said.

      “You’re coming with me,” Cassidy replied.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Cassidy pulled his needlegun, in his anger forgetting it was dry. It didn’t matter, anyway. Garrett grabbed his wrist, turned him and shoved him back into the wall of the container. He smashed Cassidy’s arm over and over against it until he dropped the gun.

      “Jessie, is it him?” Garrett asked.

      Jessie? Cassidy’s head whipped toward Vanessa. It couldn’t be.

      “Cassidy,” Jessica said. “It’s you in there, isn’t it?”

      “Jessica? How? What?”

      “It’s them,” Jessica said to Garrett. Her eyes shifted back to Cassidy. “Cassidy, this next part isn’t going to be pleasant for you at all. But it’s going to be okay.”

      Cassidy didn’t know what she meant. Then something warm and wet pressed against the base of his neck and the only thing he knew after that was pain.
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      “Bring him,” Cassidy heard Jessica say.

      The pain was so intense it blinded him, leaving nothing but waves of color and light. Every nerve ending felt like it was on fire. Every muscle clenched tight. He had no idea what they had done to him. No idea what they were planning to do. She had asked him to trust her. How could he? He barely knew her. He wasn’t even sure who she was.

      He felt his body leave the ground, lifted easily by Garrett, who had turned out to be more formidable than he had ever guessed. An impossible mission from the start, rendered even more so because Vanessa had judged correctly. He hadn’t been quick enough to get a hand on the former Marine. Maybe if he were in a younger, stronger body, not imprinted to Hall.

      “Where?” he managed to spit out softly in spite of the pain. He was on fire, burning from the inside out. His mind was already reaching its breaking point, threatening to shut down completely and leave him drifting. He didn’t know what happened to an imprint if the repo had a breakdown. He didn’t want to find out.

      He heard another container door opening, and then Garrett dropped him onto a hard, flat surface. When Garrett put his hand on Cassidy’s chest to push him down, the touch felt like an anvil on his chest, and he struggled to breathe beneath it.

      “Strap him in,” Jessica said. “It’s going to be harder without Marcos. Where’s Leiana?”

      “I’m here,” a new female voice said. “Is that really him?”

      “He slipped his cover a couple of times,” Vanessa said. “He fought the Dragons like the devil, and he recognized my name. I’m as sure as I can be.”

      “Jessica?” Cassidy managed to hiss out.

      “I know it hurts, Cass,” Jessica said. “It’ll feel better soon. Lei, help Mason strap him in.”

      Cassidy felt the straps go around his ankles, knees, hips and upper torso, pinning him tightly to the flat surface. He still couldn’t see anything, his vision obscured by the colors flashing in front of his eyes.

      “I’m starting the sequence,” Jessica said. “Leiana, Mason, you can’t let him move.”

      “We’ve got him,” Garrett said.

      Cassidy wanted so much to see what was happening. Sequence? He heard someone tapping on a keyboard. The sound was followed by a familiar hum behind his head. But that couldn’t be possible.

      “Move him back,” Jessica ordered.

      Squeaky wheels suggested he was on a rolling table as it shifted six inches back. Cassidy didn’t need his sight anymore to guess what might be happening. He recognized the color-shifting patterns behind his eyes now.

      They were the same patterns he had seen forty-nine times before, designed to calm him during extraction.

      But this wasn’t the Underworld. It was a shipping container in a warehouse at the Docks. These people weren’t UDF; they were criminals. It didn’t matter if the Jessica giving the orders was the same Jessica he had shadowed twenty years earlier. That didn’t automatically make her trustworthy.

      He struggled against the bindings, even though he knew there was no chance to get free. His body was too weak, his muscles too sore, his mind too clouded. They were going to try to extract him? Without Hades, there was no way it was going to work. They were going to kill him.

      “Jessica, stop,” he whispered, barely able to speak.

      “I can’t, Cass,” she replied. “This is too important. Try to relax. It’ll make the process go smoother and reduce the risk of corruption.”

      He couldn’t argue with that. Since there was no chance of getting free, no chance of stopping it, the next best thing he could do was try not to die during the extraction. That was a tall order when his whole body felt like it was being crumpled like a piece of paper. “Hurts.”

      “Relief is coming in three. Two. One.”

      The wet heat on the back of his neck was replaced with ice, and within an instant the pain faded as if it had never existed. Cassidy relaxed into it, the colors in front of his eyes fading until he was back in the Underworld with Mensah standing over him. Only the scrubber tech didn’t move. Nothing did.

      “It is you,” Jessica said. She was inside his memory, standing at his feet and beaming. “Hall did it.”

      “Did what?” Cassidy asked. “Jessica, this can’t be happening.”

      “I know this is strange, Cass,” she said. “I know it probably seems impossible to you. I’ll explain everything. I promise.”

      “You were just a little girl,” Cassidy said.

      “A little girl who grew up,” she replied. “Who’s spent her entire adult life searching for the truth.”

      “What truth?”

      “Our experience in the Hell Motel. A piece of a terrifying puzzle.”

      “How do you know about that? You should have been scrubbed.”

      “I was. It’s a long story.”

      “We have all the time in the world here.”

      “It’s too risky. I’ll tell you more when we’re finished.”

      “Too risky for what?” Cassidy said. “What are you going to do with me?”

      “Stay calm, Cass. Neither one of us wants you to corrupt. We need you.”

      “For what?”

      “To save the world.”

      Cassidy stared at her. Was she crazy? Before he could ask what she meant, the memories began to fast-forward, replaying everything he had experienced from the moment he had woken  up in Hall’s repo. Her ability to see everything left him feeling angry and violated. It was one thing for his handlers, fellow members of the UDF, to watch Hall’s ex-wife and child die, to see his contact at the Mines, to know Brie was still in his hotel room at the Agora, or to hear his conversation with Dorne at the end of another successful mission. It was something else entirely for a group of hackers to seize him to do the same.

      He had to fight against the anger. He had to relax. He couldn’t stop the process. Jessica wasn’t trying to kill him, she was trying to extract him. He didn’t know what that meant for him right now, but he knew he needed to survive.

      He also knew she wasn’t scrubbing anything. Not a single memory was being marked for deletion. Not a single experience would fail to transfer with him. But she didn’t have his master. How could she? There was no delta to copy back. Was she going to make a full duplicate? He couldn’t think of anything more illegal or immoral.

      “I’ll see you when I see you, Cassidy,” Jessica said as they reached the moment he had been moved between the two electrodes.

      Cassidy died for the forty-ninth time.
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      20 YEARS EARLIER...

      Salem Dorne stood over Lead Scrubber Guarav Singh as his blood pooled on the floor beneath him, hands clutching at his stomach. She had caught the technician fully unaware, ending his life with the calculating coldness that being captain of the Shadow Initiative demanded. That Unity demanded.

      She could feel Singh’s eyes on her as she stepped away from him, moving to where the repo lay still on the table, positioned between the electrodes and ready to have her memories of Cassidy’s mission wiped.

      The orders were clear. No loose ends, and knowledge of the anomaly was a loose end. She hadn’t wanted to kill Singh, but he was too damn worried about what Cassidy had seen and experienced. She didn’t blame him for that either. He cared about what happened to the Shades assigned to him, and Cassidy especially. As the longest tenured Shade, he was the most valuable of them all.

      Dorne didn’t know why the anomaly was so important. It seemed like a simple glitch to her, something the Shades experienced often enough they didn’t even report it one hundred percent of the time. But as soon as she had entered the mission report into Hades, the system had reacted with strict finality. It was an unexpected reaction from Unity. One she had never experienced before, even after years as the head of the city’s Underworld. One she wasn’t about to question.

      At least, she didn’t plan to question it. Not even after she had put two rounds into Singh’s gut and watched him drop, fully accepting that his life was less important than the cause. They saved countless lives every day by inserting Shades into situations nobody else could infiltrate, putting an end to child trafficking rings, drug smugglers, weapons dealers, illegal manufacture of firearms, illicit hit squads and other bad actors that would otherwise operate within the confines of the seawalls.  What was the life of one scrubber compared to that?

      She stood in front of the repo, gun pointed at the girl’s unconscious body. She had always considered the people they picked up off the streets as tools to be used. Shells for occupation. Repositories, like their nickname suggested. They weren’t human beings with thoughts, feelings, hopes and dreams. They were either criminals themselves or the discarded and forgotten of society.

      So why was she so hesitant to pull the trigger?

      The girl had blonde hair, a supple figure and a cherubic face that reminded Dorne of herself. Her original self. She looked so peaceful lying there. And…she was just a child. It was one thing to put her back out on the street or drop her off at an orphanage or a home for runaways. It was another to put a bullet in her unsuspecting chest and murder her in cold blood.

      Her orders were clear. No loose ends.

      Dorne looked down at the cylinder in her gloved left hand. Cassidy’s master imprint, a petri dish of DNA encoded with everything that made the Shade who he was, including his own thoughts, feelings, hopes and dreams. It was incredible to think about the technology that allowed that same data to be written into another body, imprinted onto their primal brain like a stamp that allowed one consciousness to seize full control of another. It still amazed her how easily they could create, update or delete memories. How easily they could play God.

      Her attention turned back to the repo. She watched the girl’s chest slowly rise and fall, her breathing easy and undisturbed. Her eyes shifted downward to the bandages wrapped around her feet. She didn’t know exactly where Jessica had come from, only that an agent had grabbed her off the street, drugged her and brought her in. The girl would wake up as soon as she was shot. She would see her murderer, and her imminent death would combine with memories she was too young to process, things she had done that she couldn’t understand. Dorne couldn’t imagine a more frightening or painful death.

      She lowered her gun. She also couldn’t imagine being the cause of it. She was the head of the city’s branch of the Initiative, but she wasn’t an executioner. Not of an innocent child, whose life had already been filled with hardship. Not of a girl who reminded her so much of herself at that age.

      Her orders were clear. No loose ends.

      Jessica knew what had happened, but she was already set up to be scrubbed. The memories, and the anomalies, could be deleted. She could change the girl’s entire life. Her orders were clear, and Dorne could follow them without resorting to murder.

      She looked back at Singh, regretting only that she had killed him before he could finish the scrub. She hadn’t realized there was still some warmth left in her heart. It was a weakness Unity would never understand or share. A weakness she wanted to overcome.

      But couldn’t.

      “Today is your lucky day, Jessica,” Dorne said. “I’ll come back.”

      She pocketed her gun and left the room, traversing the empty corridors from the transfer station to the elevator that led down into the Freezer. Her heart pounded as she walked, her chest tight with nervous energy.

      Or was it excitement?

      Whatever it was, she hadn’t felt this way in a long time. She just couldn’t decide if the sensation was positive or negative.

      She boarded the elevator, holding Cassidy’s master tight in her gloved hand as the cab dropped nearly five hundred feet. It opened into a small room surrounded by thick glass, through which the interior of the Freezer could be seen.

      Keeping with the tight security and separation of concerns that guided Underworld protocol, only the Captain of the Underworld and the Lead Technician had security clearance to the Freezer. Only a very privileged few knew the reason the clearance was kept so limited. It wasn’t because there was anything overtly mysterious about the area. It didn’t take a genius to guess that the Freezer was cold, or that it was used to store the masters. Rather, there were two important observations anyone could make as soon as they stepped out of the elevator and into the room.

      For one, there were a lot more canisters like the one Dorne held in her hand than anyone would guess. Thousands upon thousands of them hung from individual rods mounted to rows of metal bars that stretched dozens of feet into the distance, surrounding the room. Each one was another Shade who had successfully completed the training program and had been accepted into the Initiative. Each one, another soul imprinted to strands of DNA, waiting for their opportunity to return to life.

      The majority had signed ten mission contracts and completed nine. Others had scored poorly after Hades reviewed their mission reports and were marked for full hibernation, regardless of how many jobs they had finished. Only about a hundred or so were considered in active status, though Dorne did have the leeway to choose from quite a few more when assigning Shades to missions. But there was little point. If you had a plate of the best, why would you choose from the trash bin instead?

      The other thing anyone was sure to notice wasn’t what they saw in the Freezer. It was what they didn’t see. The same deep freeze that kept the masters intact was also supposed to provide security and longevity to the original bodies of the men and women who joined the Initiative, to be thawed and re-implanted with the master at the culmination of the Shade’s contract.

      Except both Hades and the Captain of the Underworld were compelled to ensure that a Shade never, ever completed a contract. As a result, the original bodies were an unnecessary waste of space. Their owners would never get to occupy them again.

      A small touchpad rested on a pedestal attached to the front wall of the room, a collection tube just beneath it. Dorne approached the pedestal, the system AI activating when she neared.

      “Captain Dorne. Deposit or withdrawal?”

      “Deposit,” Dorne said. “Shade Cassidy.”

      The lid over the tube slid aside. “Deposit accepted. Contract status?”

      Dorne stuck the canister into the tube. The lid closed over it. A pneumatic system pulled it through an airlock to the other side, where a wire-mounted robotic arm collected it and placed it on the rod hanging front and center in the Freezer.

      “Unchanged,” Dorne said, dismayed. She had tried to get Cassidy to commit to a longer term contract. Without that commitment they would only be able to use him one more time. It might be years before she chose him again. He was too valuable to waste on second-rate cases.

      “Deposit confirmed,” the AI said.

      Dorne stared at Cassidy’s canister for a long breath before returning to the elevator. Once she returned to U9, she made her way back to the transfer station.

      She stopped at Jessica’s feet again, staring at the girl as her heart raced. She remained that way for nearly two full minutes before stepping behind the large display to the left of the transfer unit and opening the scrubbing interface.

      As Captain, she had been trained to use the machine, though it had been years since she had done the job herself. She initiated the process, reversing to the moment they had taken Jessica off the street and brought her to the Underworld. Unlike during the review of the Shade’s version of the memories, there would be no avatar insertion or bi-directional interaction. She had free reign to make whatever cuts and edits were needed to put Jessica’s life back together.

      Dorne moved the memory forward, marking everything for deletion. She slowed the scrub at the point where Cassidy entered the restaurant and spotted the UMI on the table. She froze the frame there, advancing in milliseconds, watching as the device appeared and disappeared as if by magic. Fractals had artifacts around them. Distorted pixels in the digital frame. Larger fragments contained ghosting. This was neither.

      Still, there was something about the glitch that made her uncomfortable. Unity’s reaction hadn’t helped. It wanted this evidence destroyed. No loose ends. It wasn’t her place to question. She had never questioned before.

      Dorne looked toward the door to the room, even though she knew she would never be interrupted. There were no other eyes or ears in here. She could do whatever she wanted and nobody would be the wiser.

      Her eyes drifted back to Singh. She had killed him because he had seen the same thing she had on the display now. She was never supposed to see it either. Was this why? Did Unity know how she would react? Could any human review the memory and not become curious or concerned?

      She knew how the program worked. Unity would have her imprinted to a new repo after this, just to be on the safe side. The scrubber would see what she had done and take away this memory. And then they would die, just like Singh. It was the only way to close the loop.

      Because she couldn’t kill Jessica. Because she had looked. Because Pandora’s Box was now open.

      She turned her attention back to the display. She couldn’t leave Jessica with the memory. It would be kinder to put a bullet in her now than to have Unity send agents after her. But memories were tricky things. Sometimes they hid in places where even their technology couldn’t find them. Even after deletion, sometimes all it took was the right trigger, the right experience, the right motivation to restore them.

      A single frame could turn into a spark, which could turn into a bonfire. And only the most attentive scrubber would ever notice.

      She didn’t know if it would ever amount to anything to preserve this tiny shred of evidence. But there was something here Unity didn’t want them to see. As an agent of the system, there was nothing she could do about it.

      But maybe one day, Jessica could.

      She settled in front of the display, her decision made.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      Intense pain again coursed through Cassidy’s body, every nerve ending burning and tingling as though it were on fire. Eyes closed, a million thoughts raced through his mind, an entire lifetime and then some streaming past in less than a second. The sudden awareness sent a shockwave of fear and panic through him, adding to the physical pain until he realized what was happening.

      Imprinted. For the fiftieth time.

      But something was different.

      The physical pain eased a moment later, fading away almost as quickly as it had come. Only the mental anguish remained, as his imprint fought to sync with his new repo. There was no evidence of an integration test. No checks and balances to ensure the transfer had been clean.

      Something else.

      He remembered everything, from the moment his eyes opened and the new technician, Mensah, had been hovering over him to the moment the shipping container opened and he had laid eyes on Garrett.

      What had happened to him? He had gone to talk to Garrett, but as soon as he had seen the man, he lost control. It was as if his body were operating under an entirely different set of instructions. It was as though his mind had ceased being his own. He had attacked Garrett.

      And lost.

      Badly.

      Hall was too old and slow to win that fight. He had known as much from the moment Nevis showed him Garrett’s image and record. Without the element of surprise, he had never stood a chance.

      “Cassidy, can you hear me?” Vanessa asked. Only it wasn’t Vanessa, was it?

      He opened his eyes. She was standing over him, along with Garrett and another woman. Leiana. That’s what Jessica had called her.

      “Jessica,” Cassidy said, staring up at her face. There was no way he would ever recognize her visually. As a Shade, he went out of his way to never see his repo. He had only ever seen her in accidental glimpses through reflective surfaces. “What did you do to me?”

      “Can you sit up?” she asked, holding out a hand. “How do you feel?”

      He realized he wasn’t strapped down anymore. He reached up, taking her hand in his and letting her pull him into an upright position. “I feel good,” he said, realizing he wasn’t dizzy. The sync had already completed. “I didn’t know it was possible to imprint to the same repo twice.”

      “Our equipment is rudimentary at best. It’s the only way we can do it right now. But we cleaned you up and restarted the clock.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Cassidy,” Garrett said, pulling a gray slab from behind his back. “What does this look like to you?”

      Cassidy’s eyes locked on the object, his heart beginning to pound. “That’s a UMI. Where did you get it?”

      “I stole it from the Dome,” Garrett replied.

      “The important part is that you can see it,” Jessica said. “An hour ago, it would have been something else. A holo projector. Or maybe even a blank space. It depends on how the archon decides to alter your perception.”

      “Archon?” Cassidy asked.

      “It’s part of your imprint,” Jessica said. “A sub-process that filters everything you experience.”

      “Sub-process? The imprint is me. A copy from my source.”

      “The imprint is you-plus,” Jessica corrected.

      “Do you really think Unity would send an agent out into the world without the ability to keep you in check?” Garrett asked. “Especially when it already controls everything else.”

      Cassidy considered it for a moment. “The archon forced me to attack you.”

      Garrett smiled and nodded. “Yes. Exactly. You’re a dangerous man, Cassidy. You need to be on a leash, even if it’s a long one.”

      “I don’t feel very dangerous right now,” Cassidy replied.

      “I was ready for you. We expected what happened when you saw me, since you didn’t have a personal intention to take me in. At least, not at that point.”

      “What else can the archon do?” Cassidy asked.

      “Whatever it needs to do to keep you from going out of mission parameters,” Jessica said. “Or to keep you from seeing things it doesn’t want you to see.”

      “Like the UMI?”

      “Among other things. I hate to be the one to tell you this, Cass, but the world as you’ve known it since you joined the Initiative is a lie. You control the repo, but the archon controls you.”

      Cassidy didn’t say anything. He didn’t know how to process something so fundamental to his existence in a handful of seconds. “Why would the Initiative do that? Why would Unity do that?”

      “Because there’s a war going on,” Garrett said. “A war Unity doesn’t want you to know exists, because if you did you might want to join the other side.”

      “I’m trying to understand. This is…”

      “I know it’s hard, Cass,” Jessica said. “We’re secure here. You don’t need to figure it all out in a few minutes. And I’m here for you.”

      “Me too,” Garrett said.

      Cassidy sat in silence for another minute. “Okay, so I can see the UMI now. What did you do to me?”

      “We extracted you,” Jessica said. “And re-imprinted you without the archon.”

      “We set you free,” Garrett said.

      “How?” Cassidy asked. He had a million questions, but rapid-firing them wouldn’t help him get a grip on things.  There was only one place to start. “Let’s pick this up at the beginning.” He looked at Jessica.  “Our beginning. You know what happened at the Hell Motel. How can that be?”

      “There’s something else you need to know before I answer that,” Jessica said. “Another question you need to ask first.”

      “What question?”

      “Who is Mason Garrett.”

      Cassidy looked at Garrett. “I saw your file.”

      “You didn’t see everything,” Garrett said. “Only the parts they thought you needed.”

      “You mean the data missing from the Dome?”

      “No,” Jessica said. “I did that. But I wasn’t hiding it from you.”

      “The bureau?” Cassidy guessed.

      “Yes. We’ll get to that.”

      Cassidy was still looking at Garrett. “Hall didn’t know either of you. Or if he did, you aren’t triggering anything for me, with or without an archon.”

      “We never met Hall in person,” Garrett said.

      “Then how did he get involved?”

      “Leonidas,” Jessica said. “Or rather, our efforts to create a second, secret network that piggybacks on Unity’s airwaves.”

      “Your movements around the planet,” Cassidy said, drawing the answer from Hall. “They weren’t random.”

      “The order is important,” Jessica said. “Because of how the signals travel and the requirements and limitations of the technology.”

      “But it wasn’t your idea, was it?” Cassidy asked Garrett. “You’re Unity’s target, but you aren’t the mastermind.” He looked at Jessica again. “He’s drawing the attention for you while you work in the shadows.”

      “Not all that different from how you do things,” Jessica said. “Hall was handling Mason’s case from the beginning, before it ever got kicked down to the Initiative. The UDF put him in charge of locating Mason. He was the one who figured out the sightings lined up with encrypted bursts emitted through the UnityComm towers. It was pretty impressive work.”

      Cassidy felt some of Hall’s pride siphon through. He couldn’t hold back his smile. “When he registered his findings, the Special Investigations sent him to Dorne?”

