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CHAPTER ONE

 

Avalon Space Station, Espionage Academy, Dean Ronald Geiger’s Office

 

Jayne’s head nodded forward. Her eyelids drooped. The room gave way to darkness. Then the falling sensation of unwanted sleep brought her back. She checked the holo-clock hanging on the far wall by the dean’s portrait. An hour and a half had passed.

The office oozed professional indifference and subtle intimidation. The black leather chair and ornate wooden desk stood in stark contrast to the featureless holographic blinds that echoed the endless vacuum of space beyond the forcefield-protected window. The aesthetic possibilities of the entire office had obviously been sacrificed for the illusion of austere efficiency. Except for the ceramic poodle figure on the dean’s desk. It was a personal touch that almost made Jayne empathize for the crusty fossil.

Jayne had arrived ten minutes late for her meeting with the dean, but he neatly turned the tables on her. “He’s running a bit behind,” his secretary told her with a bright and telling smile. “Please go on in, and he’ll be with you very soon.”

She puffed her cheeks and blew out an exasperated breath. She rested her head on the back of the chair. She noticed the ceiling fan.

Oh, so that’s what the shit will hit.

She silenced her chuckle when the door opened behind her. Ronald Geiger strolled in with a bulging folder under his arm The good ol’ dean glanced briefly at Jayne, his expressionless face as bland as the nondescript curtains.

She assessed him furtively for signs of what might be coming.

He sat in his grand leather chair. “Hello, Ms. Austin.”

“Dean Geiger.”

He held up the bulging folder. “So, I am sure you know why you are here.” He dropped the folder with a thud, rattling the ceramic poodle figurine on the corner of his desk.

Jayne paused, gauging her superior. Thus far, he’d obscured his tells well but she’d play the game and wouldn’t make this easy for him. “You want to congratulate me on my long-standing success?”

The dean regarded her cautiously. “No,” he replied. “It has nothing to do with your, admittedly, excellent marks. This concerns your conduct.” He probingly looked her over, assessing her response.

Jayne admired his subtle knack for intimidation. She countered with a calm mask as convincing as his own.

“Ms. Austin… We have protocols here. And we have them for good reason. When someone violates protocol, there are consequences.”

Jayne’s eye twitched, an involuntary acknowledgement of the inevitable. This was the fourth time he’d had to speak personally to her. Never more than a rap on the knuckles. But her latest transgression was simply too high profile within the academy for him to let it slide.

“I’m afraid that due to the severity of your latest infraction, we have to discharge you from-.”

Jayne yawned. Her ace-up-the-sleeve power move. “Oh, Francois Casanova?”

The dean nodded in confirmation.

“I understand there are protocols for identifying, pursuing, and capturing double agents. However, I felt my duty, in the moment, required me to cast those protocols aside in the greater interest of the Academy.”

He nodded again. “You were showing off.”

Jayne slapped her knee. “Ah, so I’m being punished because I’m a little showy. I deserve that.”

“You’re being punished because your reckless behavior not only endangered the reputation of this entire academy, but also yourself. And the safety of this federation. You were one midnight rendezvous away from-”

This was where Jayne drew the figurative line in the sand. Reprimand her for violating protocol, for harming the academy’s reputation, sure. Fine. Whatever. Criticize the decisions she makes between the sheets? That was no one’s business. She started where it would hurt most.

“Tell me, how long had your best people been looking for this guy?”

The dean’s lip quivered. “Well…”

“Did your team have an image of him?”

“There was, yes, a fairly comprehensive-“

“Because I had put one together in an exercise designed to test my abilities in a controlled setting. How many cadets ran that scenario?”

The dean stammered. He involuntarily pulled at his collar.

“Were any of them able to solve one of your coldest most-wanted cases?”

Enough was enough. Geiger slammed his open palm down on the table. The ceramic poodle rattled yet again. “The issue is the manner in which you were able to determine that he was the mole.”