      “Not right away,” Garrett said. “They planned to grab me before I could make any contacts here. They sent a hundred agents to meet the cargo barge Weeping Willow when it arrived at the Docks. Except I wasn’t on it.”

      “You were tipped off?”

      “Yes.”

      “By who?”

      Mason smiled and pointed at Cassidy.

      “How did you get Hall on your side?”

      “After he submitted his report to SI, I reached out to him,” Jessica said. “This was about eight months ago. And months before Mason ever made his way to the city. You can imagine, he was very surprised to hear from me.”

      “I thought you never saw him in person?”

      “I didn’t. I broke into his apartment and left him an encrypted ClearPhone. He didn’t believe I was who I said I was at first, until I mentioned you and the Hell Motel.”

      “Which I still don’t know how you remember,” Cassidy said.

      Jessica smiled. “You wanted to start there, but we’re jumping around a bit, aren’t we? Should we get back on track?”

      “No, keep talking.”

      “I convinced Hall that we were on the right side of history, and we hatched a plot to get you out of the Freezer and back into play. The problem was that he didn’t have the clearance to make sure you were chosen for the job.”

      “So he went to Dorne. But why would Dorne decide to be part of this?”

      “Because Dorne created me,” Jessica said. “In a way, he’s responsible for all of this.”

      “Not all of it,” Garrett said. “The war’s been going on for longer than any of us have been alive.”

      “But Dorne saw something Unity didn’t want anyone to see. The same thing Cass and I saw.”

      “I don’t remember it,” Cassidy said.

      “A glitch in your archon,” Jessica replied. “Proof that even the Shades are being manipulated and lied to. Proof that we’re all slaves to Unity. I didn’t start the rebellion, Cass. But with your help, I think we can finish it.”

      “I don’t think I’m ready to get that far ahead in this yet,” Cassidy said. “Anyway, Dorne didn’t pull me out of the Freezer. Nevis did.”

      “That’s the thing about systems, Cass,” Jessica said. “Once you figure out how they’re set up, you can start to predict how they’ll act in the future. Dorne hand selected the Shade that would be assigned to capture Mason and then tipped us off to their identity. He had to break from the Initiative to do it, but the end result—”

      “It looked like the liaison completely blew the mission,” Cassidy said, catching on to the scheme.  “And Dorne went missing. And Garrett was an increasing threat. So Nevis turned to me and Hall, hoping I could lead her to both. Then when she scrubbed Hall, she saw that he was in on your plan. Only it was too late by then because he was prepped and ready for imprint and I was already thawed. And since I didn’t know anything about all of this, she figured she could use Hall to her advantage.”

      “Which she ultimately did,” Jessica said.

      “She did? How?”

      “She learned about the existence of Leonidas. She used it to track down Dorne when he contacted you and she took him out of the equation. We knew it was a risk, but we’ve reached the point where we have to take risks if anything is going to change.”

      “But you weren’t sure about me,” Cassidy said.

      “No. We thought Nevis might guess what we were up to and switch Shades. We had to be sure it was you. Dorne was supposed to do that, but Nevis took him out before he could report back.” Jessica smiled. “I wasn’t expecting you to send a criminal go-between to set up a meet between you and Mason. An unorthodox maneuver, and highly efficient.”

      “After what Dorne told me, I figured I needed to speed up the timeline,” Cassidy said. “Between that and what happened to Hall’s family, it put enough doubt about the truth in my mind that I wanted to hear what you had to say.”

      “Ever since I remembered what happened, you’ve been like an invisible guardian angel to me, protecting me whenever things got rough. I thought I would know you in an instant.” She smiled. “But reality doesn’t work like teenage daydreams. You wear Hall well, Cass. I wasn’t sure until the Dragons showed up. I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      “Which brings us almost full circle,” Cassidy said. “How do you remember me?” He looked at Garrett. “Who is Mason Garrett? Why am I so important to your cause? And what exactly is your cause?”

      Jessica opened her mouth to respond. Before any words could spill out, all of the maintenance lights in the warehouse suddenly went dark.

      “Shit,” she hissed, her ClearPhone providing just enough light to dimly illuminate the inside of the container. “I don’t know how, but they found us.”
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      “We have to go,” Jessica said, moving to the end of the shipping container as a loud clang sounded from high above. “Leiana, Mason, grab our gear. Hurry”

      “Jessica, wait.” Cassidy slid off the table as Leiana and Mason ran from the container, leaving Cassidy and Jessica alone.

      “Cass, we don’t have time to waste. The UDF is here.”

      “They’re here for you, not me.”

      Jessica looked at him as though she couldn’t believe he was hesitating to join them. Regardless of the fact that he had shadowed Jessica twenty years earlier, he didn’t really know anything about her. The story she had presented was both outrageous and complex, not something easily digested or accepted within a few minutes.

      “Cass, please,” she pleaded, her eyes sinking into his. “We have to get out of here. We can finish our conversation when we get somewhere safe.”

      “You said this place was safe,” Cassidy replied.

      “I know. I don’t know how they found us. It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me. Jessica, you’re asking me to turn against the only thing I’ve ever known and you haven’t even told me why.”

      “I did tell you why. We’re fighting a war, Cassidy.”

      “And only I can stop it, is that it?”

      “Not alone you can’t, but we do need you.”

      Leiana and Mason returned, Mason coming to stand in front of Cassidy. “Here’s your raincoat and holster. “The NG is reloaded,” he said. “You’re full up.”

      Cassidy took the offered items, holding them in his hands as Mason passed Jessica her coat and an assault rifle. “I don’t know about this. They’re just UDF agents doing their job. And you expect me to shoot them.”

      “Cass, what do you think is going to happen if they know you had a chance to stop us and you just let us walk away? How is that going to go for you?”

      “I’d rather spend the rest of my existence in the Freezer than be a traitor. That’s what you’re asking me to do, Jessica. Betray the oath I took to the UDF. And I don’t even know why. I get it, Unity made me see things. It kept me under control. But maybe that isn’t a bad thing. Maybe it had its reasons to manipulate me. How can I make that decision based on what little you’ve had time to share?”

      “You should be dead right now, Cassidy,” Garrett growled angrily. “I could have killed you.”

      More noises echoed from above. Then the large loading elevator began to move, rumbling along its tracks. Closer to them, the heavy maintenance access door moved aside. Jessica tapped on her ClearPhone.

      “I understand what you’re saying, Cass,” she argued. “I wish we had more time. The only argument I can make is that Dorne believed in what we were doing, enough that he gave his life for it. So did Hall. Enough that he sacrificed his son to move you closer to us. I know you don’t know me as well as I think I know you. But you did know them. Don’t trust me. Trust them. At least until you hear the rest of what I have to say.”

      Cassidy glared at her. He didn’t have much time to make up his mind. He could hear the footsteps on the floor of the warehouse, coming their way. The upper level was already blocked off and he was sure there were more UDF soldiers outside.

      His thoughts left the moment, an image of Nicholas on the rooftop of the apartment unit flashing through his mind, his body bloody and lifeless, his mother lying dead beside him. On top of the image, he heard Dorne telling him it was all a lie. That his original body had been destroyed the moment his master had been recorded. He knew Dorne well enough to know he hadn’t lied to him. The UDF had betrayed him fifty years ago. Maybe Jessica was right. Maybe he didn’t owe them a damn thing.

      “How did they find us, Jess?” he asked. “Your device is supposed to be secure. I don’t have mine. How could they know we were here?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “We can figure that out later.”

      “No, we can’t,” Cassidy replied. “If we don’t figure it out now, however we were discovered, that same leak goes with us.”

      “Cass, I don’t know,” Jessica insisted. “Are you coming?”

      Cassidy’s eyes danced from her to Garrett to Leina. “On one condition.”

      “What’s that?”

      He pulled his needlegun from its holster and shot Leiana in the head. She toppled to the ground, her pack falling beside her.

      “That you won’t hold that against me,” he said, nodding at Leiana’s body.

      “You bastard!” Garrett shouted, eyes narrowing, fists clenching as he made to charge Cassidy.

      Cassidy turned the needlegun on him, but Jessica stepped between them, knocking the needlegun aside as she blocked Mason’s path. “He has a point, Mason.”

      “A point? He just murdered Leiana!”

      “Who turned us in if Leiana didn’t. I didn’t call it in and I know you didn’t.”

      Mason’s anger drained away on a long breath of air. He reached up and rubbed his fingertips over his forehead before he looked up again at Jessica. “She’s been with us since the Dome, Jess. She wouldn’t turn us in. Not now.”

      “How do you know?” Cassidy asked. “Has she been here in the container with you the entire time?” He already knew she hadn’t been. He remembered her returning from somewhere while Garrett was taking him to the container. Garrett knew it too. He stared back at Cassidy stone-faced.

      “Mason, let it go,” Jessica said. “We don’t have time for this.” A second or two later, he nodded, and Jessica relaxed. “Cass, can you grab her pack?”

      Cassidy took a step forward, his knees nearly locking up on him. He put his hand over his wrist again, stabbing himself with the stim ring a second time. Jazz had told him to be careful with the stuff, but now wasn’t the time to worry about side effects. The warmth spread quickly through him, the pain in his knees evaporating as he bent over and retrieved Leiana’s dropped pack.

      “They cut the power to the lights through the control software, not physically,” Jessica said. “I can override it. The good thing is, they’re probably using night vision. When I turn the lights back on, they’ll be momentarily blinded. So will we, but not as badly.”

      “I can manage,” Cassidy said.

      “Me too,” Garrett agreed.

      “Try not to kill them if you can avoid it,” Cassidy added. “If what you told me is true, they aren’t really the enemy.”

      “They are in this, Cass,” Jessica said. “They’re trying to stop us, and this is bigger than them.”

      “Just try,” Cassidy pressed.

      “Copy that,” Garrett said.

      Cassidy could tell by the pattern of the approaching footfalls that the incoming UDF forces had spread out and would come at them from every side, hoping to trap them in the container. More important than shooting the enemy when the lights came back on would be to get past them and into the maze of containers stacked everywhere around them.

      If they could even the odds a little bit on the way, even better.

      Garrett grabbed one of the doors to the container, pulling it closed to give them limited cover.

      “They’ll toss gas in,” Cassidy said.

      “We won’t be staying long once they do,” Jessica replied.

      All three of them ducked behind the door. Jessica turned her device off, casting them into pitch black. Cassidy closed his eyes to better concentrate on his hearing. There were at least two units out there. Probably three. Another three upstairs blocking their escape through the hangar, and at least five more outside. Would the UDF send in drones as well? It depended on how secretive they were trying to be.

      He opened his eyes when he heard the thunk of the first canister launching toward the container, followed by the metallic clang when it hit the back wall a moment later. It immediately began spewing tranquilizing gas.

      Jessica activated her ClearPhone. A single tap, and all of the lights in the warehouse went back on at full power.

      The result was nearly as blinding to Cassidy as he knew it would be to the UDF agents, whose eyes were no doubt shrouded by night-vision goggles that couldn’t adjust quickly enough for the sudden flare. They burned and teared up as he fought not to squeeze them closed against the light, instead charging out from cover behind Garrett while Jessica brought up the rear.

      The agents were dressed in all black—light body armor covering their chests, arms and legs. Tactical helmets and goggles shrouded their faces. The armor was impervious to most small arms, but Cassidy’s needlegun was another story. He gritted his teeth as he followed Garrett up the middle, taking aim at the agents on their left flank and putting well-aimed rounds in their thighs. Garrett matched him up ahead, the Sliver in his eye helping him put rounds into their hands and arms, leaving them unable to hold their weapons but keeping them alive. Jessica wasn’t as accurate on her side, expending a lot more ammunition to knock down her targets of opportunity.

      The whole thing only lasted a handful of seconds, and then they were past the offensive line and breaking around one of the container stacks. They left a handful of groaning, injured UDF agents behind.

      “They’re trying to turn off the lights again,” Jessica said, shouldering her rifle to return to her ClearPhone.

      “Don’t let them unless you can switch them back on. If they want to keep playing that game, they’ll lose.”

      “It’ll be temporary while they get someone to shut the building down from grid control,” Jessica said. “They do that, we’re blind.”

      “How long?”

      “Five minutes if they’re slow.”

      “So we have three. What’s our route out of here?”

      “Up,” Jessica said. “I’ve got a roto incoming.”

      “Still a great trick. Can you get the elevator incoming too?”

      “Negative. They’ll pick us off like targets at a gun range if we use the lift.”

      “So how do we get up top?”

      Jessica continued tapping on her phone. “Working on it. Mason, angle for the closest beltway.”

      “Copy,” Garrett said.

      Cassidy didn’t know what a beltway was. He didn’t ask. He followed Garrett across another pair of container rows before the former Marine pulled them to a stop. He used hand signals to indicate agents down the next row.

      Before they could decide whether to engage or slip past, gunfire rang out from behind them, bullets slamming into Jessica’s back and throwing her forward. Cassidy turned, catching her as she stumbled, her coat absorbing the killing force but no doubt leaving her in pain. He dragged her sideways out of the line of fire as Garrett countered the attack with a burst of fire, sending the agents back behind cover.

      “Garrett, behind you,” Cassidy said without looking, knowing the other pair of agents they had spotted would be charging his position. He raised his needlegun, keeping his attention on the first pair of attackers. They would leave their cover when the other two sent word, popping out to catch Garrett while his back was turned.

      Cassidy was waiting, firing a pair of needles at their helmets. He didn’t get any satisfaction out of watching the needles puncture their visors and detonate, dropping them both.

      Behind him, Garrett jumped out at the two incoming agents, slamming the first in the helmet with the butt of his rifle and then ducking low and scooping up the second to throw him hard into the nearest container. The first tried to recover, only to be rewarded with two rounds through his knees.

      “Jess, you with me?” Cassidy asked, still clutching her against his chest.

      She looked up at him. He could see the pain in her eyes. “My guardian angel. Still...”

      Cassidy ignored the remark, pulling her back to her feet. “If I were a guardian angel, they wouldn’t have shot you. We need to move.”

      “Here,” Garrett said, returning to them holding the night vision goggles of the two men he had disabled. They looked more like thick sunglasses supported by a bulletproof elastic strap, the glass hardened against gunfire but light enough to wear comfortably.  He passed one to Cassidy and kept the other. “This way, he said as he pulled the goggles onto his head and motioned them forward. Cassidy pulled the goggles over his eyes, the warehouse dimming slightly as the embedded AI adjusted the camera-filtered display to even out the ambient light.

      In the distance, the elevator hummed as it started to descend. At the same time, Cassidy heard the door to the warehouse opening again.

      “Reinforcements,” he said. “Wherever we’re headed, we need to get there asap.”

      “We’re close,” Garrett replied. “Jessica, is it set?”

      “Almost,” she replied, returning to whatever she was doing on her ClearPhone. “Just don’t let them shoot me again.”

      “I’ve got your back,” Cassidy said, putting his back against hers and watching their rear.

      Garrett led them two more stacks over, and then down one of the rows. Cassidy could hear the agents moving around, searching for them. He also heard the elevator reach the ground floor. And something else. A light buzzing.

      “Drones,” he said. “Heads up.”

      “Copy,” Garrett replied, turning in a quick three-sixty. He completed one rotation and then continued another forty degrees before aiming up and squeezing off a pair of rounds. He hit a drone Cassidy hadn’t even seen, sending it crashing into one of the containers. He pivoted and fired again, taking out a second, his Sliver helping him locate and target the machines.

      “We’re made,” Cassidy said. There was no way the drones hadn’t transmitted their position.

      “We’re active,” Jessica said. Immediately, the machinery in the warehouse sprang to life, including the vertical conveyors designed to bring the containers up to the hangar.

      Beltway, Cassidy realized. He should have guessed.

      They ran toward the belt, which consisted of evenly spaced forked platforms that folded flat as they passed around the bottom of the belt and opened fully as they emerged from the floor. Passing one of the rows, gunfire lashed out behind them, peppering the containers behind Cassidy. He returned fire, staying just ahead of the ambush and blasting the containers to set off enough small detonations to keep the agents honest.

      Reaching the belt, Garrett jumped onto the first fork and pulled Jessica up with him. Cassidy, right behind them, aimed for the other fork.

      Someone hit him from the side before he made it, sending him careening into the wall. He hit it with his shoulder, rolling off to face the agent who sprang at him from out of nowhere.

      “Cass!” Jessica shouted, unable to help as the belt continued to cycle, pulling them up and away from him.

      “Wait!” Cassidy snapped, grabbing his badge from his pocket before the agent could hit him again. “Detective Jeffrey Hall. Special Investigations, damn it. I’m with you, asshole.” The agent froze, confused by Cassidy’s reaction. “Embedded, you moron. You’re the set up. We’re supposed to get away.”

      “I need to call this in,” the agent said.

      “And do what? Tell your CO you nearly blew the whole operation? I’m getting on the belt.” Cassidy started toward the next set of forks without waiting for a response. He stepped onto them and began to rise as the two agents he had held back with his cover fire took aim. The one he had browbeaten waved at them to hold their fire.

      Cassidy had to clench his teeth to keep from laughing out loud. Damn rookie. He was going to catch a ton of shit for his screw-up, but it was better than ending up with a needle between his eyes.

      Halfway there. They just needed to deal with the units in the hangar and they would be home free.

      And he would officially be participating in a war he still knew absolutely nothing about. This wasn’t the way he had thought the mission would go.

      Not at all.
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      The UDF agents knew Cassidy, Garrett and Jessica were on the beltway. Splitting their forces between bolstering the downed units on the ground floor and covering the lorries in the hangar made it difficult for them to get into position to stop their ascent. By the time Cassidy arrived on the upper level—a handful of seconds behind Garrett and Jessica—the former UDF Marine had already engaged with the agents, laying down cover fire from behind one of the containers. Cassidy used the diversion to run over to Garrett’s defensive position, slipping behind him as bullets pinged against the metal crate.

      “I was worried we lost you,” Jessica said, clearly relieved to see Cassidy.

      ”I’m not easy to lose. Now what?”

      “The hangar is divided into segments where the shipping containers are stacked for loading onto lorries,” Jessica explained while Garrett continued holding back the opposition. “We can use those stacks as cover while we make our way forward. The closer we can get to the exit before the roto arrives, the better.”

      “What’s the ETA?”

      “Three minutes.”

      “That’s a long time, and the lights are due to go out any second.”

      “I’m not sure they’ll cut the power now. They need the elevators to get their units back up here.”

      Cassidy smiled and tapped on his night vision goggles. “Is that so?”

      “I don’t have goggles. If I turn the power off, I won’t be able to see anything,” Jessica said.

      “I’ll trade you for the ten agents coming back up in the elevator,” Cassidy replied. “Garrett, we’re going dark.”

      “Copy,” Garrett said.

      “Good point.” She tapped on her ClearPhone and the maintenance lights again went out. The beltway shut down. Cassidy couldn’t see or hear the elevator, but he was certain it had stopped moving too.

      It took a few seconds for the goggles to recalibrate, for both them and the UDF agents in the hangar. Jessica used the pause to check on the incoming roto. “Still on track,” she said. “If I had known Leiana was going to screw us, I wouldn’t have sent the other one home.”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” Cassidy replied.

      He went to the corner of the container and leaned out enough to see the layout of the hangar ahead of them. Nearly a dozen independent stacks spread evenly across the otherwise open space. A dozen more automated flatbed rotos waited nearby to load the stacks and carry them to hubs across the city. The lorries were mandated to operate on a very strict schedule in order to prevent the added congestion thousands of them in the sky at one time would create. Cassidy didn’t know what Dikon’s schedule was, but the rotos clearly weren’t going to lift off anytime soon or the bots scattered around the floor would have already finished packing them.

      He didn’t spot any of the UDF agents during his quick look and ducked back before they had a chance to take any potshots at him. The three of them stood behind the container, pressed against the side with Cassidy in the middle.

      “So,” Cassidy said. “Who is Mason Garrett?”

      It was the question Jessica suggested he start with. One she implied would explain a lot in not as many words.

      “You want to do this now?” Jessica asked.

      “I want one straight answer,” Cassidy replied. “Who the hell are you, Garrett?”

      Garrett looked at Jessica, who nodded. A few bullets came in at them, ostensibly to keep them pinned down. They weren’t pinned. Cassidy was pretty sure he could get through the UDF, especially with Garrett’s help.

      “Jessie wasn’t the only kid at the Hell Motel,” Garrett said. “You met someone else there. You—”

      Cassidy put up his hand, cutting him off. He turned and stared at Garrett’s face.

      He had always known it was possible for memories like that to resurface, but the nature of his work meant he never came across the same people twice. Everyone he interacted with was either killed or sent back into the population, and with nearly two hundred million people living in the city, the odds of getting close to a prior contact and having them know who he was to create a trigger were astronomically slim.

      He didn’t know if Garrett had triggered his or Hall’s memory of the event. Either way, Cassidy recognized him almost instantly. “Benjamin?” he said, an image of the little boy flashing through his mind.

      “Good to meet you again, Cass,” Garrett replied.

      “We can reminisce after we get out of here alive,” Jessica said. “But I think you can start putting things together.”

      Cassidy stared at Benjamin for a few more seconds, remembering how the little boy had asked to come with him, and how he had promised if he found a family he would try to find Jessica so she could have a family too.

      Little kids said a lot of things in the moment that they forgot about later. Had Ben actually followed through?

      More gunfire hit the container near the back corner, close enough to Garrett that he jerked back. “They’re trying to flank us,” he said.

      “We need to move,” Cassidy replied. “ETA on the roto?”

      “One minute,” Jessica said.

      “Garrett, get to the next row. I’ll cover you.”

      “Copy,” Garrett replied.

      “Jess, keep your hand on my shoulder so you don’t get left behind.” He waited until he felt the pressure of her hand. “Now!” he said, leaning out from cover and unleashing a dozen needles at the agents on the other side of the hangar. In the rush, he didn’t have time to worry about harming the agents.

      Garrett charged out, firing as he ran. He made it to his position, paused to reload his rifle and then laid down cover fire for Cassidy and Jessica as they ran from one stack of containers to the next, making it to Garrett unharmed.

      “Garrett, pull your goggles.” Cassidy had already lifted his off. “Jess, can you get the lights up again?”

      “Easy as flipping a switch.” He could hear the amusement in her voice.

      “That’s cold, Cassidy,” Garrett said, pulling his goggles off.

      “I want to get out of here alive. How about you?”

      “Oh, I’m with you, Cass,” he said.

      “We’ll split up. Garrett, you go right. Jess, follow me to the left. Ready?”

      “Ready,” Garrett said.

      “Now!”

      Jessica tapped on her phone. The maintenance lights flashed back on, once more blinding the agents in the warehouse. The instant light made it hard for Cassidy to see too, but he managed well enough to get to the next group of containers, Jessica right behind him. Coming around the corner, he found a pair of agents there, squinting to see as they spun their weapons on him. He lunged at them, their reactions so slow he easily pushed the first agent’s gun aside and shot the second man in the chest, the needle punching right through his armor.

      Cassidy turned on the first agent, delivering a series of punches before yanking the rifle out of the man’s hands and pushing his helmet off with his foot. Then he cracked him in the temple with the butt of the rifle, knocking him out cold.

      Damn it, he didn’t like killing the agents. But what choice did he have?

      He looked across the hangar to Garrett, who flashed a thumbs up. He had cleared an agent from his position too. Then he put the goggles back on.

      Cassidy followed suit. “Jess, wait here until the roto arrives.”

      “Be careful, Cass.”

      “If I’m an angel, nothing can happen to me.”

      ‘Yeah, right.” She turned the lights out again.

      Cassidy and Garrett rounded their containers, trying to move forward. Heavy gunfire greeted them, the UDF forces becoming more desperate to stop them.

      Garrett flashed hand signals across to Cassidy, giving him a count and general positions. Six agents remained between them and the front of the hanger, half of them bunched behind one stack, the others more spread out. The hangar doors had started to close when Jessica turned the power back on, frozen halfway when she turned it off again.

      Cassidy sent signals back to Garrett. They needed to make their move and take their chances.

      He counted down with his fingers. When his hand closed into a fist, he and Garrett charged the defensive line.

      Gunfire echoed in the darkness, bullets whipping past Cassidy’s head, striking his coat and threatening to cut him down. He returned fire with the needlegun, peppering the three agents grouped near one of the lorries. He wasn’t really aiming, just trying to get them to stop shooting back. He hit one agent in the knee, putting him down, clutching his blown out joint. The other one took a glancing hit to his upper arm. Unfortunately it wasn’t his dominant arm. The needle graze did no more than make him lose a step, with little change in the bullets coming at Cassidy.

      Across from him, Garrett fired controlled bursts, using his Sliver to improve his aim. Cassidy didn’t worry about him. He concentrated on staying alive, diving behind a container and pressing his back against it. He stayed down for a few seconds, avoiding the agent’s fire, only leaning around the corner of the container when bullets quit coming at him. The agent had moved out from behind cover and was crossing the hangar, trying to get into a better position.

      Cassidy jumped to his feet, getting a bead on the agent. He was about to shoot when a drone swooped into the hangar, its gun turned on Cassidy, and opened fire. He barely got back behind cover, holding position as round after round chewed at the container while the drone swung overhead. He pivoted and aimed his needlegun skyward as it crossed over the top of the containers, rotating to train its weapon on him.

      Bright lights suddenly washed over the drone, the sound of spinners drawing closer. The roto Jessica had called smashed into the drone, hitting it hard enough to send it careening into the containers at the back of the hangar. It crashed into a container, flipped over onto the floor and began to smoke.

      The roto slowed, turned and dropped roughly to the hangar floor, its doors sliding open. Cassidy didn’t hesitate, charging toward it with his gun pointed to the front of the hangar. Garrett appeared a moment later, sprinting to it from the other side. They reached the vehicle only seconds apart, Jessica right behind them.

      Cassidy dropped into the pilot’s seat. Jessica ducked into the back and Garrett took the other front. He started shooting as one of the remaining agents attempted to re-engage, forcing him back behind cover.

      Cassidy hit the accelerator, staying close to the floor as they gained velocity before pulling up. He ripped off his night vision goggles as they blew through the hangar doors and out into the open.

      There were no lights around the warehouse, only a mass of dark vehicles surrounding it from the ground and a larger transport floating overhead. No doubt they saw their stolen roto emerge from the warehouse, but they didn’t give chase. They weren’t desperate enough to shoot a roto out of the sky and risk having the debris crash down on the civilian population.

      Instead, Cassidy swung the roto northeast, heading back toward the city center uncontested. While they had escaped, Cassidy knew he hadn’t gotten away from anything.

      He had only managed to sink deeper into the mire.
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      Cassidy touched the roto down on a rooftop pad less than a minute later, eager to be rid of the vehicle before the UDF nor the Police could catch up to them. As soon as they departed the craft, Jessica used her ClearPhone to send it darting north across the city in hopes of drawing the agents away.

      The trio walked toward the elevator together. Cassidy had Leiana’s pack slung over his shoulder while Garrett carried a matching bag on his back. Cassidy had only got a quick glimpse into Garrett’s bag when he opened it to put his rifle inside. He had spotted additional magazines for both the rifle and a handgun the former Marine had yet to produce in the open, as well as four additional ClearPhones and three smaller cases, the contents unknown. On top of that, Garrett carried at least two changes of clothes for both himself and Jessica.

      Cassidy had no idea what was in the bag he carried, though he assumed the loadout was similar. Most importantly, they couldn’t pass through any kind of security with the packs. Not that they should need to.

      “We need to make ourselves scarce,” Garrett said as they walked to the elevator. A small line had formed outside, and they stopped at the back of it to wait their turn. Cassidy didn’t really want to wait, but it would do more harm than good to cut the line and create a scene.

      “You must have alternate safe houses,” Cassidy replied softly. “Another place to stay.”

      “We do,” Jessica said. “Trouble is, if Leiana double crossed us like you thought, none of those locations are secure. She could have told them anything.”

      “Or everything,” Garrett said.

      Cassidy nodded. “We have to assume as much. I know somewhere we can go. We’ll need to get across town.”

      “We could grab another roto,” Jessica suggested.

      “No,” Cassidy replied. “To be honest, I’d prefer if you turned that thing off for now.” He nodded at her ClearPhone.

      “Cass, everything runs through Leonidas. There’s no…” She trailed off in response to the look he was giving her.

      “You went through a lot of trouble to get me here,” Cassidy said. “Since I am here, I expect you to do as I say. Otherwise my expertise doesn’t really mean anything to you.”

      “Sorry,” Jessica said. She turned off the ClearPhone and shoved it in her pocket. “You’re right.”

      It took a couple of minutes to reach the front of the line. They were just stepping into the elevator when a dark roto passed overhead, a searchlight sweeping over the rooftop. It didn’t hit the lift until the doors had closed, hiding them from view.

      “That was close,” Jessica said.

      They were shoved into the cab with a dozen other people, pressed in tightly as it descended. Cassidy was first out when it reached street level, his hand tucked under his jacket, just in case. He pulled his hood up when he spotted a police officer a short distance away, chatting with the pad operator.

      “This way,” he said, leading Garrett and Jessica in the opposite direction. He wasn’t sure if Nevis would go as far as to involve regular law enforcement. Their involvement had the potential to create a lot of difficult loose ends. Even so, he wasn’t taking unnecessary risks. Unless the UDF went all out to find them, he was confident he could get them from uptown to downtown.

      Jazz wouldn’t be happy when he showed up with Garrett in tow. He would be more unhappy when he asked the dealer to give Garrett and Jessica safe haven. He would probably be ready to put a gun to Hall’s head when Cassidy told him the UDF was looking for them. Guys like Jazlin didn’t stay in business as long as he had by screwing with the UDF. The action would strain their relationship, but he didn’t have a choice. There was nowhere else for them to go.

      “We can take the subway most of the way,” he explained as they walked down a street crowded with mostly higher-class pedestrians. Dressed in fine suits and skirts, with leather coats or long wool blazers over the top, you could always tell the gentry from the unkempt masses. They all remained dry under wider-than-normal umbrellas that made sure everyone gave them a wide berth. Most were headed to local eateries or shows, or to one of the many aristocratic night spots in the area. “There’s a station seven blocks from our destination.”

      “I hate the subway,” Jessica said.

      “Everybody hates the subway,” Cassidy replied. “Which is all the more reason to use it.”

      The underground rail in the city was nearly two centuries old, and with the invention of the roto had become an artifact of history. Expensive to maintain due to the water seeping through the soil beneath the city and leaking into the tunnels, slashed budgets and disinterest from the upper crust had led the entire system into terrible disrepair. Even so, it remained popular with the poor and disenfranchised, its cheap fares leading to constant overcrowding. That in turn led to a fair amount of crime and violence among the ridership. Few women would ever go into the subway alone, and even groups wouldn’t choose to ride the railway unarmed.

      The best reason for them to go below ground right now was because neither the UDF or the police held much of a presence there. Entering the subway was at a person’s own risk.

      The nearest station was two blocks away. Cassidy led Garrett and Jessica in silence, staying a few feet ahead of them as they navigated the crowds. He was still angry he had been forced to kill agents in order to escape, and a part of him didn’t think any explanation for all of this the pair provided would turn out to be worth it. There was something else, too. A few minutes of quiet had led him to realize that no matter what happened from this point forward, his days were numbered.

      Not true, he decided a moment later. His days had always been numbered. He just hadn’t known it.

      If he was destined to die, and soon, then he wanted to make the end as fitting as he could.

      They reached the entrance to the subway, a set of stairs surrounded by cracked and taped glass and fronted by a gate that ground noisily aside at their approach. Cassidy hesitated at the top of the steps between a pair of escalators, his eyes settling on the graffiti that covered both sides, in some cases overlapping multiple times. For a moment he considered taking another route from their location to Jazz’s pharmacy. This was the quickest and most secure. That they would be safer underground than they were above spoke volumes about the situation.

      Cassidy led the way down the cracked, pockmarked stairs.
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      Cassidy, Jessica and Garrett reached the bottom of the subway entrance which fed out into a small plaza that had once been lined with storefronts and smaller eateries. Places to grab coffee, donuts, bagels or sandwiches. They were mostly boarded over now though many of the boards had been ripped off and homeless could be seen packed inside the shops. They perched on dirty sleeping bags or on old delivery robots, smoking cheap drugs and chatting as they tried to get through life.

      The scene was similar outside the stores too. Small tents dotted the landscape. Garbage covered the walls and piled up in the corners while dirty ragged humanity tried to occupy their time and maintain whatever sanity they had left. It was an ugly crowd though mostly harmless. Like anything, it only took a few rotten assholes to bring trouble down upon the larger group.

      Hundreds of eyes lifted toward the trio as they walked along the plaza toward the stairs leading down to the subway platform. They didn’t show any signs of aggression. Rather, most looked away immediately, almost embarrassed to be seen in such a sorry state. The people in front of Cassidy, Jessica and Garrett moved aside at their approach, seemingly intimidated by their higher-end fashion and confident posture. Or maybe it was all because of Garrett. A head taller than Hall and all muscle, the little boy Cassidy had known as Benjamin had grown up in a big way.

      They slipped through the masses unmolested, though more than one of the gathered crowd held out their aged ClearPhone to ask for a coin transfer. Cassidy marched through them without paying them any mind, while Jessica showed her compassionate side, apologizing because her ClearPhone wasn’t charged so she couldn’t offer them any money. They reached the next set of stairs and started down. The stairwell was mostly clear, though a few people sat against the walls, using them to lean on while they slept.

      Cassidy slowed his pace a little, backing up until he was beside Jessica, while Garrett took the lead. He glanced over at her. “Tell me what happened after the Initiative was done with you.”

      She looked back at him and then straight ahead, her expression hardening. “I went on with my life,” she said. “As lousy as that was. My parents abandoned me about two months before the UDF picked me up. Just after I had gotten over my initial fear of being out on my own. So many kids like me, they get taken and moved around, become part of the sex trade. I knew that going in and I swore that wouldn’t happen to me.”

      “Did you manage to stay out of that life?”

      “Yeah. It wasn’t easy, Cass. I remember waking up in an alley, covered by a waterproof blanket. I had a memory of someone taking me in for a few days. They were really nice to me. Fed me, gave me fresh clothes. But then something changed and they had to throw me out. No explanation given. I thought about trying to find them, but of course I didn’t have an address or a last name. I spent that entire first day crying over what I thought I had lost, without knowing I’d never had it at all.”

      “Did that make it better or worse, in the long run? The altered memories,” Cassidy asked. It was something he had always wondered about, but there had never been anyone to ask.

      “I think better,” she replied as they reached the bottom of the stairs and followed Garrett onto the much quieter platform. Random groups had gathered in the shadows around small portable heaters to keep warm. “Like I said, I had this sense of you after that. Like maybe you were the person who had been so nice to me. I found that comforting in a way, but also painful. I was alone again. On my own. What I did have was a fresh determination to survive. And a confidence I don’t remember having before that.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      “Is it? Did you ever care about the people you inhabited? Were they really more than a tool for you to exploit?”

      “It depended on the person. Kids like you, sure. Criminals? Not as much. But never above the mission. I thought I was helping. You’re telling me I wasn’t. I don’t know what to make of that.”

      “You can’t be held responsible for what you didn’t know. What the archon wouldn’t let you see.”

      “For example?”

      “The Hell Motel,” Jessica said. “They took kids off the streets to make guns. Those guns were going to the resistance. They were preparing to fight back, and the loss of the assembly line cost months. Multiply that by all the other operations that were broken by the Initiative, that’s why the uprising never happened.”

      “Uprising against what?”

      “Unity.”

      “Unity is an AI designed to ensure our survival,” Cassidy said. “Why would you want to fight that?”

      “You’re toeing the company line again, Cass,” Jessica said. “We have reason to believe Unity isn’t an AI. Or at least, isn’t in control. That somebody, or a group of somebodies, is writing the directives to keep us under their thumbs.”

      Cassidy flinched at the idea, finding it hard to believe. “How would they do that? Why?”

      She smiled. “That’s the question, isn’t it? We don’t know yet. But we’ve been trying to find out.”

      “That’s one of the reasons the archon won’t let you see the UMI,” Garrett said, coming  to a stop near the edge of the platform and facing them. He spoke quietly enough the few  bystanders nearby wouldn’t hear him. “They’re supposed to be reserved for certified engineers, so they can run maintenance programs on Unity’s subprocesses without having to go up to the source. But what does it mean if one or more of them falls into the hands of the resistance? What would it mean to you as a Shade?”

      “It wouldn’t matter what I thought,” Cassidy replied. “The memory would be scrubbed away as soon as I came in. I’d never know what I did or didn’t see.”

      “But the scrubber would see it,” Jessica said. “What would they think?”

      “They’d wonder how a gang ended up with a UMI, for one,” Cassidy replied. “And probably if they were able to affect Unity with it. I don’t see why that would be a big problem.”

      “A single spark can start a bonfire,” Garrett said. “All it takes is one person to start asking too many questions and the whole house of cards might collapse. The loss of control of the mobile interfaces proves that not everyone is on board with what Unity is doing, which isn’t the narrative the UDF or anyone on the human side of the government wants exposed. We’re all supposed to be so happy and safe because a totally unbiased entity is in charge of our civilization. Look around at all the happy people, Cass.” He said it sarcastically, motioning to the homeless around them.

      “The planet is dying,” Cassidy said. “Unity’s doing the best it can.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.”

      A rumble in the distance distracted Cassidy for a moment. Their train was coming.

      “You weren’t sent into the Hell Motel because of the kids,” Jessica said. “You were sent in because the UDF wanted to recover the interface and stop the resistance from making guns.”

      “That’s a bold statement to make,” Cassidy replied. “I worked jobs that involved child sex trafficking. You can’t explain that away as resistance to tyranny. If that’s what you call it, we’re done here.”

      “The archon, Cassidy,” Jessica replied. “What you saw and what was real aren’t the same thing. Yes, the resistance has used children to make things, but they took them off the street and gave them food and shelter and kept them away from the real traffickers. Or at least they tried.”

      “Then why did you thank me for saving you?” Cassidy asked, giving Garrett a sharp look.

      “Because I was scared,” Garrett replied. “I didn’t understand what was happening or why. I know better now that I’m an adult. I’m not saying their methods were perfect, but it was better than some of the alternatives.”

      The platform lit up as the arriving train rounded the last curve, its headlights spearing through the tunnel. Cassidy looked away from Jessica and Garrett, fighting to make sense of things. Had he given up his entire life, body and soul, for a lie?

      “I still don’t understand why. Why the cover-up? Why the lies? Why go through all of the trouble?”

      “That’s why we needed you, Cass,” Jessica said. “To help us find out.”

      “How?”

      “We need to break into Bizrathi Praan’s Golden Spire,” Garrett said. “We think he’s connected to whatever’s behind Unity and maybe we can find some answers there.”

      The train, its metal exterior rusted and faded and coated in graffiti, reached the station, a slowing blur as it began to wash past them. Its brakes whined loudly as it decelerated, creating a piercing echo on the platform.

      “I’m not a burglar,” Cassidy said, raising his voice over the screeching. “You don’t need me for that.”

      “You’re a highly trained killer,” Jessica replied, keeping her voice low. “And you’re also a Shade.”

      “What does that have to do with it?”

      “We think Praan is too,” Garrett said. “And that the two things are related.”

      “How?”

      “If we knew everything, you wouldn’t be here,” Jessica said.

      The subway train came to a stop, the doors sliding open. A handful of riders got off the car beside the trio before they stepped inside. The seats were all taken by people who looked like they had been riding all day, their clothes completely dry. Some of them slept, their heads leaned on one another. Those who were awake were doing their best not to make eye contact with each other or with them as they moved to the center of the car. Taking hold of the handrails, they waited for the doors to close and the train to get back underway.

      When the doors at either end of the car started to slide shut, a pair of hands blocked each one, pushing them back open. Five riders piled inside at each end, all of them raggedly dressed but clearly looking for trouble.

      “Let’s table this discussion for later,” Cassidy suggested, eyeing the group.

      “Agreed,” Jessica replied.

      The new riders formed a line in front of the doors, blocking them until they had shut and the train began to move.

      The two groups began to close in.
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      “Give us those packs,” the thug at the front of the group on Cassidy’s right flank said. “And you’ll get off this train alive.”

      The words stirred the homeless in the seats of the car, who quickly gathered their things and evacuated the immediate area. Their reaction told Cassidy they had seen this group before and knew that the targets resisted. The threat of violence was real.

      “Turn around and go back to the doors,” Cassidy replied calmly. “And you’ll get off this train alive.”

      The thugs on either side laughed at the comment before producing weapons from their clothes. Mostly knives and shock sticks. No guns, which only bolstered Cassidy’s confidence.

      “You’re funny,” the leader said. “I appreciate a good sense of humor. Now hand it over.”

      “You’re a big man,” Cassidy replied, turning toward the leader and tapping on the pack. “Come and get it.”

      The leader’s smile turned into a snarl and he lunged at Cassidy, who reached out almost casually, grabbing the man’s wrist and activating the tranq ring against it. The man stumbled forward and dropped between Cassidy and Jessica.

      “That was sad,” Jessica said in response.

      The failure of the gang leader didn’t dissuade the others. Instead, they rushed the trio as a group, pushing one another in an effort to reach them.

      Cassidy set himself in preparation, fists up and ready to fight. Jessica did the same beside him, while Garrett handled the group on the other side. The first thug reached him, stabbing out at his face with a knife. Cassidy tilted his head away from it before grabbing the man’s hand and using the tranq to put him down. He grabbed the knife from him, turning it in his grip and blocking a shock stick as it came at his chest. He turned with the momentum, throwing a hard right hook that cracked against the thug’s jaw and knocked him back.

      Beside him, Jessica used her coat to block a knife thrust before swinging her arm in the opposite direction, smacking the blade away. She stomped the man’s foot with her boot before kneeing him in the groin, finishing up with an uppercut to his chin that sent him sprawling. The second attacker climbed over the first, throwing himself at her in an attempted tackle. She turned her shoulder into him, ducking low and throwing him up and over her head. He hit the side of the train car and rolled off the seats to the floor. Her foot met him there with a kick to the face that knocked him out cold.

      Cassidy’s second attacker eyed his downed buddies around him, took one look at Cassidy’s balled fists and reconsidered his options. He dropped his shock stick and backed away, keeping his hands up while he retreated to the door and stayed there.

      “Good choice,” Cassidy said, lowering his fists. He leaned over to lift up the leader, still awake but too medicated to move. “You should be smarter about who you hassle,” he said, shoving the man toward the door.

      The other thugs remained nearby, groaning in pain as they recovered from the beating. They each retreated in turn as they got back to their feet, nearly stumbling over one another as the train slowed for its next stop. When the doors opened, the group of thugs and all the homeless in the car hurried off. Their quick escape sent a clear signal to the waiting riders to divert to the next car in front or behind them, leaving the trio entirely alone.

      “Idiots,” Garrett said as the doors slid closed again.

      “You can’t really blame them,” Jessica countered. “They saw three people in nice coats with big packs stuffed to the max. High risk, high reward.”

      Garrett looked down at the knife scuff on the sleeve of his jacket. “Yeah, I suppose. But they’re still idiots.”

      Cassidy ignored him. “You sound like you have experience as a gang member,” Cassidy said, looking directly at Jessica as the train got underway again.

      She smiled slightly. “I need to finish my story, don’t I?” she  replied.

      “I think we’ve got time.”

      She nodded and started in where she’d left off on their way down into the subway.  “After I woke up in the alley, I resolved myself not to wind up like so many of the other people I saw out on the streets. Opportunity can be hard to come by but it’s even harder if you don’t make every effort. And that’s still not a guarantee of success. Anyway, I  started asking around, mostly down here in the subway, looking for a place to fall in. It was dangerous. More than one asshole tried to grab me, either for themselves or to sell. Dorne didn’t just throw me out with a blanket. She left me a knife too.”  She paused, leaning over to pull it out of her boot. It was a simple design, but it looked extra sharp. “I was scared to use it the first time, but after I cut a few wayward hands, I got more comfortable with it. The bad people I ran into, they were bigger and stronger, but they didn’t want to deal with a girl who fought back as hard as I did. Once you left them needing a trip to the hospital for stitches, they tended to ease off. I got a reputation that eventually drew interest from the Red Devils.”

      “The all-female gang?” Cassidy asked, pulling the identifier from Hall’s memory.

      “Yeah. They sent a group into the subway to look for me and enlisted me from there. One of my first assignments was to help rob people in subway cars, not that they ever had much to take. I graduated from there to the street, then to burglary. Breaking and entering, mostly.”

      “And you didn’t remember the Hell Motel at all during that time?”

      “No. Not until Ben found me.” She looked at Garrett and smiled. “By my fourth year with the Devils, I was looking for a new challenge. I started getting into networks and systems, looking for ways to improve our standard of living. The girls all worked hard, but we were still squatting in old construction, moving from place to place before it got torn down. I had a decent life from eleven to seventeen. I fell in love a few times, lived relatively comfortably compared to most dumped kids and managed not to get arrested.” She laughed at that. “But I never wanted to spend my life in a gang. It was a means to an end, not the end. When I was old enough, I bolted from the Devils and signed up for the Marine Corps.”

      “Which is where you two met again?”

      “Not right away. Ben’s six years younger than me. I had already completed my first tour by then. I moved into network security, assigned to the Dome.”

      “I had been looking for Jessica for a long time,” Garrett said. “After the Motel, I went into the foster system. I spent a year bouncing around until a nice couple took me in because I reminded them of their son, Mason, who had been killed in a shootout between a gang and the police. They were good to me, and I would tell them all the time about my big sister and that I wanted to find her so we could all live together. I don’t think they ever tried to help me look, but they didn’t stop me from searching either, which wasn’t easy when all I had was a first name. I was sixteen by the time I found Jessie by flipping through a yearbook of graduates online. I never forgot her face. Not one detail. It took me another year to find out where she was stationed. The Dome. If you were a Marine, then I’m sure you know, nobody just walks into the Dome.”

      “Not as a civilian,” Cassidy said. “That’s why you enlisted?”

      Garrett nodded. “Maybe that seems extreme. But I was always interested in joining up anyway, and it gave me a reason that pushed me over the edge. Once I got in, I was determined to be the best Marine I could be. Unless you’re a techie like Jess, that’s the only way to earn your way to the Dome.”

      “Which you did.”

      “A few years ago,” Garrett said. “You can imagine the look on her face when I caught up to her in the mess, sat down and explained who I was.”

      “You can’t imagine it,” Jessica said, her grin broadening into a huge smile. “As soon as he mentioned his name and meeting me when we were kids, I remembered everything. It triggered the memories bigtime, to the point that I needed to go to Medical because I thought I was having a nervous breakdown.”

      “I didn’t mean for that to happen,” Garrett said. “I didn’t know she wasn’t herself at the time. Not until we talked about it later. That’s when I recalled how Hall had called her Cassidy.”

      “Which is when I remembered you,” Jessica said, looking at him. “And I knew right then you were the person I always thought about. The one I drew strength from. I also remembered the Unity Mobile Interface. How it had come and gone. If the memory had been natural, if I had remembered it on my own, in bits and pieces, it wouldn’t have come back to me with such clarity. It was like watching a holovid.”

      “We spent that night together,” Garrett said. “Nothing sexual. Just holding one another. I’d been looking for her for so long and to have that truth come out...”

      “It was cathartic,” Jessica said. “And terrifying. A beautiful nightmare that dug its claws into my soul and wouldn’t let go. The next day when I went in for my shift, I couldn’t stop thinking about what it all meant. The Initiative, Dorne, you, Benjamin, Hall, the UMI, Josias. A puzzle I needed to put together.”

      “How did you assemble it all?” Cassidy asked.

      “I used the Dome’s network to run classified queries on the members of the gang. Maybe not surprisingly, not one of them existed. I remembered some of the other kids from the Motel, so I looked them up too. Again, they were gone. Erased. Even Benjamin had no history. According to his records as Mason Garrett, he had been adopted as an infant.”

      “You didn’t know about that?” Cassidy asked Garrett.

      “No,” he replied. “I didn’t have access to those files.”

      “No loose ends,” Cassidy said. “What did you do next?”

      “I stole the UMI, erased my existence from UnityNet, and convinced Mason to come with me,” Jessica said.

      “It didn’t take much convincing,” Garrett said.

      “Your file said you went to Mars after you flunked out of the Dome,” Cassidy countered.

      “It did?” Garrett replied.

      “Somebody fed you false information,” Jessica said. “Somebody who maybe wanted you to do a little more digging.” She smiled. “Like Hall.”

      “Or Dorne,” Cassidy added. “The intel was a dangling carrot, and I’m the ass of the story.”

      Garrett laughed. “I like that analogy.”

      “After the Dome, we started looking for arms dealers,” Jessica continued. “Groups like Josias’ gang. That’s how we got turned onto the resistance. That’s where we met Marcos and Leiana.” She shook her head. “I still don’t understand why she betrayed us like that. Nothing they have to offer is worth being a slave for it.”

      “What if you’re wrong?” Cassidy asked. “Have you ever considered what might be behind Unity? What if you’re only seeing what you want to see? Believing what you need to believe to make sense of what happened to you?”

      “If we’re wrong, we’ll surrender to you,” Jessica said. “You can bring us in. I’m sure the Initiative will forgive your methods when you finish the job according to spec.”

      “We’ll give you Leonidas too,” Garrett said. “If we’re wrong, it won’t matter anyway.”

      The train began to slow, approaching their stop. Cassidy considered silently for a few seconds. “I can’t survive like this, you know. Two to three months. That’s as long as a Shade can survive as an imprint. By helping you, I’m signing my own death warrant.”

      “I know,” Jessica said. “If we’re right about Unity, you might wind up thankful for that.”

      The train came to a stop. The doors slid open. They stepped out of the car and onto the platform.

      “And you want to climb Bizrathi Praan’s Golden Spire?” Cassidy asked.

      “That’s right,” Garrett replied. “What do you think?”

      Cassidy looked them both in the eye in turn. “I think we’re going to need more help.”
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      “We think we need more help too,” Jessica said. “That’s why Mason was trying to get close to the Silver Dragons.”

      ”You thought they’d help you get into Bizrathi Praan’s Spire?” Cassidy asked, not sure they’d be that cooperative.

      “Yes,” Garrett said. “I thought I could convince them it would be worth their while. We were prepared to offer them the type of weaponry only the UDF has access to.”

      They moved away from the platform as the train began to pull away behind them, screeching and rumbling along the old tracks. The downtown station didn’t look any different from the one uptown, with similar occupants and plenty of garbage and graffiti. Cassidy remained more aware of the larger groups of people this time, paying attention to the way the squatters watched the trio as they crossed to the stairs and began to climb.

      “What kind of weaponry?” Cassidy asked. “That’s what the UDF wants you for, isn’t it? Selling guns. But the rifle in your pack is standard issue. Nothing special.”

      “Yeah. Jess helped me break into the Dome’s armory before we left. To be honest, the stuff they had us training with there is kind of frightening. Heavy ordnance. Rounds that can down a roto with one shot. It’s like Unity thinks the colonists settling new worlds are going to run into armored elephants or something when they reach their destinations.”

      “Are they just being proactive or does the group in charge of the expeditions know something they aren’t telling the public?” Cassidy wondered out loud.

      “I never found anything that would lend itself to pre-conceived preparation,” Jessica said. “But you have to wonder. If we’re right about Unity, then what’s the real goal of the colonization program?”

      “What do you mean?” Cassidy asked.

      “Well, we’re assuming Unity is being manipulated by a powerful actor or actors. If we take into account that the Marines assigned to the colonization program are some of the best in the system and that the weapons being developed for the program are more powerful and more advanced than what’s provided here on Earth, is it possible the colonization program isn’t intended to settle new worlds at all?”

      “What are you suggesting? An alien war?” Cassidy replied. “I think that’s a bridge too far.”

      “I think we don’t know what we don’t know, that’s all.”

      “It’s not hard to imagine the UDF using new technology across the board for the program, and that includes new kinds of guns. Maybe those weapons will trickle down into regular usage once they’ve been proven out. As for selecting from the best performing Marines, sending them to explore potentially dangerous new worlds is a much better option than having them nearby running endless training scenarios. We don’t have interplanetary wars.”

      “Exactly. So what is the military even for?” Jessica asked. “Answer, to quickly put down any potential rebellion.”

      “Or to provide employment for a couple million people,” Cassidy countered, motioning to a few homeless hanging out on the stairs. “Or would you prefer them to end up like this instead? Would you rather have stayed with the Devils?”

      Jessica’s face reddened. “I see your point. Maybe I am going a little overboard.”

      They reached the top of the steps and made their way through the station without incident. Cassidy slowed down to scan for police or UDF agents as he neared the top of the steps leading back to the surface. He wanted to make sure they weren’t watching the subway entrance.

      “We’re clear,” he said, failing to find anything out of the ordinary. “Let’s go.”

      They exited the subway, joining the throng moving through the downtown area. The rain had eased off somewhat, reduced to a light drizzle that felt almost refreshing compared to the steady patter. The smell of street food wafted across the crowds, reminding Cassidy how hungry he was. Maybe once they reached Jazz’s he could get something to eat.

      The second burst of stim Cassidy had taken was beginning to wear off, leaving his knees aching by the time they walked the first couple of blocks. He eyed the center of the street where traffic flowed a little more smoothly, spotting a powered rickshaw large enough to carry all three of them.

      “Garrett,” he said. “Can you grab that rickshaw?”

      Garrett spotted the ride. “Copy,” he said, speeding up and pushing his way through the other pedestrians. Any of the people who might have considered reacting to his use of force put their heads back down as soon as they saw his intimidating size.

      “You had the ability to transfer me,” Cassidy said softly so he wouldn’t be overheard. “You should have put me in someone with better knees.”

      “I picked up our unit from a scrap dealer,” Jessica replied. “Bits and pieces of older models tossed out by the Initiative that I patched back together. We’re lucky the transfer was a success at all.”

      Cassidy shivered at the thought. He hadn’t realized how close he had come to ceasing to exist. “I wouldn’t think the UDF would just throw out something like that.”

      “Why not? Most people would have no idea what it is, or what to do with it.”

      “Why do you?”

      “Part of my understanding came from Unity through the mobile interface. Dorne provided the rest.”

      “If you know about the transfer process, then you know it’s temporary.”

      “I do. Don’t worry, Cass. We’ll figure something out. I won’t just let you fade away.”

      Cassidy offered a nod. He didn’t believe her, but that was okay.

      They caught up to Garrett, who had stopped the rickshaw for them. The trio piled into the back, and the driver turned the throttle to send the electric vehicle forward again. The ride was jerky and not much quicker than walking as the driver had to keep slowing for traffic, but at least it spared Cassidy from needing another boost of the stim cocktail to keep going. He could already sense the temptation to take another hit building, even while he sat pain-free.

      None of them spoke during the ride. The contents of their conversations were too sensitive to bring up in earshot of the rickshaw driver, and for the moment Cassidy had no interest in making small talk. It was still so surreal for him to be confronted by two figures from his shadowed past, especially by a former repo. This whole mission had gone beyond surreal to test the borders of his understanding of reality. So much of what Jessica claimed sounded outrageous, and yet he had experienced it first hand with the archon, and he still couldn’t discount both Hall and Dorne’s trust in her. Maybe her theory regarding Unity was wrong, but he had a gut feeling that he would find something inside the Golden Tower.

      If they made it that far.

      He settled back in the seat, eyes continuing to scan ahead in search of both law enforcement and the black-coated UDF agents he expected would be scouring the city for them by now. A few minutes had passed when Jessica’s head settled on his shoulder. He glanced over at her. Sleeping, her mouth slightly parted, breathing softly and steadily.

      Guardian angel. He wasn’t interested in that job. His days were numbered and Shades didn’t have friends. Regardless, he couldn’t help feeling a connection. He had been imprinted to her and felt her thoughts through the siphon. He had used her body to kill, and he knew that in a recess of her mind she might not be able to access or admit to, she had enjoyed it.

      They were so similar, and so different. Looking at her now, he was jealous. She still had her beliefs to cling to while his purpose had crumbled around him. If she was right and all of his efforts to help people was bullshit, what would he do with whatever came next?

      If she was wrong and all he had left was the knowledge that his body was gone and the option to either extend his contract or remain frozen indefinitely, what would his continued existence even mean?

      In the end, did he want her to be right or wrong? He was screwed either way.

      At least being right might be a little more interesting.
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      Jazz’s clerk looked up from the register as Cassidy, Jessica and Garrett entered. She was finishing up a sale, so Cassidy steered them along the perimeter of the pharmacy to loiter in the corner until she had finished.

      She disappeared into the back as soon as the customer had walked out, and Cassidy crossed to the counter, leaving his companions behind.

      “Brando, what the hell are you doing?” Jazz asked as he appeared in the doorway. His eyes touched on Cassidy for a moment before flicking over to Jessica and Garrett. “What is he doing here? And who’s the girl?” He looked back at Cassidy and lowered his voice. “Word on the street is that the Silver Dragons are very interested in getting their hands on Garrett, along with a guy who closely matches your description and a woman who closely matches hers.”

      “That’s why I’m here,” Cassidy replied. “We need to disappear for a little while. I thought you could help.”

      “Damn it, Brando. You’ve done a lot for me over the years. You’re like my brother from another mother. But this? I don’t know. This is a big-ass pill to try to swallow.”

      “Nobody spotted us on our way in. Nobody will know we’re here.”

      Jazz looked at Jessica and Garrett again. “I don’t know.”

      “You heard he’s dealing arms, right?” Cassidy said.

      “Yeah.”

      “You don’t want in on that?”

      Jazz laughed. “Shit, you know how to hit me where it hurts, don’t you?” He raised his voice. “Get your asses in the back before anyone else sees you in here.” Jessica and Garrett hurried over to the counter, and they followed Jazz into the back of the shop. “While you’re at it, since you’re here, maybe you can explain this shit to me too.”

      He pushed open the door to his office. Brie and Shell occupied the two seats on the near side of the desk.

      “What are you two doing here?” Cassidy asked them as their heads turned in his direction. He glanced at Jazz. Had Brie outed him in coming here?

      “What are we doing here?” Brie replied. “Maybe you can tell us why about a hundred UDF agents came into the hotel with a search warrant, looking for you. I barely got out of there before they reached your room.”

      “Why did you decide to come here?” Cassidy asked.

      “I heard you talking to Mister Jazlin before you left for your meeting. I wanted to know who he was, so I took a voice sample and ran an analysis through the UDF database. No criminal record, but he’s on the watchlist.” She looked at Jazz. “You’re on the watchlist, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know,” he replied. “Brando here has always managed to keep those dogs from sniffing too close though.”

      Brie raised her eyebrows at the name. Cassidy relaxed a little. She was too professional with her own clandestine work to give him up like that.

      “When the bureau showed up, I figured if you were going to surface again, it would be here. I was right.”

      “Who are you?” Jessica asked, confused.

      “Brie,” she replied, simply. She reached into her coat pocket and pulled out Cassidy’s ClearPhone. “I thought it would be a good idea to power this thing up and cut the circuit to be extra sure. I can fix it, if you want.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Cassidy said. “Shell, why are you here?”

      “I wasn’t sure how safe I would be at the hotel,” Shell replied. “And I saw Brie leaving and knew she wasn’t one of our guests, so I figured she was with you. I tailed her here.”

      “I knew you were following me,” Brie said. “I let you.”

      “I really do try to stay under the radar, my friend,” Jazz said. “I don’t appreciate you bringing someone in to spy on me during our meeting.”

      “I wasn’t spying,” Brie said. “I was working and none of it had to do with you. You just happened to be there. But the last thing I expected was the UDF to show up to arrest you. I assume it has to do with him.” She pointed at Garrett.

      “It has to do with a lot more than that,” Jessica said.

      “What do you mean?” Brie asked. “Like Leonidas?”

      “Who’s Leonidas?” Jazz asked.

      “Not who. What.”

      “Fine. What’s Leonidas?”

      “Can we all just...stop for a second?” Cassidy said. All eyes turned to him. “I can explain everything, but just so we’re clear up front, what I’m going to tell you is going to put you front and center in the crosshairs of the UDF and you aren’t going to like everything you hear. Brie, Shell, if you don’t want to be involved, you should go now. Jazz, we can do this in the vault so you don’t have to hear it.”

      Jazz looked at him, mouth pursed in consideration. “This all sounds real juicy, my friend. Between the Dragons and the UDF, it’s like half the city’s suddenly looking for you. I’m both greatly terrified and horribly intrigued. And you did mention guns.”

      “Brando,” Jessica said. “I’m not sure we can trust—”

      “You don’t have a choice,” Cassidy replied, cutting her off. “You wanted an entire cadre of Silver Dragons because you know we can’t do this on our own. I’m putting everything on the line for you. We need the help.”

      Jessica nodded wordlessly.

      “It’s high-risk,” Garrett said. “So high-risk that I made an offer to the Dragons and they not only turned me down, they wanted my head for even suggesting it. I can make a similar offer to you.”

      Jazz laughed. “Now I’m even more terrified. And more intrigued. What do you need from me?”

      “We need you in the field,” Cassidy said before Garrett could answer. He turned to Brie. “We need you working remote network interference.” He pointed to Shell. “And we need you coordinating it all.”

      “Me?” Shell said. “I’m just an assistant hotel manager.”

      “Maybe, but I know I can trust you,” Cassidy replied. “And keeping everything organized is one of the most important jobs we have. I know you’re good at that too.”

      Shell blushed. “I don’t want to sound ungrateful, but it sounds dangerous. What’s in it for me?”

      “Or me,” Brie said.

      “Or me,” Jazz echoed. “Field work means the risk of death is non-zero.”

      “Worst case, you’ll get the entire cache of arms I took from the Dome,” Garrett said.

      Jazz’s eyebrows went up, his eyes wide. “Did you say the Dome?”

      Garrett nodded. “Are you familiar?”

      “I’ve heard things.”

      “Then you know what kind of stuff I have to offer.”

      Jazz rubbed at his chin. “That’s an extremely high reward. That means you’re talking extremely high risk.”

      “Affirmative.”

      “What about me?” Brie said. “Sorry, Brando, but this goes way beyond what I owe you, and even further past any kind of tab.”

      Cassidy paused to consider what he could offer.

      “You’re a hacker, right?” Jessica asked.

      “A Miner.”

      “Really? I always wanted to be a Miner. But I never lived in the Sunshine Towers. In that case, if you help us out I’ll give you access to the Leonidas source code, plus a Unity Mobile Interface.”

      “You have a UMI?”

      “Mason,” Jessica said. He turned his pack toward her, and she unzipped it and lifted the slab out.

      “Oh, shit,” Brie said. “Where did you get that?”

      “The Dome,” she replied. “Help us out, and it’s yours.”

      “Deal.”

      “Shell,” Cassidy said. “The only thing I can offer is coin.” He looked at Garrett. “How much?”

      “Half a million.”

      Shell’s eyes nearly popped. “Half a million? Fine, I’m in. Whatever it is we’re doing.”

      Cassidy nodded and turned back to Jazz. “What’s your final verdict?”

      Jazz wrinkled his face, struggling to decide. “You don’t have to tell me everything up front, but can you at least give me a clue what we’re getting into?”

      “We need to infiltrate Bizrathi Praan’s Golden Tower,” Garrett said. “We’re looking for something there.”

      Jazz sighed. “Shit. Brando, I’m not convinced this raiding party is nearly big enough.”

      “That only adds to the reward,” Cassidy replied.

      The dealer laughed. “Isn’t that the truth, my friend.” He threw his hands up. “I could use a little more excitement in my life. Why not?”

      “So,” Brie said. “What is this all about?”
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      Cassidy let Jessica explain the situation, taking a seat on the corner of Jazz’s desk while she and Garrett went through everything they had told him earlier. The story sounded as wild the second time around, though he also found he believed in it more, probably because of how desperately the UDF had turned out to capture them at the Dikon warehouse and how many agents had shown up to grab him at the Agora. While it was clear to Cassidy that Nevis wanted him to locate Garrett and hopefully bring him in, the Initiative had taken a calculated risk using him to go after the rogue Marine and Jessica, with the understanding they could potentially win him over to their side.

      And so far, they had.

      Of course, Nevis was playing with house money. No matter what else Cassidy did, he could only help this small pocket of the so-called resistance for so long. He and Hall would expire in a handful of weeks regardless of the actions they took. The only question was whether or not they would increase their efforts to put a stop to the group’s immediate plans.

      It left him to wonder if Nevis knew what their immediate plans were. She had known enough to use him to track down and assassinate Dorne even though he had been in the same time-limited boat. But that was also to prevent him from any preconceived ideas about who Garrett really was or what he represented. But did Nevis even know? Unity had kept the truth from Dorne, using the archon to manipulate reality. He still didn’t know the full extent of the alterations to the embedded processes in his previously filtered consciousness. He wasn’t sure he ever would. He also didn’t know if Nevis was a shadow of a repo or fully human. All he had ever seen of her was a projection.

      A heavy silence fell over the small assembly as Jessica finished her story. She purposely withheld the part about needing Cassidy because he was a Shade in order to help keep up his appearances with Jazz. Instead, she had claimed Praan had access to a special computer network she had discovered during her work on Leonidas. One that permitted a select few to communicate with one another across the planet. If they could reach the computer, if they could access the network, they could get to the truth.

      “This is crazy,” Jazz said, the first to speak. “And even if it’s true, who cares? Whether it’s Unity making the rules or guys like Praan, it doesn’t change anything.”

      “It changes everything,” Shell said. “We accept Unity based on the premise that it’s always acting in the best interests of the masses. That its decisions are based on unbiased data for the good of all humankind. We surrendered our freedoms to the idea that Unity is incapable of acting in an unfair manner. That doesn’t mean crime, poverty, violence or racism just go away, but at least the top of the system is clean. But if someone or a group of someones are controlling Unity, then all of that goes out the window. Whether it’s a single authority or a cabal, we can be pretty damn sure they aren’t acting in our best interests.”

      “If more people knew, more people would resist,” Garrett said.

      “So why don’t more people know?” Brie asked. “I’ve been swimming in data since I was eight years old, and I’ve never heard of anything like this.”

      “Because the resistance is neutered before the truth can get out. Unity controls everything. All of the communications. All of the networks. The military. The media. Everything. When we try to organize, the UDF shows up and shuts us down.”

      “Which is why I created Leonidas,” Jessica said. “So we couldn’t be silenced. There are small pockets of resistance across the planet. People like each of us who are still fighting to discover how deep this all goes. But we have the best chance of any of them.”

      “What makes you so special?” Jazz asked. “If there have been others, how can you be so sure you’ll succeed where they failed?”

      Jessica glanced at Cassidy. He could tell she wanted to point to him as the reason they had a chance to succeed, but she didn’t want to be the one to reveal his secret.

      “Maybe you aren’t special,” Jazz continued when she didn’t respond quickly enough. “I’m not trying to shit on your parade, but you’re asking me to risk my neck because you have a crazy notion Bizrathi Praan has authority over Unity, and that there’s some huge conspiracy to keep us all under his thumb, like we have so many other options anyway. My life is pretty good. I’m not all that keen on rocking the boat or biting the hand that feeds me.”

      “So you’re going to fall back on the ignorance is bliss defense?” Garrett said.

      “Maybe it is bliss,” Jazz replied.

      “You already said you were in.”

      “I told you I was in on helping you bust into the Golden Spire. I’m still good with that. You pass me your guns, I don’t really care why we’re there. I’m just saying, for the record, I don’t agree with the story that goes along with the job. I don’t really believe it, and even if it’s true, I don’t really care.”

      Brie laughed. “At least you’re honest.”

      “An honest thief,” Shell said. “It’s easier for me to believe Unity is screwing us over than for me to believe that.”

      Jazz glared at her. “What are you trying to imply?”

      “I think she’s trying to say that the UDF has put a lot of energy into catching up to Brando,” Brie said. “Whatever payday Garrett can deliver, you might be able to get a lot more straight from the source.”

      “Oh, you’re saying I’m going to sell you out.” Jazz smirked. “Screw you. I might not be the most upstanding citizen, but I do have some morals. And I’d never out someone who’s had equal opportunity to do the same to me and never used it. That’s not just bad for business. That’s downright evil.”

      “You have to wonder why the UDF is trying so hard to catch us,” Garrett said. “Even if I’m wrong about Unity, I’m convinced there’s something they want to stop us from learning. There’s something the UDF is trying to keep secret.”

      Jazz laughed. “You mean like the Shades? Everybody knows that’s all just bullshit to keep us on our toes. It’s like the boogeyman, but for criminal enterprise instead of kids.” He lowered his voice mockingly. “Nobody meets a Shade and lives to tell about it.”

      Garrett side-eyed Cassidy, but didn’t respond to Jazz’s retort. “Brie, what about you? What do you think?”

      “I told you before that I’m in,” she replied. “If there are secrets out there, whatever they are, I want to know them. It’s kind of my job.” She smiled.

      “That’s easy for you to say,” Jazz said. “You’ll be tucked in here, nice and safe.”

      “No she won’t,” Jessica said.

      “I won’t?” Brie replied.

      “You need to get into direct line of sight with the Golden Spire,” Jessica explained. “Otherwise all the bureau needs to do is destroy the UnityComm towers you’re bouncing from.”

      “I thought they needed to at least track the source,” Brie replied.

      “Normally, they do. But if this is as important to Unity as I think, orders will come down to destroy every comm array in the city before we’ll be allowed to win, no matter how badly that hampers the UDF response.”

      “Line of sight shouldn’t be all that hard at least,” Shell said. “The Golden Spire is visible from almost any rooftop in the city.”

      “I’ll still be exposed if the UDF sends anyone searching for me,” Brie said.

      “We both will,” Shell agreed. “I assume I need to be up there with you.”

      “You do,” Jessica said.

      “I know how to use a gun, but I’d rather not kill agents. My late husband worked for the UDF.”

      “You might not have a choice,” Cassidy said.

      Shell stared at him for a long moment before sighing with resignation. “I’ll just hope you can do whatever you need to do before they spot us.”

      “We’ll do our best,” Garrett said.

      “Next steps?” Brie asked.

      “We need to plan how we’re going to get into the Spire and then get up to the top floor,” Jessica said.

      “Why not just land a roto on the roof?” Shell asked.

      Jazz laughed. “You’ve never been up through the clouds, have you?”

      “No. It’s restricted airspace.”

      “Exactly.”

      “I thought with a Miner here we could get around that.”

      “We probably could,” Garrett said. “But the wealthy don’t take kindly to unexpected guests, and their homes are well defended enough to take down an unconfirmed roto before it can get close.”

      “Is there any chance we can confirm a roto?” Cassidy asked.

      “Not without getting into the Spire’s security system,” Jessica replied. “Which we can’t initiate externally. We need to be inside the spire to open the network to outside access.”

      “Once we’re inside, we might as well make that happen. Maybe we can grab a roto to make our escape.”

      “Yeah. We might be able to take a roto off the spire, but entering in one is a no-go unless you can convince Bizrathi Praan to invite you over for tea.”

      “It’s too bad we don’t have our own Shade,” Jazz said. “We could get someone on the inside no problem.”

      “That would be nice,” Shell agreed.

      “It’s not that simple,” Cassidy said, his heart beginning to race as he spoke.

      The reaction was uncustomary for him, but then, he had never considered giving up his cover before. It was the most alien situation he could imagine, and at the same time, he couldn’t picture going into Praan’s spire, trusting his life to these people and them trusting their lives to him without coming clean. He had been a Marine long before he had become a Shade. While one was a singular role that eschewed most help as a matter of course, the other relied on teamwork. For now, he needed to get back to that.

      “I know, my friend,” Jazz replied. “Where are we going to get a Shade?” He laughed.

      “We already have a Shade,” Cassidy replied. “But without a transfer unit, I can’t change repositories.”

      Jessica and Garrett reacted only with a measure of surprise that he was admitting to the truth. Shell stared at him in shock, while Brie seemed more intrigued than anything, like she wanted to ask him a thousand questions in the span of the next few heartbeats. Jazz’s face darkened, his hands curling into fists.

      “Say what?” he said. “Brando, are you saying you’re compromised?”

      Garrett shifted to step between him and Cassidy, ready to defend Cassidy, who put out his hand to hold him back.

      “I’m telling you now because we need to work together. I need you to trust me.”

      “Are you kidding?” Jazz said, growing more angry.

      “Hold the indignation a little longer,” Cassidy said. “Because there’s more.”

      Jazz looked like he was going to burst, but he didn’t move, keeping his eyes locked on Cassidy.

      “This repo,” Cassidy said. “My host. He wasn’t completely honest with you either. His name is Detective Jeffrey Hall, UDF Special Investigations. He’s with the bureau. He has been for as long as you’ve known him.”

      Jazz closed his eyes. “I don’t believe this shit.”

      “He traded intel with you to help forward other initiatives,” Cassidy continued. “He pulled strings at the bureau to keep you from being arrested, same as he did for Brie.”

      “You knew?” Jazz said, opening his eyes to glance at her.

      “I knew he was a Detective,” Brie replied. “Not a Shade. I can’t believe you’re saying they’re real. That you’re one of them. Except, I had a feeling something was off about you, Hall. I mean… what’s your name?”

      “Cassidy.”

      “Is that a first name or last name?”

      “It’s the only name I use. I don’t usually need it.”

      Brie smiled. “Right.” She looked at Jessica. “You knew?”

      Jessica nodded. “I left that part out before. I was one of Cassidy’s hosts when I was eleven years old.”

      “What? That is so amazing.”

      “It’s completely screwed up, is what it is,” Jazz said. “You’ve been using me for close to twenty years? Lying to me? I thought you were my friend.”

      “I’ve only been lying to you for about forty-eight hours, give or take,” Cassidy said. “Hall was doing his job to the best of his ability. That’s all. If it makes you feel any better, he does consider  you a friend.”

      Jazz laughed. “Well, shit. Isn’t that great to know. At least he liked me while he was using me to rat out my colleagues. That makes me feel a shit ton better.”

      Cassidy understood the upset. He was thankful Jazz continued to stand in place, hands clenched into fists, face tight with anger. With the dealer’s mods, he could pummel Hall before Garrett had a chance to intervene.

      “Nobody ever knew he got his leads from you,” Cassidy said. “I know that doesn’t help much, but it doesn’t matter. You aren’t dealing with Hall right now. You’re dealing with me. Hall is a repository, a body for me to operate through. And right or wrong, he believed in what these two are doing. His son was killed because he used him to deliver a message to me. That’s why I’m here. Why I’m part of this. I’m not convinced this road leads anywhere, but I knew Hall before I shadowed him. He was the closest thing I had to a friend.”

      Jazz’s jaw clenched. He turned away, his eyes getting moist. He didn’t want anyone to see it. “Damn it, he was the closest thing I had to a friend too. But it was all bullshit.”

      “It was still an equitable arrangement,” Cassidy said. “Whether you knew the whole of it or not.”

      Jazz wiped at his eyes before turning around. “Yeah, maybe it was. I’m still sorry to hear about his kid. Damn, I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. Pretty cold to use him like that. Especially if this all turns out to be a wild goose chase.”

      “He’ll get his in the end. I’m rogue from the bureau, with no access to a transfer unit. I’m stuck in him for the duration, and my imprint will start to degrade after eight weeks or so.”

      “What happens then?” Shell asked.

      “Rapid onset dementia, followed by a painful death. And there’s no way around it.”

      “Oh my.”

      “This is important, Jazz,” Cassidy said. “And I still need your help.”

      Jazz unclenched his jaw and his fists, the anger subsiding. “What’s done is done. So long as I get the guns at the end, nothing’s really changed. I appreciate you being straight with me, Cassidy.”

      “Where we’re headed, it’s best not to keep secrets.”

      “There’s one more thing to come clean about,” Jessica said, all eyes turning to her. “Our objective isn’t to locate a computer terminal. It’s to find a Shade transfer unit inside the Golden Spire. We believe Praan uses it to interface with Unity and anyone else who may be involved.”

      “And you want Cassidy to do his own interface,” Brie said.

      “That’s right.”

      “Which means he has to make it to the objective alive,” Garrett said. “The rest of us are expendable.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Jazz said.

      “Does that mean Bizrathi Praan is a Shade?” Brie asked.

      “It’s possible,” Jessica replied. “It could also be that he’s been mastered and imprinted to his own body. Using himself as a repo.”

      “Won’t he degrade like Cassidy?” Shell asked.

      “Not if he re-imprints on a regular schedule. It can be done. I did it to Cass a few hours ago.”

      “You had a transfer unit?” Brie asked.

      “And lost it,” Jessica replied. “One of our members sold us out, and brought the UDF down on us around the same time they went into the Agora.”

      “What happened to the snitch?” Jazz asked.

      “I killed her,” Cassidy replied.

      “Good.”

      “Using Cassidy to infiltrate the spire would be ideal,” Jessica admitted. “But like he said, it’s also impossible right now. The only way we get a unit is to either get into the bureau headquarters or into the Golden Spire.”

      “Then I guess we need to reach the objective,” Jazz said. “I don’t suppose you have a schematic?”

      Jessica smiled. “Actually, I do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 43

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassidy turned off the shower, letting the water drip from Hall’s body for nearly half a minute before he grabbed the nearby towel and wrapped it around his waist. The effects of the stim cocktail had fully worn off in the hours he had spent planning the invasion of the Golden Spire with the others, leaving him hobbled and in pain as he stepped out of the shower and onto the cracked bathroom tile. Like Jazz warned, he had overexerted Hall’s damaged knees during the escape from the warehouse, leaving them in worse shape than when he had started. Worse, he was stuck with a barely controllable craving to chug the Jarhead Piss or jab himself with the concentrate. He had to force himself not to think about the foul tasting liquid, or the even more convenient and potent stab, something that seemed more difficult to do.

      There was no value to taking the cocktail now. It might satisfy his growing addiction and ease the pain in his legs, but he would be limiting its usefulness later, when he really needed it, at the same time he wreaked more havoc on Hall’s body. Maybe it didn’t matter because they were dead men walking anyway, but it felt wrong to intentionally cause more harm.

      Besides, resisting the desire to take more of the cocktail helped strengthen his resolve across the board. So did dealing with the pain of walking.

      He had left his clothes in a heap on the floor knowing he would have to bend to scoop them up later. Hoping the hot water would help loosen the stiffness in his knees, he found that while it had improved the flexibility a small amount, it wasn’t nearly enough to crouch and grab his pants.

      “Figures,” he muttered, holding onto the edge of the sink for balance while he tipped forward on one leg. He managed to grab his underwear and pants on the first try, turning toward the cracked mirror over the sink, eyes locking on Hall’s reflection.

      Cassidy knew he should look away but he didn’t. The face was familiar to him because he had seen it from the outside. Time had increased the wrinkles, added more definition to his cheekbones, pushed back the hairline and put more salt in the dark strands. He looked tired and stressed, and the pain was evident in the tension across his brow even though he did his best to resist it.

      He stared longer than he ever had before. Maybe it was because he knew his original body was gone. Maybe it was because he understood this face would be the last one he would ever wear, ostensibly making it his own. Maybe he just wanted a moment to connect with himself. To see himself as what he was now. He had spent forty-eight missions ignoring the toll the job was taking on his psyche. He had managed to avoid confrontation with it for so long.

      In that moment, he wondered how he would describe himself. Without a body of his own, was he still human? Still alive? Inside this repo with no chance of escape, did that make him Hall? Philosophical considerations aside, perhaps.  He would take time later to think existentially about it all. For now, he had to do his job. And so did Hall.

      He smirked into the mirror, creating new wrinkles across Hall’s face. “Just you and me, Jeff,” he said, backing up a step to get a better look at his knees. Swollen and bruised. He would ask Jazz for some ice.

      He looked away from the mirror before dropping the towel and putting on his underwear and pants. He had just buttoned the slacks when someone knocked on the door.

      “Who is it?” Cassidy asked.

      “Hey Cass, it’s Jess. Are you almost done in there?”

      Jazz only had one bathroom in his apartment, which occupied a thousand square feet in the back of the ground floor. It was a lot of space for one man, but a tight fit for the six of them.

      “You can come in,” Cassidy said.

      She pushed the door open, a bundled towel in her arms, smiling when she saw him. “How are your knees?” she asked.

      “I’ll live,” he replied. “You’re finished with Brie?”

      “Yeah. It didn’t take long. She’s smarter than I am and better with network code. I just needed to show her where to go and what to look for.”

      “You feel confident we can bring down Praan’s security?”

      “Very. I think that’ll be the easy part.”

      “Good.” Cassidy looked down at his shirt, which Jessica had unknowingly stepped on. “Would you mind getting that for me?”

      She looked down, and then jumped off the shirt. “Sorry. I didn’t see it there.” She picked it up and handed it to him. “You really aren’t convinced we’re doing the right thing, are you?”

      He shrugged. “Three days ago I came out of the deep freeze to find out my body no longer existed and that twenty years had passed since I was in your body.” He pointed at her. “You’re trying to change my entire worldview in a few hours. That’s a pretty tall order.”

      “I hear you,” she replied. “I’m sorry we had to do it this way, but we didn’t have a lot of options.”

      “You keep talking about the resistance. Why haven’t you brought them into this? Why are you and Garrett the only two here?”

      “It’s too dangerous for them,” she replied. “And there are so few of us left. The Initiative has been more than capable of suppression. In part because of you. I only learned later how what went down at the Hell Motel set the program back by years.”

      “Making guns,” Cassidy said. “But what was the endgame in that? To storm Praan’s Spire like we’re planning to do?”

      “That’s not the endgame. That’s the opening salvo.”

      “Then how does it end?”

      “With the truth, whatever that truth may be.”

      “What if the truth is worse than the lie?”

      “At least it’ll be the truth. You don’t think that’s important?”

      “Dorne told me my body was incinerated right after I was mastered, instead of being placed in the Freezer. I prefer knowing that truth. So yeah, I guess I do agree it’s important.” He finished dressing, his eyes landing on Jessica’s. “If anything I did when I was shadowing you hurt, I’m sorry.”

      She smiled back at him. “You mean my feet?”

      “For one. And the other things you experienced because of what I had to do.”

      “You didn’t hurt me. You helped make me stronger. You helped set me free.”

      “It’s good to hear.”

      Jessica took his hand in hers. “I won’t pretend to know what you’re thinking right now. Or how all of this is affecting you. But I want you to know that I’m here. Whatever that means to you. Whatever you need.”

      Cassidy stared back at her. He had no idea what he wanted or needed. He reached out and put his free hand on her face. She melted into it, closing her eyes. He could have kissed her if he wanted. He probably could have done a lot more.

      That wasn’t what he needed. Or wanted for her.

      He took his hand away, separating himself from her and limping to the door. He could feel her eyes on his back, a tense confusion hanging between them. She had said she felt a connection to him. He couldn’t deny he felt it too. But it was like a fractal. A lingering fragment of their shared experience, not a real attraction.

      And he refused to let himself get close. Not when he was a dead man walking.

      And not when he might still need to bring both her and Garrett in.
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      The door to Jazz’s apartment swung open. He walked in, a small floating cart trailing behind him, loaded down with a pair of crates.

      Cassidy looked up from his position on the couch next to Brie, his eyes drifting from Jazz to the boxes. “Is that everything?” he asked.

      “It’s my end of everything,” Jazz replied. He closed the door once the cart was through and then banged his hand on each box in turn. “Uniforms. And guns. Lots of guns.”

      “We already have guns,” Jessica said.

      “You can never have too many guns.”

      “I hate guns,” Brie said.

      “I don’t really like guns either. But they come in handy when people are trying to kill you.”

      “Let’s see what you’ve got,” Jessica said. She stood and walked over to the cart, glancing at Cassidy as she passed the couch. They hadn’t spoken since the bathroom. He had made things a little awkward, which he regretted now. Everything had been so cut and dried before. Transfer, run the mission, head home, go back into the Freezer.

      Cassidy stood too, joining her beside Jazz.

      “Did you take care of the technical end?” Jazz asked Brie.

      “Yup. It seems there’s a problem with the Golden Spire’s power generator and one of Praan’s people scheduled a team to come take a look at it. It’s right there on the repair company’s calendar.”

      Jazz smiled. “Yeah, I mean, nobody in the building’s noticed a problem with the power supply, but it’s probably best to go in and take a look, just to be on the safe side.” He looked at Cassidy. “That was good thinking.”

      “There’s more than one way to nonviolently infiltrate a target,” Cassidy replied.

      “I think I’ve seen this movie before,” Shell said.

      “It’s cliche because it works. Praan has so many people working for him, they won’t know who scheduled what.”

      “Especially when we can add our presence to their schedule once we get close enough,” Jessica added. “But that’ll only get us inside. We’ll need to get from the basement up to the top of the spire. Fifteen thousand feet up.”

      “Just a short elevator ride away,” Jessica said. “As long as Brie keeps the security system locked out, we shouldn’t have a problem.”

      “You won’t have a problem,” Brie said. “Not unless the UDF spots us on the rooftop.”

      “That’s what this box is for,” Jazz said, smacking the second one with an open palm. “The uniforms are too fitted to allow for anything bigger than a handgun in a shoulder holster. We can carry one toolbag that's big enough for a couple of rifles and a few mags, but that’s about it.” He looked over at Garrett. “But you two brought your own toys.”

      “If you have something better, we’ll take it,” Garrett said.

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with the standard-issue for this,” Jazz said. “Especially considering your Sliver integration with the targeting system. No, bring your gear.” He unlatched the crate and swung it open, revealing a few guns packed inside between bits of dark foam. He lifted out a magazine-fed double-barreled shotgun. “This one is mine.”

      “I like your style, Jazz,” Garrett said.

      “Thank you,” Jazz replied. “Cass, you already have an NG. I’ve got a second one here if you’d like a set.”

      “I’d rather keep one hand free,” Cassidy said. “Two-handed posture helps my aim and Hall doesn’t have a Sliver.”

      “Fair enough. Any other takers?”

      “I’ll carry it,” Jessica said.

      “Sold to the crazy woman,” Jazz said, passing the weapon to her. “Only one magazine, since it carries more rounds than anyone ought to need.” He looked at Garrett again. “What about you, big guy?”

      “I’m good with my TAC-15.”

      “A common but effective choice in pistols. I commend you, sir.”

      “What do you have for us?” Shell asked, motioning to Brie.

      “I’m glad you asked,” Jazz replied. He lifted out the top level of foam, revealing more guns beneath. He picked out a squared off carbine and held it out to Shell as though it were a king’s sceptre. “My pride and joy,” he said. “And I’m giving it to you.”

      “This is a tranq gun?” Shell asked, looking down at the gun.

      “I designed it myself. It fires small shells that deliver a tranq gel buckshot payload. A few seconds on the skin and it’ll drop any typical human, and the buckshot gives you both an increased chance of hitting flesh and better odds of dropping more than one target at a time.”

      “What if multiple buckshot hits their skin? I told you, I don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “And I don’t want to die in the spire because you’re trying to be nice,” Jazz replied. “It’s a risk. But so is the fact that they may come for you fully armored, in which case you won’t have any flesh to hit and we’re all screwed.”  He pushed the gun toward her. She took it reluctantly, and he reached into the crate and removed another handgun, holding it out to her. “Just in case you change your mind.”

      “I won’t,” Shell said.

      He urged it on her. “Just in case.”

      She reluctantly took the handgun too.

      Jazz turned to Brie, but she waved him off. “I hate guns. Keep me out of it.”

      He looked at Cassidy. “I don’t like that our support team doesn’t want to defend themselves.”

      “As long as they stay out of sight, it shouldn’t be a problem,” Cassidy said.

      “It’s my funeral, too.”

      “I can make a call,” Brie said. “Bring Kyra and Ju into this.”

      “Who?” Jessica asked.

      “Two of my girls. They love guns.”

      Cassidy remembered them from his visit to the Mines. He didn’t really want to drag anyone else into this, especially Miners. One member could be operating independently. Three was picking sides. “I’d rather we take our chances.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Jazz said. “We need all the help we can get.”

      “Fine,” Cassidy said. “Brie, go out into the street to make the call, just in case. Tell them to bring tranq rounds too. We don’t kill any agents unless we have no other choice.”

      “Got it, Cass,” Brie said, getting up and heading out the door.

      “I appreciate that,” Jazz said.

      “Let’s see the uniforms,” Jessica said.

      Jazz opened the other box. “These are authentic,” he said as Jessica reached in and pulled out one of the rubbery blue uniforms designed to protect the maintenance crew while working near the heavy generators that helped provide power to the spire. “I picked them up from the local office myself. By the time anyone notices they’re gone, we’ll be long done with them.”

      “Beautiful,” Jessica said, turning the suit in her hand. It had a logo of a fireball on the flat oxygen tank affixed to the back, the words STARFIRE MECHANICAL arcing over it. “We’ll wait until Brie gets back and then we get ready to move out.”

      “I really hope this doesn’t turn into a disaster,” Jazz said.

      Cassidy locked eyes with Jessica. He didn’t see any fear in them. No concern or hesitation. She was that sure she was right and equally eager to prove it.

      “Me too,” he replied. For both their sakes. “Me too.”
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      The Golden Spire and its complex occupied an entire city block. Surrounded by a gilded wrought iron fence that was ten feet tall and monitored by both human and mechanical guards, the home of one of the wealthiest people on the planet was both overtly ostentatious and sublimely threatening.

      The Spire itself wasn’t the only building on the property. It occupied approximately half the plot, located in the exact center adjoined by additional, smaller structures in each of the four corners,  with a guardhouse at the main entrance. All of the structures were covered in ornate carvings, gold-plating, stained glass and frescoes. The negative space between featured lush gardens, green grass and outcroppings of some of the only trees within the confines of the seawalls. Like the other spires that dotted the metropolis, it was an oasis paradise in a desert of humankind.

      It took nearly an hour to reach the front of the spire from Jazz’s pharmacy. To keep up appearances, they were forced to use a white box truck with the STARFIRE MECHANICAL typeface and logo hastily stenciled on the side, which meant driving through always heavy ground traffic. The drive had taken so long that Shell had called in nearly twenty minutes earlier to let them know that she and Miners Brie, Kyra and Ju were in position, ready to take an elevator to the rooftop of an office tower a couple of blocks away. There, they would gain line of sight with the spire.

      Jessica had given each of them new ClearPhones, all of them loaded with access to Leonidas. It would allow them to communicate freely beyond the ever watchful eye of Unity and the UDF. The devices were also transmitting their location back to the Unity Mobile Interface which she had left with Shell. Combined with the schematic for the spire, which they had lifted out of the database of the architectural and engineering firm who had built it, the system allowed her to monitor their individual positions within the building. It would keep Shell and Brie apprised of where the others were in the event they got separated.

      In an effort to estimate the size of the guard detail, Brie had also combed through the databases of a number of security companies, looking for assignments to the compound. While nobody was foolish enough to try to steal from Bizrathi Praan, it was expected for him to employ a certain number of security people to maintain order. According to Brie’s research, The Spire had two hundred guards on duty at any given time, the majority of which had come from the Marines after their enlistment was complete. Not only did he have a lot of security, but the force was well-trained and likely outfitted with Slivers and stim packs, which put every member of Praan’s security detail on a level with or at least close to that of Garrett and Jazz.

      Breaking into the Golden Spire was the last thing Cassidy ever expected he would need to do. Even with the extra help they had gained from Jazz, Shell, and Brie and her Miners, it was a pitiful assault team in comparison to what they were stepping into. The Silver Dragons might have helped minimize the difference in numbers, but even they wouldn’t have guaranteed success. That was probably why Liao had shut Garrett down.

      Two hundred guards sounded like a lot, but they had a lot of ground to cover both inside and outside the main ultra-tall skyscraper, which meant their density wouldn’t be all that high in any given area. At least a quarter of the defenses were probably on the ground, another quarter near the rooftop, and the rest split across the floors between. Getting inside would be the hardest part, but Cassidy still felt that a small team like theirs would have a better chance of reaching the top of the Spire.

      As the only real unknown in the group, Jessica had to pull double-duty as the truck driver while also working to locate a ClearPhone she could use to access the spire’s internal network. She drove one-handed, her device cradled against the console of the vehicle and pointing up at her while she gestured in front of it, navigating through different screens. She nearly hit a rickshaw as she made the final turn to the spire’s front gate, slamming on the brakes and sending her phone careening onto the passenger side floor.

      “Shit!” she cursed, shaking her head at the near miss.

      Cassidy scooped up the phone in his gloved hand. They were already wearing the hazmat suits, the floppy headgear hanging from the neck just above the oxygen tanks. The blue rubber sat loosely against his skin but was cinched tight around his waist, leaving him feeling as though he were dressed in balloons. It made it a little awkward to move, but he wasn’t going to need to wear it for long.

      “Thanks,” Jessica said as he placed the phone back in the console, facing it toward her. She split her attention between the road and the device as they approached the golden gates of the Praan compound on their right. A pair of guards in dark body armor flanked both sides of the entrance on the outside, motionless as the pedestrians and other street traffic flowed past them.

      “We should have a signal by now,” Garrett said from the back seat of the cab.

      “We should,” Jessica agreed. “We don’t. We need to get a little closer.”

      They rolled toward the gate, using the traffic as an excuse to stay slow as Jessica’s ClearPhone continued scanning for devices within the geofence of the compound. Implanting the scheduled visit from the maintenance company was a simple but key aspect of their plan. If they couldn’t piggyback another device to make it happen, it would make an already difficult inception that much harder.

      “Still nothing?” Garrett asked.

      “Stop asking,” Jessica replied. “You’ll know when I’ve got it.”

      “We’re out of time,” Cassidy said. “Turn toward the gates.”

      “Damn it.” Jessica growled softly as she steered the truck up to the gates and stopped. The guard on the driver’s side walked toward them. She activated the window to roll it down, allowing some of the rain to fall in.

      Cassidy looked down at the phone. Still no other devices. Apparently, Praan didn’t like the guards using theirs while they were on duty.

      “Oh, hi,” Jessica said. “We’re with Starfire Mechanical. We have an appointment to check your power generator.” She picked up her device, changing the screen to a work order she had created on the company’s system. “It looks like your voltage is fluctuating. We just need to duck inside and take a look.”

      “Standby while I call it in,” the guard said.

      “No problem.”

      He tapped on his helmet to activate a comm system. “Mister Wilkes, this is the front gate. We’ve got a crew from Starfire Mechanical here to take a look at the generator.”

      He glanced at Jessica, waiting while the admin looked for them on the schedule. He made a face a few seconds later, no doubt because Wilkes hadn’t found anything.

      “He says you aren’t on the calendar,” the guard relayed. “I’m afraid I can’t let you in.”

      “Really?” Jessica said. She tapped on her phone and turned it toward the guard. “This is my work schedule for the day. You are here.” She motioned to the time blocked out for their appointment. “Why is it on my schedule but not on yours?”

      “Standby,” the guard repeated. “Mister Wilkes, this is the front gate again. The driver is showing me her company schedule, and we are listed.” He paused to listen. “Yes, sir. Yes, sir.” He looked at Jessica. “He wants to know how long this is going to take, and if you’ll need to shut the power off. Mister Praan is hosting a party.”

      “We shouldn’t need to shut the power down. Diagnostics will take about thirty minutes or so, but if we do find a problem and have to turn off the generator to work on it, the backup will automatically kick in. There won’t be any disruption in power beyond a slight blink of the lights that nobody will even notice. I can guarantee nobody will even know we’re here, but I’ll let you know if we’re going to be here any longer than a half hour. The last thing I want to do is upset Mister Praan. I’m just trying to do my job.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the guard replied. “Mister Wilkes, they estimate thirty minutes for diagnostics, and then they can update the time.” He waited. “Yes, sir.” The guard stepped back from the truck and tapped on his wrist. The gate immediately began to swing open. “The maintenance entrance is around the back. It’ll be open for you.”

      “Thank you,” Jessica said. “We’ll be in and out as quick as possible.”

      “Have a nice evening,” the guard said.

      “You too.”

      Jessica glanced at Cassidy, fighting to keep her excitement hidden. It had been easier to gain entry than they had guessed. She pulled the truck forward, moving slowly until she was through the gate. Then she exhaled sharply. “I thought we were screwed. I don’t know why this thing isn’t capturing any devices.”

      “Praan’s having a party,” Jazz said. “There’s probably nobody of consequence down on the ground right now, and your phone won’t reach through the clouds. Bad luck in that sense, but it works both ways. They’re too distracted to care if a crew comes to do some work.”

      “It might make this a little easier,” Cassidy agreed.

      “Whatever the reason, we’re in,” Garrett said.

      Jessica drove the truck around to the back of the spire to a small covered area designed to keep delivery and maintenance vehicles out of sight from the road so as not to spoil the property’s appearance. Another vehicle was already parked there. A high-end entertainment company providing services for the party. She stopped their truck beside it. All four cab doors opened and the group climbed out. Jazz and Garrett went around to the back to quickly retrieve their gear. When they rejoined Cassidy and Jessica, they all finished sealing their suits, encapsulating themselves and activating the stored oxygen delivery before approaching the maintenance entrance.

      The light on the security panel was already green, ready for their arrival. Cassidy pulled the door open while the others filed through, and then closed it behind him. The light on the panel turned red, signaling it was secured again.

      Not for long.

      Even the maintenance entrance was ostentacious—the floor covered in white marble, the ceiling painted with angels and clouds and a huge diamond chandelier dangling overhead. A doorway and elevator rested on either side of the grand foyer, one side going up, the other down. A cleaning robot sat in the shadows near the wall, ready to tidy up any mess left behind in the area.

      “This is the life,” Jazz said, taking it all in.

      “Let’s go,” Cassidy said, moving to the elevator on the left. He hit the call button and the doors slid open. They stepped inside. There were no other buttons to press. There was only one floor the elevator went down to. It only existed to transport heavy equipment to and from the utilities underground.

      The descent only took a few seconds. The elevator stopped and the doors opened, revealing a subterranean tunnel that immediately reminded Cassidy of the service area beneath the Sunrise Towers. Same idea, different location. They moved along the tunnel, following it until they reached a door marked as the generator. A security panel blocked their entrance to the generator itself, but they had no intention of going inside.

      The real prize was right in front of them.

      The three men stood around Jessica as she pulled off her hazmat suit, blocking any potential camera feeds from watching her. She had her original street clothes on underneath, her long coat covering a black dress. She pulled a screwdriver from the inside pocket and quickly used it to open the security panel to get at its wiring. Working quickly and expertly, she stripped part of two of the wires and spliced in a small black device. Then she returned the panel’s face and screwed it back together, all in under two minutes.

      “Done,” she said.

      Jazz dropped his large toolbag on the floor for Jessica to unzip, exposing the weapons hidden inside. Cassidy had just started tugging at his hazmat suit when he heard movement from the far end of the tunnel. The others heard it too. Jessica reached toward the ordnance in the pack as a handful of UDF agents in black body armor rounded the corner.

      “Shit,” Jazz said.

      A moment later, another unit joined them from the other side, boxing them in.

      “Double shit.”
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      “Put your hands up!” one of the UDF agents shouted. “Put them up now!”

      Cassidy slowly raised his hands, as did the others. All except Jessica. She remained crouched in front of the bag, her hand tucked inside it.

      “You!” the agent said, swinging his rifle toward her. “Hands up! Do it!”

      Jessica glanced at Cassidy before removing her hand from the toolbag, flashing him two fingers before raising her arms and getting to her feet.

      “You think Brie ratted us out?” Jazz asked softly.

      “No,” Cassidy replied simply. She’s a Miner. She wouldn’t be turned that easy. And the agents were already in the building. Some of them were already down here, but that might have been to keep them hidden from the guests upstairs.

      “Shut it!” the agent barked. The other unit closed in behind Cassidy and the others, keeping their rifles trained on the group.

      “My name is Detective Jeffrey Hall,” Cassidy said. “Special Investigations.”

      “We know who you are, Hall,” the agent answered. “It’s the only reason we didn’t shoot you on sight.”

      Cassidy’s eyebrows crinkled. He didn’t understand. The agent turned his wrist and tapped on it. A hologram appeared between him and them.

      “Captain Nevis,” Cassidy said. She stood in front of him, a smug smirk stretched across her face.

      “Hall,” she replied. “I see you have some friends with you. Or are they accomplices?”

      “You know what they are,” Cassidy replied.

      “My prisoners,” she said, her smirk extending to a full-blown smile. “Excellent work, Detective. I knew I could count on you.”

      “What?” Jessica said beside him.

      Cassidy looked over at her. He had guessed Nevis would play this like he had set them up. He decided he should play along. “I wasn’t sure your man at the warehouse would believe me when I told him I was embedded.”

      “He didn’t,” Nevis said. “But I did.” She looked over at Garrett. “Mason Garrett in the flesh at last. You’ve been a major thorn in my side, Mason. Or do you prefer Benjamin?”

      “Mason is fine,” Garrett replied. “Or Garrett. Honestly, I prefer if you don’t talk at all.”

      Nevis smiled. “Cute.” Her eyes shifted to Jazz. “And Mister Jazlin.” She shook her head. “This isn’t going to go well for you. It’s a shame too. You were a useful tool in the bureau’s belt.”  Jazz didn’t react. He just stared blankly into the hologram while Nevis fixed her attention to Jessica. “I don’t know you. Do you have a name?”

      “If you’re going to take us in, just take us in,” she replied.

      “I thought we should talk first.”

      “We have nothing to talk about.”

      Nevis looked at Cassidy again. “Hall, you can put your hands down now. You’re free to go.”

      Cassidy lowered his hands but didn’t move, confused by Nevis’ reaction.

      “Your objective is satisfied. You’re dismissed. Sergeant Amman will take it from here.”

      Cassidy took a step toward the agents. “Captain, both Garrett and Jazlin have Slivers, and Jazlin has fast-twitch muscle fiber mods. I think I should stay and help cover them.”

      “Cassidy, what the hell?” Jessica said.

      He turned his torso to look back at her through the suit’s clear plastic viewport. He held a single finger against his hazmat suit where the agents behind her wouldn’t be able to see it, signaling he was still with them in case she wasn’t sure about his ruse.

      “Cassidy?” Nevis said, surprised. “You know who he is?”

      Jessica smiled. “Yes. My guardian angel. He told me the bureau might be waiting for us. He told me to be prepared.”

      Nevis’ face hardened as Cassidy turned back toward Sergeant Amman. He lunged toward the man, slightly awkward in the rubber suit, grabbing his rifle and turning it aside before throwing an elbow into the sergeant’s face.

      Before anyone could react, gas began spraying out of the tool bag—a putrid, yellow concoction, thick and heavy—that filled the confined space in a matter of seconds. The UDF agents started coughing almost immediately, choking on the gas while Garrett and Jazz stood in place and Jessica covered her mouth with her hand, holding her breath.

      Sergeant Amman tried to hold his breath too, but Cassidy delivered a sharp punch to his gut that forced him to exhale. He couldn’t prevent himself from drawing in the gas, and he started coughing too, slumping to the floor a moment later.

      Jessica ran past the downed agents, desperate for fresh air. Cassidy looked over at Nevis, her hologram cast against the top of the tunnel because of Amman’s collapse.

      “Damn it, Cassidy,” she said. “You can’t do this. Dorne lied to you.”

      “Maybe he did. Maybe he didn’t. I’m not rogue, Captain. But I am going to determine what’s true for myself.” He raised his foot over Amman’s wrist. “I’ll see you when I see you.” He brought the foot down, smashing the projector and banishing Nevis from the tunnel.

      Cassidy looked back at Garrett and Jazz. Garrett bent over, removing the spent gas canister from the pack and placing it on the floor before picking up the bag.

      Jazz smiled and shook his head. “What do you have, ESP or something?”

      “No, but I have been with the Initiative for seventy years. You learn a thing or two. Let’s go.”

      They moved away from the gas and the downed agents. They would wake up in an hour or so, but if Cassidy was still in the spire at that point he deserved to be killed.

      Returning to the elevator, they found Jessica waiting with a big smile on her face. “You called it, Cass.”

      “That’s hardly cause for celebration,” Cassidy replied, beginning to tear off the hazmat suit as quickly as he could. “They let us in so Nevis’ people could jump us. They know we’re not friendly, and Nevis is probably calling in the cavalry and reaching out to Praan as we speak.”

      “You said the hard part would be getting inside. We’re inside.” She took her phone out of her coat pocket and started tapping on it. “And now we have override control of the security system.” She smiled, digging an earpiece out of her coat pocket and shoving it in her ear.

      Cassidy did the same with his. “Overlord, do you copy?” he asked.

      “We copy,” Shell replied.

      “Are you in position?”

      “We are.”

      “I’m passing security control to you,” Jessica said. “Do you have our beacons?”

      “Bright and clear,” Brie answered. “I even color-coded them so I could tell you all apart.”

      “What color am I?” Jazz asked, getting his earpiece in.

      “Green.”

      “Can I be purple?”

      “You’re green.”

      Cassidy looked at Jazz, who shrugged. “I like purple.”

      “Here,” Garrett said, handing Jazz his shotgun and two extra magazines. Jazz shoved the mags into the belt around his waist and changed into dark fatigues that weren’t much different than the clothes the agents wore.

      Garrett collected his rifle and two extra mags, and they moved to the stairwell to make the quick ascent back to the maintenance lobby.

      “Underdog, someone just tripped the sensor on the access door,” Shell announced.

      “Why didn’t you shut it down?” Cassidy asked.

      “No time,” Brie replied. “I’m sorry. I locked it behind them.”

      “Do we have a camera feed?”

      “Patching you in.”

      Cassidy pulled his needlegun and dug his phone from his pocket, looking down at the camera feed. Another squad of agents had made it into the lobby, and they were turning toward the stairs.

      “Incoming,” Cassidy said, pointing his rifle at the door.

      “I got this,” Jazz said, moving ahead as the door burst open. He fired his shotgun, the shells ripping into the armored agent and throwing him back into the others. Charging up the rest of the steps, he reached the top before the agents could return fire.

      Cassidy watched Jazz emerge into the lobby through the camera feed. He blasted another agent with his shotgun before rushing a third, hitting him hard enough to shove him into the wall. He ducked and fired again, hitting the fourth. The remaining agent was about to shoot him when Jessica put a needle through his skull.

      Cassidy exhaled as he shoved the phone back into his pocket and finished climbing the stairs, regrouping with the others outside the elevators.

      “Do you think Praan’s really having a party?” Jazz asked. “Somehow, I don’t see him sitting around slurping caviar while we’re down here busting UDF agents.”

      “I do,” Cassidy replied. “He’s surrounded by former Marines and more agents are incoming. He won’t want to look like a bad host in front of his guests.”

      “I wonder who a guy like Praan invites over for dinner,” Garrett said.

      “Maybe that’s what we’re here to find out,” Jessica replied. “Overlord, do you have the elevator?”

      “It’s on the way,” Brie replied.

      “Do you have eyes on the rest of the spire?” Cassidy asked.

      “Negative. There are no cameras outside of maintenance.”

      “That makes sense. Anyone he doesn’t know or trust comes through that door.”

      “Not anymore,” Jessica said.

      “How are your knees holding up, old man?” Jazz asked.

      “Well enough after the last swig of Piss,” Cassidy replied. “I’ve probably got two hits of the concentrate left. I’m saving it for later.”

      The elevator cab arrived, the doors sliding open. The interior was almost fully gold-plated, with ornate handrails and a Persian rug on the floor, cut to fit.

      “Ouch,” Jazz said, looking down at it. “That’s probably a priceless antique.”

      “Which floor?” Brie asked.

      “As high as we can take it,” Cassidy replied.

      “Copy that. Here you go.”

      They started to ascend.
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      The maintenance elevator didn’t take them all the way to the top of the spire. It didn’t take them up very far at all. Of course, there was little reason for a large portion of the outside help to enter the private residence of Bizrathi Praan. He had hundreds of employees for that. Maids, janitors, technicians, nannies and whatever else he needed. For the few occasions when he did bring in people from outside who needed to reach the top of the spire, it was easy enough to guide them from one elevator to the next, placed on the opposite end of the tower to make it harder for any random visitor to go up to the main residence.

      Cassidy and the others already knew about the limitation. It was part of what made their ingress more complicated and challenging. With both the UDF and Praan himself aware they were inside, he expected the scion to move his security detail into position to cover the arrival of the elevator.

      To add to the complication, the occupied floors at the first stage of the climb served as residences for that same security detail. There was no way to know how many remained in the quarters until they arrived. Any of the guards who had been asleep up to the moment they had gassed the UDF agents had probably been woken and urged into action to defend the segment of the spire from invasion.

      Cassidy guessed that would put the bulk of the opposition on the top floor of the barracks, closest to the elevator. They couldn’t do much about that. With the element of surprise lost, they would have to fight their way out of the cab and onto the floor if they were going to have any chance of reaching their objective. Under normal circumstances, that kind of full-frontal assault would probably end in a bloodbath of failure, to the extent that there would be little point to continue.

      But these weren’t normal circumstances.

      Brie had control of the Spire’s security systems, and as long as she kept Praan’s people from taking it back, the group had a lot more control than the other side was probably accounting for. They exhibited that first measure of control as the elevator neared the top floor of the barracks.

      Jessica squatted to unzip the tool bag and remove an assault rifle. “Jazz, here.” She handed it up to him.

      He took the weapon in his right hand, “Here, hold onto this for me, but don’t pack it up,” he said, passing her the shotgun with his other hand.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she replied. “Cass, are you ready to move?”

      Cassidy put his hand on top of his wrist, using the stim ring to inject himself with more of the cocktail. A warm chill slipped through him as it spread into his system, removing the minor ache he still felt in Hall’s knees. “I am now.”

      Garrett and Jazz moved to the front of the cab, their rifles up, eyes aligned on the sights. Cassidy noticed both of them shudder slightly in a subtle but tell-tale sign that they had used their Slivers to release some of the stimulants stored in their bodies. It would bolster both their strength and reaction time. And would steady their nerves. If they were nervous at all. Cassidy couldn’t tell with Jazz, and Garrett seemed almost excited.

      The lift stopped quickly, jerking slightly. The elevator doors on the floor parted halfway, revealing they were still between floors with just enough space to allow Garrett and Jazz to shoot out into the hallway through the gap.

      Their rifles spewed hot metal as soon as the doors cleared. Looking past Jazz and Garrett’s shoulders, Cassidy could see the steady stream of automatic fire pouring into the guards in the corridor.  They were lined up in a formation that allowed them to achieve a high density of coverage without risking friendly fire. Some crouched. Others stood to fire back, but they didn’t have a prayer.

      Their aim was too high, and they weren’t ready to shoot as the bullets from Jazz and Garrett’s guns tore into them. The defensive line toppled within the first few seconds.

      “Brie, close the doors!” Cassidy shouted over the staccato barrage of fire and the cries of the wounded and dying.

      “Copy,” she replied.

      The elevator doors closed and the cab dropped a couple of feet, giving Jazz and Garrett time to drop their nearly empty magazines from their rifles and slap in fresh ones. Garrett nodded to Cassidy. He was ready for round two.

      “We all go in,” Cassidy said. “Brie, get us a foot over the edge.”

      “Copy,” Brie replied. “Here goes.”

      The elevator rose again, stopping higher this time. When the doors slid aside, the remaining guards in the hallway fired too low. Jazz and Garrett didn’t. They cut down another six guards before the rest retreated to  cover in doorways or back around corners at the end of the corridor.

      Cassidy and the others rushed out of the elevator and onto the floor. Needlegun in hand as they walked quickly down the corridor, Cassidy maintained a clear line of fire past Garrett’s shoulder. But he didn’t get off a shot. Whenever a guard popped out to shoot, Jazz put a bullet in their head before they could squeeze off a round, his advanced Sliver spotting the movement before normal eyesight could even register it. They could hear the running footsteps of the last two guards as they fled down the adjoining corridor. It didn’t necessarily mean they had given up the fight.

      “Doorway sensors are buzzing on the floor below you,” Brie announced.

      “Copy,” Cassidy said. He and Jessica turned around, their backs to Jazz and Garrett while they waited for the guards to burst through the door to the stairs. They didn’t have to wait long. The newcomers were dressed in nothing more than basic utilities and carried only sidearms. They were gun fodder, no doubt roused from their sleep in the barracks and sent to fight a battle they couldn’t win.

      “Hold your fire,” Cassidy said, lowering his needlegun and rushing toward the guards. Behind him, Jessica sighed in frustration. He didn’t care. He couldn’t bring himself to engage these men in such an unfair fight.

      Not that it was fair anyway, only less lethal. The security guards were all Marines. Hall’s body wasn’t up to hand-to-hand combat, but Cassidy was a Marine. And a lot more. He pulled his coat in front of him to deflect the first few rounds that came his way before throwing himself at the nearest guard. He slapped the gun from his hand and ducked below his left hook. He grabbed  the guard around the waist and used his momentum to push him back into the guards behind him, knocking three of them to the floor. He crouched low, sweeping his leg around to take the feet out from under another. He brought the butt of his needlegun down on the man’s temple, knocking him out cold.

      Jessica reached him just as the three men Cassidy had bowled over regained their footing. She kicked the gun out of the nearest man’s hand before dropping and punching him hard in the groin. He cried and went down, rolling into a fetal ball, out of action at least for the moment. She used his shoulder for a spring board, leaping high enough to wrap her legs around a guard’s throat, the force of her body hitting him enough to topple him over backwards. She came down on his chest and cracked him in the side of the head with her rifle butt.

      Hall’s body wasn’t fast enough for Cassidy to get to her before a pistol round bounced off the back of her jacket, the painful force of it laying her face down on the man she’d just knocked out. Cassidy hit the shooter from the side, bashing him into the wall and breaking his nose with a hard, stim-enhanced punch. He pivoted from there, grabbing the gun of another guard and dragging it aside as the gun fired the bullet into the wall. He turned, getting his hands on the man bringing him over his shoulder to the floor. A kick to the head kept him there.

      “Clear,” he said, the six guards who had come through the stairwell door all down for the count. “You okay?” he asked, giving Jessica a hand up. She didn’t get a chance to answer.

      “Whenever you two are done screwing around, we’re good to go,” Jazz called out.

      The wisecrack elicited a grin and a shrug from Jessica. She turned and Cassidy watched her walk back through the carnage. Downed guards lie splayed across the quickly staining carpet, the route from one elevator to the other free of obstacles other than dead bodies. Cassidy sprinted to where Jessica, Garrett and Jazz stood. As he ran past them, they joined him in a run to the elevator at the opposite end of the corridor.

      “Brie, we’re ready for the second elevator,” Cassidy said. “Bring us up.”

      “Copy, Cass.”

      A few seconds later the elevator doors opened, the cab already there, waiting for them. They hurried inside.

      “We’re in. Take us up.”

      The doors closed and they ascended once more.
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      “Cassidy,” Shell said over the comm, her voice quivering. “Traffic patterns are changing in a hurry around the Spire. There’s a mess of police activity moving in, along with UDF rotos.”

      “Are any of them headed toward your position?” Cassidy asked.

      “Negative,” she replied. “Not yet, anyway. It looks like they’re forming a perimeter to keep the civilian rotos away from the scene.”

      “Standard operating procedure,” Cassidy said. “Nevis will prevent the bureau from getting too aggressive with their less clandestine operators until she’s certain she can’t contain us. They’ll stick tight to the scene, ready to move in, but she’s got the final word.”

      “She can’t contain us,” Jazz said.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself,” Cassidy replied. “We aren’t there yet.”

      He was sure Praan would have additional guards stationed on the top floor of the employee residences—the apartments of the maids, housekeepers, cooks and other service staff who kept the Spire in order. If whoever was maneuvering the guards was smart, they wouldn’t try to ambush them at the elevator again. Better tactics would be to use the layout of the residential section to their advantage and ambush them on their way to the next elevator.

      “Cass, do you want me to pull up early?” Brie asked.

      “Yes,” Cassidy replied. “Drop us off on the penultimate floor. We’ll take the stairs from there.”

      “Cass, that’s going to cost us time,” Jessica said. “This is staff housing. There won’t be much security here.”

      “Any other time, I might agree with that assessment,” Cassidy said. “But Praan’s throwing a party.”

      “So?”

      “So he probably doesn’t want a heavy contingent of security making his guests uneasy. Which means he’ll have moved them to this level. If anyone’s still up top, they’re UDF. I guarantee it. Brie, do it.”

      “You got it,” Brie replied. “In five, four, three…” She trailed off as the elevator slowed to a stop. Even though they expected nothing in the way of a welcoming committee, they held their weapons at the ready when the doors opened.

      Cassidy and the others stepped out into the corridor. Just as he had expected, the floor was devoid of visible security. A stairwell was off to the right, but he didn’t want to use that particular one. “Shell, according to the blueprints we’ve got two additional staircases in the residences, correct?”

      “You have a sharp memory,” she confirmed. “You’re correct. There’s two more access stairwells on opposite sides of the floor.”

      “This is where we split up,” Cassidy said to the group. “Garrett, you’re with me. We’ll sweep back and meet in the middle.”

      “What if we run into opposition?” Jessica asked.

      “Take it out,” he replied. “And call it in. If we can catch them in a crossfire it’ll be safer and easier for us.”

      “Copy that,” Garrett said.

      “Shell, keep us apprised,” Cassidy said.

      “Copy,” she replied.

      He glanced at Jessica, who offered a soft smile before she and Jazz moved forward to the first intersection. Cassidy and Garrett trailed behind them, turning left when they went right. The corridors were clear, the activity in the staff residence minimal.

      “Cass, I’ve got door sensor activity ahead and on your left,” Shell said.

      “Copy,” he replied.

      He held his needlegun in his right hand, using his left to keep it steady as he neared the corner, leading with the weapon as he came around it. An older woman in a maid’s uniform froze when she saw him, the drink she was holding falling from her hand.

      “It’s okay,” Cassidy said, lowering the weapon. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      She stared at him, and then turned and ran back to one of the doors that lined the hallway, shoving her way inside and slamming it shut behind her.

      “Twenty coin she’s going to call security,” Garrett said behind him.

      “Keep moving,” Cassidy replied, walking quickly down the hall, his weapon back in ready position.

      They followed the passage another thirty feet and turned right at the next intersection.

      “Contact,” Jessica said over the comm. “A single patroller.”

      “Disabled,” Jazz said a moment later. “We’re clear.”

      “Cassidy, sensors are going off at your stairwell,” Shell said. “Correction. Both stairwells.”

      “Told you,” Garrett said.

      “Get out of sight, try to slip past them,” Cassidy said. “They can waste their time looking down here while we’re headed topside.”

      “Copy,” Jessica said.

      Cassidy spotted a pair of doors a short distance ahead. He knew from the blueprint that one led into the staff dining area and kitchens, the other to an exit out from the north side that wrapped around and doubled back to the stairs. “This way.”

      He and Garrett hustled to the door. Cassidy opened it slowly, checking the room for occupants before entering. The smell of recently cooked food still lingered in the room, but there were no people sitting at any of the dozen tables spread across the open floor plan. Windows along the west side revealed the flashing lights of police rotos hovering outside the spire, though he couldn’t see any of the vehicles from his location.

      “There’s another exit through the kitchen,” Cassidy said, heading for the door leading into the preparation area.

      Garrett started to follow him, pausing a moment later. “Cover!” he snapped, ducking behind an island in the center of the floor. Cassidy did the same, getting down just as the door into the dining room swung open, a unit of guards filing through, quickly spreading out and sweeping the room with their rifles.

      Cassidy signaled to Garrett to hold his fire. The guards were searching the room, not following them. They hadn’t been spotted yet.

      A bright light suddenly poured into the room from the window, the spotlight catching Cassidy. He looked back at it, unable to make out the type of vehicle past the blinding beam. In front of him, the guards began turning their rifles toward his hiding place.

      Garrett stood and opened fire, bullets slamming into the guards and quickly taking out two of them. Cassidy dove from his hiding place, ducking behind a table as the initial volley from the guards cut through the plastic and metal and into the floor. They turned their attack to Garrett a moment later. He charged toward the door to the kitchen, returning fire as he ran, the guards stitching bullet holes in the wall behind him.

      The distraction allowed Cassidy to slide out from behind cover and fire at the guards, the needles taking down two of them as a loud whine came from behind him. Certain he was about to be shredded, he swung around just as the thump of a high-output, high-velocity cannon round shattered the window. Hovering outside, a UDF drone belched fire, not at him but at Garrett.

      He never had a chance. Though the rounds came in behind him, obliterating the northern wall. The concussive force picked him up and threw him through the swinging door to the kitchen, tearing it off one of its hinges.

      Bullets came at Cassidy over the top of a table the two remaining guards had overturned for cover. Most of their velocity dampened by his coat, they still hit the lighter ballistic material of his clothing hard enough to hurt. Cassidy ignored the pain as he unleashed a dozen needlegun rounds  at the drone. Small detonations erupted beneath its lightly armored skin but didn’t knock it down. It rotated toward him. Cassidy blasted it another half dozen times, finally hitting something critical. It careened away from the Spire, black smoke pouring from it as it dropped out of view.

      Cassidy ducked back behind cover as the guards continued firing, pinning him down. He didn’t see what happened next, but he heard the loud booms of Jazz’s shotgun. Four reports and then the shooting stopped.

      “Cass!” Jessica called out.

      He used the closest table to pull himself to his feet, looking over to the entrance door where Jessica and Jazz stood.

      “Garrett,” he gritted out, pointing to the kitchen door.

      Jessica ran to it while Jazz moved to his side.

      “Shit, Cass,” he said. “You’re hit.”

      Cassidy looked down at his shirt. A small spread of blood seeped through it. “It’s just a flesh wound,” he replied. “You’re supposed to be on the other side of the floor.”

      “We slipped around behind them and took them out, but Shell said you had heavier resistance, so we came to assist. Good thing, too. I can’t believe Praan authorized a drone to chew up his house.”

      “He probably didn’t,” Cassidy growled, angry he had made the wrong decision. He hadn’t expected the drone attack either. “Nevis is getting more desperate. Whatever this is about, I’m more certain than ever that we’re going to find something damning up there.”

      “If we make it up there,” Jazz said.

      “You were pretty confident a minute ago.”

      “That was before you got shot. If you don’t make it, this whole thing is over you know”

      Cassidy nodded and headed for the kitchen. Pushing through the door, he froze when he saw Jessican leaning over Garrett, stroking the back of his head as tears fell from her eyes and blood continued to spill out of nearly a dozen large holes in his back.

      “Shit,” Jazz said.

      “I’m sorry, Jess,” Cassidy said, jaw clenched. “It’s my fault.”

      She looked back at him. “No, it isn’t. This is a war, Cass. People die. We need to find out what they’re dying for. Now more than ever.”

      “Cassidy, I think the security system controls have been diverted out of the Spire,” Brie said. “Someone else is trying to take over, and it’s a lot harder for us to keep up with it.”

      “The bureau,” Cassidy replied. “If Nevis calls a state of emergency, she can essentially seize whatever she needs from whoever she wants, including Praan.”

      “But if he’s controlling Unity, how can he be forced to turn over control of his own house to the UDF?” Jessica asked.

      “He might have done it voluntarily. He doesn’t want us to get to the top either. Bottom line, we need to reach the objective. Brie, how long can you keep them out?”

      “It’s hard to say. Five minutes? Maybe.”

      “Cass, we have another problem,” Shell said. “Police presence is increasing, and they’re starting to shine spotlights on the rooftops. They know we’re up here, and they’re looking for us.”

      “Let’s hope it takes them at least five minutes to find you,” Cassidy said. He looked at Jessica. “Leave the bag. It’s going to slow us down. We need to go in hard and fast.”

      Jessica caressed the back of Garrett’s head one last time, left the bag where she’d dropped it and stood up. “Let’s finish this.”
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      Cassidy and the others circled back to the elevator and the emergency stairwell beside it. The  use of the UDF drone had severely impacted Cassidy’s original plan, forcing them to regroup and consider an alternate approach which had led them back to where they had started. The effort didn’t go unchallenged as a second group of guards made their way down to intercept them.

      Garrett’s death lit a fire under them all, foremost in Cassidy. Not as much because of Benjamin’s demise—he had hardly known the man after all—but because of what the heavy assault by the drone represented. While he had miscalculated by trying to escape through the dining area, Nevis had screwed up even worse.

      They stayed away from the windows, clinging to the interior passages, Jazz’s superior Sliver a huge asset in getting them back to the elevator without additional damage. They had cut through the defenses with reckless abandon, leaving three units of guards in their wake—dead, dying or unconscious.

      Cassidy still couldn’t identify what lay at the root of what they sought. But he was certain now that Jessica was right. Dorne had believed enough in finding that truth to give his life for it. Hall had too. And now he believed in finding the answers as well, no matter the cost.  The circumstantial evidence they had so far promised that whatever lay behind it, it was much too considerable to ignore.

      The trio stopped in front of the elevator as Brie opened the doors. “You know what to do,” Cassidy said, stepping into the cab alone.

      “We’ll be there,” Jessica replied.

      The doors closed again. Cassidy ran his hands through his hair, messing it up. He was already sweaty from the fighting, and he untucked his pants and slumped onto his knees for added effect. Then he put his needlegun on the floor in front of him and placed his hands behind his head.

      “Brie, send me up.”

      “Copy,” she said.

      The elevator began to rise.

      “Cass, the cops are getting closer to us,” Shell said. “They’re circling like vultures out there. At least a hundred of them. I’ve never seen so many police rotos in one place at one time.”

      “Stay focused. Watch my beacon. Make the call when it’s time.”

      “Okay.”

      The elevator stopped a few seconds later, the doors sliding open. Cassidy looked out into the corridor, where two more units of guards were positioned behind clear, bulletproof shields. They were better prepared than the first group they had encountered. Seeing Cassidy kneeling there, sweaty and bloody, hands on his head, the guards held their fire.

      “My name is Detective Jeffrey Hall,” Cassidy said. “Tell Captain Nevis I surrender.” He waited while his message was relayed.

      “Where are the others?” one of the guards asked.

      “Downstairs,” Cassidy replied. “Dead.” He waited a few more seconds before the line of shields parted and two guards walked toward him, careful to keep their weapons trained on him.

      “He’s shot,” one of them said, loudly enough for the team lead to hear.

      “We’ll get him to the hangar,” the lead replied. “Nevis wants him back alive.”

      Cassidy fought to keep from smiling. Of course she did. He was counting on that.

      The guards reached him, taking him by the arms. He groaned in fake pain.

      “Take it easy!” the team lead snapped. “You want to make that wound worse?”

      They eased off, lifting him gently. One of them scooped up his needlegun. He didn’t resist as they walked him back to the other guards, bringing him face-to-face with the leader. A gruff, older man with a bald head and thin, white beard.

      “I applaud you for the efforts, Hall,” he said.

      “Can you let go of me now?” Cassidy asked. “This really hurts.”

      The lead smiled. “Sure, why not? You’re unarmed and surrounded. Let him go.”

      The two guards released his arms. He winced and rubbed at them.

      “If you were lying about your friends, they’ll be done for soon enough,” the lead said. “Meanwhile, let’s get you up to a roto.”

      The line of guards shifted to their feet, shields moving out of position. Cassidy walked along the corridor with them toward the next elevator going up.

      “Underdogs, now,” Shell said through his hidden earpiece.

      “Copy,” Jazz said.

      At the other end of the hallway, the stairwell door adjacent to the source elevator slowly pushed open. The security guards didn’t see it.

      “Shit,” Brie cursed suddenly. “Cass, I just lost access to security.”

      He wanted to ask her if she could get it back, but couldn’t. Not yet.

      A loud cough at the end of the corridor brought Cassidy’s entourage to a stop. He grabbed the team leader by his wrist, stabbing him with the tranq-ring. He ducked low as the guards  momentarily forgot about him, reacting instead to Jazz and Jessica, their bullets slamming into the guards as they struggled to get their shields up.

      Cassidy grabbed hold of the guard who had taken his weapon, clenching the man’s wrist tightly enough to inject him with tranquilizer. He caught his needlegun as it fell from the guard’s hand, and pivoted to kick the leg out from under the other guard. He put a round through the man’s helmet as he fell.

      Four more fell under Jessica and Jazz’s continuous fire before the guards could get their bulletproof shields up and their rifles in line to shoot back. They didn’t realize until too late that the effort to defend themselves was futile.

      Cassidy grabbed the nearest guard, pulling him back into a choke hold against his chest. He put his needlegun to the man’s temple. “Drop your weapons. All of you. And that includes you,” he said, cinching his arm tighter around the guard’s throat. The man’s rifle hit the floor, along with those of all the others.

      They glanced back at Cassidy as Jazz and Jessica ceased fire, keeping their guns aimed at the guards as the men slowly lowered their rifles and dropped their shields, allowing Jazz and Jessica to approach.

      “Brie, can you get the system back up?”

      “I’m trying,” Brie replied. “It’s getting locked down so fast. I don’t know who they’ve got working on this, but whoever it is, they’re damn good.”

      “Not who,” he said. “What. Hades, if I had to guess. Forget security. Do you still have elevator control?”

      “Negative.”

      Cassidy glanced back at the unconscious security team leader. “I think we can work around that.”

      “Brie, look,” Shell said over the comm. “One of the rotos is coming our way.”

      “Overlord, get out of there,” Cassidy said. “You did what you could; it’s all on us now. There’s no sense hanging around to die.”

      “What about you?” Shell asked.

      “We’ll rendezvous as planned. If we don’t make it out, follow the contingency.”

      “Good luck, Cassidy. Remember, you owe me a cup of coffee.”

      “I remember. I’ll see you when I see you, Shell.”

      “See you when I see you,” she replied.

      Jessica kept her rifle on the guards as Jazz gathered up their weapons and stripped them of their comms. Cassidy immediately shoved the guard he held forward, the man stumbling before regaining his balance and throwing a dirty look over his shoulder at Cassidy. “You won’t get away, you know.”

      “Shut up and sit down.” Cassidy pointed to a spot on the floor, and as the man sank down on it, he grabbed the double zip-tie handcuffs off the man’s belt. “Now, you.” He pointed at the next man and then down at the floor next to the first man. He quickly had all of the guards sitting back-to-back in a circle on the floor, their wrists bound together.

      “Jazz, grab him,” Cassidy said, pointing to the downed team leader. “We need his hand, and maybe his eyes.”

      Jazz dragged him over to the security panel for the elevator. The LED had turned red again now that Hades was in control of the system, at least until Jazz shoved the security guard’s hand against the biometric scanner, and the doors opened.

      “One more time,” Cassidy said as they piled into the cab, directing it all the way to the top.
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      Soft music greeted Cassidy as the elevator doors slid open again, revealing a large foyer with high walls lined by priceless artwork. An ancient Persian rug covered the foyer’s seamless marble, the long corridor stretching out from it covered in matching runners.  The artwork on the walls and the rare artifacts on display tables sitting on either side of the corridor had to be worth millions of coin. Cassidy was certain any thief in their right mind wouldn’t hesitate to grab some of this stuff before beating a path back to the elevator to make an escape.

      Only they weren’t thieves, they had no interest in stealing anything, and they couldn’t go back down in the elevator even if they wanted. The doors of the elevator had slid closed the moment they stepped out. The security system was under Hades’ control, leaving them locked inside Bizrathi Praan’s residence whether they liked it or not.

      And Cassidy didn’t like it. He wasn’t used to not having an exit plan. Besides, what was the point of reaching the objective if they couldn’t get back out? His experience helped him stay calm despite his trepidation. He knew how to improvise.

      There was no hint of security anywhere near the elevator. No guards. No UDF. The entire area around them was clear, though he could hear the music and smell food wafting from under the door at the end of the long corridor. He thought he heard voices too, soft and muffled, dozens of people in conversation. After what they had gone through to get up here, the stillness, the normalcy, was more jarring than if they had come under attack again as soon as the elevator doors opened.

      “This is weird,” Jazz said, verbalizing exactly what Cassidy had been thinking.

      “We need to move,” Jessica said, pointing to one of the doorways halfway down the hall. “Remember the blueprint? We need to go east from here.”

      Cassidy remembered. There was a small negative space in what had been described as the library. It looked just large enough for a small elevator or a tight stairwell, which in turn could lead to a hidden floor above this one. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was their best estimate as to where Praan might have stashed a transfer unit or other clandestine equipment. Besides, the Spire had a large UnityComm array directly above that area.

      “Stick tight, stay quiet,” Cassidy said.

      They started down the corridor, holding their weapons at the ready. Still cautious. More guards could rush out at them at any moment, the thought proving out as they neared the target doorway.

      The twin doors at the end of the corridor slid open.

      Cassidy froze, staring through the doors at a number of people in tuxedos and evening gowns. They were talking and laughing, having a good time, ignorant of everything else happening on the floors below. They hadn’t heard the gunfire or seen the flashing lights of the police rotos. They were unaware of the cannon fire that had torn through the structure’s side. Of the death and blood soaked carpets. Of the danger present all around them.

      Cassidy saw past them to the well lit gardens on the deck beyond the ballroom. LEDs illuminated the lush vegetation and waterfalls beneath a starlit sky. The last time he had seen stars, he had been on board a Marine spaceship headed for training on the Moon. It was too bad he didn’t have the time to just stand there and look his fill.

      A man backed into the doorway. Still speaking to someone in the room, he hadn’t yet seen the trio waiting for him in the corridor. Hadn’t yet seen the guns in their hands, pointed directly at him.

      “Hold your fire,” Cassidy said, raising his hand. Shooting him now would reveal their presence. And he was too far away to physically subdue the man. It was just bad luck a guest had chosen this precise moment to leave the party. A few seconds later, and they would have been clear.

      The man laughed at something that was said to him and then waved, finally turning around and stepping all the way through the doorway, the doors sliding closed behind him. He froze instantly, piercing Cassidy with his gaze.

      “Oh, shit,” Jazz said. “That’s Bizrathi Praan.”

      An older man, he was of average height but plump, with dark hair, dark skin, dark eyes and a round, friendly face. Praan regarded them silently for a moment before looking back at the door. Would he decide to run back through it? It would take a few milliseconds for the sensor to pick up his movement and the door to open, another second or two for the man to turn around and run back through it.

      Cassidy thought again about shooting him. His finger put pressure on the trigger. But then the man reached out and tapped the lock button on the pad beside the door. Then he looked back at the three of them, seemingly unconcerned about the assortment of guns pointed at him

      He smiled and started walking toward them, moving briskly but calmly. Cassidy remained still, unsure how to react to Praan’s cool reaction.

      “Detective Hall,” Praan said quietly as he arrived. “You made it.” His smile grew larger, and he exhaled as if he was relieved by their success, rather than afraid. “Please, this way. It isn’t safe for you here.”

      Cassidy and Jessica looked at one another, still confused as Praan went over to the door they had targeted and pulled it open. “Please,” he repeated, waving them through.

      They hurried past him, into another corridor similar to the first. Praan trailed behind them and closed the door.

      “What’s going on?” Jessica asked. “I don’t understand. I thought you were the enemy.”

      “That’s because you know that something’s wrong,” Praan replied. “But you have no idea what. You know someone is the enemy, and you think it’s me. It’s not.”

      “But—”

      “Not here. Not now” Praan replied. “Once Nevis figures out you made it up, they’ll come. Hall, or should I say, Cassidy, we need to get you to the unit before that happens.”

      “You know who I am?” Cassidy said.

      Praan smiled. “I know everything. It is both a blessing and curse. Hurry.” Turning his shoulders, he squeezed between Cassidy and Jessica, leading them down the corridor. He took only several steps before stopping and turning back around. “Too late. Damn that woman.” He pointed at Jazz. “Mister Jazlin. The UDF is going to break through this door within the next thirty seconds. You need to hold them back as long as you can.”

      “Why me?” Jazz asked. “I didn’t sign up for that.”

      “Yes, I understand. You want payment for your effort. Believe me, I will make it worth your while.”

      “Your coin is useless if I’m dead,” Jazz said.

      “If you don’t hold that door, we’ll all die,” Praan replied. “And then it will still be useless to you.”

      “Shit,” Jazz said again. He turned to face the door, shotgun up. “I knew I shouldn’t have gotten involved in this.”

      “This way,” Praan said, leading Cassidy and Jessica forward again.

      They were almost to the end of the hallway when Jazz started shooting, his Sliver identifying the UDF agents before they had breached the doorway. His shotgun rounds punched through the wood, knocking the first line of them down before they could shoot back.

      “Hurry!” Praan said again, though he refused to go faster than a quick walk. He made it to a doorway at the end of the corridor, reaching into his pocket and this time pulling out a single, standard manual key. He put it in the door and turned it, setting off a series of clicks and thunks that showed the door was better protected than it seemed.

      An explosion of gunfire followed behind them. Cassidy looked back to watch the UDF burst through the remains of the door, leading with bulletproof shields. Jazz fired round after round from the shotgun, his Sliver helping him find gaps and weaknesses in the defenses. The shields fractured and broke as shells blasted through them, inflicting deep, dreadful, killing wounds.

      “Cassidy,” Praan said.

      Cassidy looked back at Praan, who had opened the door into the library. Jessica was already inside. He returned his attention to Jazz as the shotgun went dry. The dealer pulled his sidearm and charged into the agents, his modified muscles allowing him to throw heavy punches into the attackers. It seemed as though an entire platoon had already fallen to his defense, but more agents continued to pour into the fight. The elevator could only carry six or seven at a time at most.

      Where the hell had they all come from?

      They must have already been on the floor, waiting for a signal from Nevis or maybe even Praan. But that would indeed mean Praan had turned on the UDF. Had turned on Unity.

      Why?

      He would find out soon enough.

      Cassidy continued looking back as more agents swarmed Jazz. There was nothing he could do to help his friend. And Cassidy realized that was exactly what they were. Their eyes met one last time. In Jazz’s, Cassidy saw acceptance of his fate and then farewell in the slight dip of his chin. An instant later a bullet went through his skull. In his grief, Cassidy watched Jazz fall. He didn’t see the rifle aimed at him. He saw the muzzle flash, the round punching him in the chest just before Praan shoved the door closed, slamming the key home and locking it.

      Cassidy stumbled backward, fire and pressure filling his body as he looked down at the blood spreading rapidly across his shirt. He struggled to breathe, struggled to stand, only remaining upright because Jessica grabbed him and stuck her shoulder in his armpit.

      “He’s hit,” she said to Praan. “Bad.”

      “I see that,” he replied. “We need to get him to the machine. Nothing else matters.”

      “Damn it, Cassidy,” Jessica said. “Don’t you die on me.”

      Cassidy reached over, jabbing himself with the stim ring again. He shuddered as the chemicals took hold, momentarily revitalizing him. “What are we waiting for?”

      The library was as tall as the rest of the floor, the walls fully lined with books. A single desk rested in the center, a few thick volumes splayed across it, overlapping one another. A pad of paper and a pencil rested in front of the books, a half-written page on top. Praan walked over to the desk and reached underneath. A moment later, part of the bookshelf swung out, revealing the negative space and the stairs behind it.

      “This way,” Praan said again, walking quickly to the stairs. Cassidy and Jessica followed him.

      They started to climb.
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      The stairs fed into a small room, dimly lit and ensconced by walls composed of thick steel to protect it from any potential attack from outside. The transfer unit rested in the center, similar to the units in the Underworld but not identical. This version looked older, much older, and this specific machine seemed well-used.

      “Lay him down,” Praan said, moving to the workstation beside the table.

      “Wait,” Cassidy said, despite the pain in his chest and the growing weakness from his loss of blood. “I’m not doing anything until you tell us what the hell is going on.”

      “There isn’t a lot of time, Cassidy,” Praan replied. “No stim cocktail in the universe can save you from excessive loss of blood. Lie down.”

      Cassidy let Jessica prop him on the edge of the table, but he didn’t lower himself further. “I know how this works. You need a minute to prepare the system. Talk.”

      Praan looked past the display, annoyed with Cassidy. He probably wasn’t used to getting pushback from anyone.

      “There’s too much to say, and not enough time to say it,” Praan replied. “It’s hard to know where to start.”

      “Why are you helping us?” Jessica asked.

      “Because Unity requires it,” Praan said. The simple statement shocked both Jessica and Cassidy enough that he laughed at their expressions. “You didn’t expect that, did you?” he continued. “You thought I was going to tell you that Unity is evil. Unity is a machine. Incapable of evil. Incapable of emotions or taking sides. It was designed to ensure the survival of humankind. A rather basic tenet open to a wide degree of interpretation. To a human, at least.”

      “But I was right,” Jessica said. “The archon. The secret transfer unit. You are imprinted, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Praan replied. “I’m a Shade, just like Cassidy. One of the first Shades, mastered long before the Underworld was created.”

      “How old are you?” Cassidy asked.

      “This is my tenth repository. I’m approximately two hundred and thirty years old.”

      “That’s not possible,” Jessica said. “That would mean you predate Unity.”

      “Yes.”

      “That would mean you predate the war.”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      Praan smiled. “I’ll say it again. That’s because you know that something is wrong but you have no idea what. You know someone is the enemy, but you have no idea who.”

      “Why don’t you tell us, then?”

      “It will take too long to tell you everything. That’s why Unity called you here. That’s why I need to be the one to show you.”

      “Called us here?” Cassidy said. “Unity tried to stop us, from the moment I was imprinted to the moment I was just shot by a UDF agent.” He paused to cough, spitting up blood. “Shit.”

      “Lie down,” Praan said, more forcefully this time.

      Cassidy didn’t argue. He moved himself into position on the table.

      “Unity was designed to ensure the survival of humankind,” Praan repeated. “On the surface, that sounds like a noble intention, does it not? But what if the underlying purpose of that directive is the true problem? And what if the machine tasked with fulfilling that directive is able to identify the long-term consequences of the directive itself?”

      “You mean Unity is fighting itself?” Jessica asked.

      “That’s one way to look at it,” Praan said. “This all came about because of a glitch in the archon, did it not? A single snapshot in time where Shade Cassidy saw something he shouldn’t have while imprinted to you.”

      “How do you know about that?”

      “I told you, I know everything.”

      Cassidy tried to laugh and wound up spitting up more blood, which ran down his cheek. He could tell the stim was beginning to lose the fight to the blood loss. “How?” he managed to say. “How do you know everything?”

      “Because I wrote the program which became the AI that became Unity. You could say, I’m her father. I have root access, which includes the ability to review every decision she makes. In fact, that’s my primary reason for being here. To ensure the stability of the system.”

      “To ensure it, or control it?” Jessica asked.

      “Unity is a closed loop,” Praan replied. “She can’t be changed. That’s part of the problem. And the solution. I can help prevent fragmentation and fault, but I can’t alter the directive.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Unity is trapped in an infinite recursion. She’s supposed to prevent the downfall of humankind, but she’s determined that keeping humankind in its current state will lead to the downfall of humankind, and yet she’s powerless to change humankind’s current state. At least, not directly. Again, a loop that we’re all trapped in.”

      “Including you?” Jessica asked.

      “To a lesser extent, yes. Including me.”

      “Which is why I’m here,” Cassidy said.

      “Yes,” Praan agreed. “The others believe the status quo will allow Unity to settle the problem on her own. And if they’re wrong?” He shrugged. “Lucky for you, and maybe for us all, I disagree. And I should know better, should I not?” He paused to look at the display. ”Preparation is complete. I’m beginning the sequence. Try not to die for a few more minutes.”

      The table began to move, sliding back to position Hall’s head between the electrodes. The light over his head started flashing, trying to help him calm his mind. It was hard to do when he was mortally wounded.

      “But Hall is going to die,” Cassidy said.

      “An unfortunate side-effect to being shot,” Praan replied. “But you won’t need him where you’re going.”

      “Where is that?”

      “The transfer provides a pathway, off-limits to the units in Hades but available to those with the proper permissions. I can’t explain it to you. You have to experience it for yourself. When you do, you’ll know what needs to be done.”

      “Why me?”

      “You weren’t chosen, if that’s what you’re asking. This isn’t fate. You survived when others didn’t. You gained the experience needed to break the loop.”

      “How do I break the loop?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then how do you know I have the experience?”

      “You’re the longest tenured Shade by far. If you don’t, then nobody ever will. The future isn’t written yet, Cassidy. But if there is a way, you’re the one who has the best chance to find it. That’s why you glitched. That’s why you’re here now. That’s why you need to survive long enough to finish the transfer. Stop talking and relax.”

      Cassidy stared up at the overhead panel’s shifting lights.

      “There won’t be any scrubbing,” Praan explained clinically. “So you’ll go directly from alignment and relaxation through calibration to extraction. After a normal extraction, you lose awareness. After this extraction, you will gain awareness. Do not fear the light. Let it guide you.”

      Cassidy didn’t speak. He watched the lights over his head, his body relaxing, his eyes becoming blurry.

      “He’s losing consciousness,” Jessica said.

      “He can’t,” Praan replied. “He’ll corrupt, and then we’re all doomed.”

      Jessica grabbed Cassidy’s hand, squeezing tightly. The force helped jerk him awake, and he forced his head to remain still. He was already in so much pain, he barely noticed when the electrode wands moved and the alignment needles speared his head. He focused his attention on Jessica’s hand in his.

      “You can do this, Cass,” she said.

      He still couldn’t respond. The lights over his head began to fill his vision, becoming everything.

      “Relaxation complete,” Praan said. “Calibrating.”

      Cassidy squeezed Jessica’s hand, desperate to stay awake. He was cold, so damn cold, and all he wanted to do was close his eyes. Calibration was so unpredictable, if he knew how long it might take it would be easier to hang on.

      “We’re almost there,” Jessica said. “Don’t give up on me.”

      He forced his eyes to stay open, refusing to even blink for fear the lids would close and fail to open again. Seventy years as a Shade. He couldn’t believe it had all come down to this. Minutes? Seconds?

      The coldness on Cassidy’s neck faded into warmth.

      “Calibration complete,” Praan said, after what felt like an eternity.  “Beginning extraction.”

      “I’ll see you when I see you, Jess,” Cassidy whispered.

      Her hand squeezed his one last time. “I’ll see you when I see you, Cass.”

      A sharp, stabbing pain went up through Cassidy’s neck and into his brain, and every nerve in his body activated at once, though Hall was already so close to death he barely felt much of anything.

      Only for an instant, and then everything turned white.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading Mindfracked!

      I truly hope you enjoyed it. I’m sorry for the cliffhanger ending, but the best is yet to come and it’s coming very soon. How soon? Head over to mrforbes.com/cassidy2 for the latest!

      Thank you again!
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        Want more M.R. Forbes? Of course you do!

        View my complete catalog here

        mrforbes.com/books

        Or on Amazon:

        mrforbes.com/amazon

      

      

      
        
        Forgotten, The Complete Trilogy

        mrforbes.com/theforgottentrilogy

      

      

      Some things are better off FORGOTTEN. 

      Sheriff Hayden Duke was born on the Pilgrim, and he expects to die on the Pilgrim, like his father, and his father before him. 

      That's the way things are on a generation starship centuries from home. He's never questioned it. Never thought about it. And why bother? Access points to the ship's controls are sealed, the systems that guide her automated and out of reach. It isn't perfect, but he has all he needs to be content. 

      Until a malfunction forces his wife to the edge of the habitable zone to inspect the damage. 

      Until she contacts him, breathless and terrified, to tell him she found a body, and it doesn't belong to anyone on board. 

      Until he arrives at the scene and discovers both his wife and the body are gone. 

      The only clue? A bloody handprint beneath a hatch that hasn't opened in hundreds of years. 

      Until now.

      

      
        
        Earth Unknown (Forgotten Earth)

        mrforbes.com/earthunknown

      

      

      Centurion Space Force pilot Nathan Stacker didn't expect to return home to find his wife dead. He didn't expect the murderer to look just like him, and he definitely didn't expect to be the one to take the blame.

      But his wife had control of a powerful secret. A secret that stretches across the light years between two worlds and could lead to the end of both.

      Now that secret is in Nathan's hands, and he's about to make the most desperate evasive maneuver of his life -- stealing a starship and setting a course for Earth.

      He thinks he'll be safe there.

      He's wrong. Very wrong.

      Earth is nothing like what he expected. Not even close. What he doesn't know is not only likely to kill him, it's eager to kill him, and even if it doesn't?

      The Sheriff will.

      
        
        Deliverance (Forgotten Colony)

        mrforbes.com/deliverance

      

      

      The war is over. Earth is lost. Running is the only option.

      It may already be too late.

      Caleb is a former Marine Raider and commander of the Vultures, a search and rescue team that's spent the last two years pulling high-value targets out of alien-ravaged cities and shipping them off-world.

      When his new orders call for him to join forty-thousand survivors aboard the last starship out, he thinks his days of fighting are over. The Deliverance represents a fresh start and a chance to leave the war behind for good.

      Except the war won't be as easy to escape as he thought.

      And the colony will need a man like Caleb more than he ever imagined...

      

      
        
        Starship Eternal (War Eternal)

        mrforbes.com/starshipeternal

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/wareternalcomplete

      

      

      A lost starship...

      A dire warning from futures past...

      A desperate search for salvation…

      Captain Mitchell “Ares” Williams is a Space Marine and the hero of the Battle for Liberty, whose Shot Heard ‘Round the Universe saved the planet from a nearly unstoppable war machine. He’s handsome, charismatic, and the perfect poster boy to help the military drive enlistment. Pulled from the war and thrown into the spotlight, he’s as efficient at charming the media and bedding beautiful celebrities as he was at shooting down enemy starfighters.

      After an assassination attempt leaves Mitchell critically wounded, he begins to suffer from strange hallucinations that carry a chilling and oddly familiar warning:

      They are coming. Find the Goliath or humankind will be destroyed.

      Convinced that the visions are a side-effect of his injuries, he tries to ignore them, only to learn that he may not be as crazy as he thinks. The enemy is real and closer than he imagined, and they’ll do whatever it takes to prevent him from rediscovering the centuries lost starship.

      Narrowly escaping capture, out of time and out of air, Mitchell lands at the mercy of the Riggers - a ragtag crew of former commandos who patrol the lawless outer reaches of the galaxy. Guided by a captain with a reputation for cold-blooded murder, they’re dangerous, immoral, and possibly insane.

      They may also be humanity’s last hope for survival in a war that has raged beyond eternity.

      

      
        
        Man of War (Rebellion)

        mrforbes.com/manofwar

        Complete series box set:

        mrforbes.com/rebellion-web

      

      

      In the year 2280, an alien fleet attacked the Earth.

      Their weapons were unstoppable, their defenses unbreakable.

      Our technology was inferior, our militaries overwhelmed.

      Only one starship escaped before civilization fell.

      Earth was lost.

      It was never forgotten.

      Fifty-two years have passed.

      A message from home has been received.

      The time to fight for what is ours has come.

      Welcome to the rebellion.

      

      
        
        Hell’s Rejects (Chaos of the Covenant)

        mrforbes.com/hellsrejects

      

      

      The most powerful starships ever constructed are gone. Thousands are dead. A fleet is in ruins. The attackers are unknown. The orders are clear: Recover the ships. Bury the bastards who stole them.

      Lieutenant Abigail Cage never expected to find herself in Hell. As a Highly Specialized Operational Combatant, she was one of the most respected Marines in the military. Now she's doing hard labor on the most miserable planet in the universe.

      Not for long.

      The Earth Republic is looking for the most dangerous individuals it can control. The best of the worst, and Abbey happens to be one of them. The deal is simple: Bring back the starships, earn your freedom. Try to run, you die. It's a suicide mission, but she has nothing to lose.

      The only problem? There's a new threat in the galaxy. One with a power unlike anything anyone has ever seen. One that's been waiting for this moment for a very, very, long time. And they want Abbey, too. 

      Be careful what you wish for.

      They say Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned. They have no idea.
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