“What, because I recognized the mole by his cock based on an image some other agent had put into his file eight years ago?”

“Yes, Ms. Austin. It is because, as you so eloquently put, you recognized his cock.”

“The guy had a good looking cock. You would have recognized it, too.”

Geiger did not want to honor that one with a response. Which suited Jayne just fine.

“Tell me, Deanie. How many agents have you ordered to sleep with foreign intelligence officers for the very same purpose over the years?”

“Well, I—”

Jayne folded her arms pointedly and glared to silence her superior. “I don’t need a specific number. I merely want to establish the complete hypocrisy of this accusation.”

“Young lady, you violated academy rules by fraternizing with one of your classmates. Regardless of whether he turned out to be a foreign operative or not, that protocol stands and must be enforced. In addition, you weren’t on a mission. You disobeyed direct orders from your superiors multiple times. You are not a spy. You are not an agent. You are a student. We cannot stand by and watch—”

She cut him off again. “I saved this academy. I saved its reputation, and your job. In our field, the ends justify the means. That’s one of the first things we’re taught. So let’s get to the real reason for this meeting. Please.”

“I’m making sincere attempts at transparency with you, Ms. Austin.”

“You need a reason to remove me and make room for that wank-job Preston Johnston III, Esquire”

“Esquire is an honorific for an attorney. Preston Johnston is not a—“

“You know what I mean.”

“The point, Ms. Austin, is—“ Geiger demanded.

“The point is that Senator Wank-job wants me out so daddy’s little boy can take a shortcut to the top.”

The dean shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “Just because Preston’s father is a congressman doesn’t mean he controls everything around here,” he replied, lowering his gaze to his desk.

She rolled her eyes. “Well, at least I know whose dick you have to suck to get ahead in this school,” she fumed.

“That is totally inappropriate,” Geiger chastised, “and another reason why expulsion is the only answer. Insubordination and flippancy with a superior will not be tolerated.”

Jayne tilted her head in an unspoken challenge.

A blush rose in the man’s cheeks as he bristled. “Besides, that’s not the only issue we have with your conduct. As we discovered through his interrogation, it turns out you’re not very good at keeping secrets…” he gulped. “During sex.”

“What?” Jayne fumed. “The only secret I told him was where I like to be—”

“Enough!” He slammed his hand down on his desk, a performed punctuation mark. “I don’t need to know any more personal predilections.”

“You would have had no idea he was a spy in the first place if it weren’t for me. The only reason I figured that out was because his cock was this far away from my right eye.” She spread her fingers suggestively.

Jayne made the dean uncomfortable. Sure, someone inevitably argued this kind of ruling, but never this much. The girl had successfully run this entire meeting off the rails. Time to get back on course.

Geiger exhaled slowly and retrieved a document from the folder.

“Regarding the question of morality,” she challenged “I would think I passed easily.” She reached for the folder with results from her final exam. Dean Geiger yanked it away from her, gaping at her audacity.

“You didn’t,” he countered. “You failed to kill the dog.”

That sobering statement cut through Jayne’s anger enough to restore her composure. “There is nothing hard-ass about killing a puppy.”

“This is not a matter of how hard you are supposed to be, Ms. Austin. It’s about being able to do what is necessary.”

Jayne shook her head, her expression stony. “I rejected the idea immediately. The whole point of that exercise is that the mission ends in failure. Knowing that if I obeyed instructions and killed it anyway meant failure, I chose to do the right thing.”

“No, Ms. Austin. The point of the final test is to see whether you can put the mission above your own personal emotions or not, regardless of the circumstances. As an operative, you would be in situations where you’re likely to form relationships and attachments. Being a good agent requires the ability to put the goals of the mission and your orders ahead of personal feelings and alliances. You did not kill the dog. You failed.”

Jayne sat back in her chair. Her first retreat.

The flush drained from Geiger’s cheeks. He could feel his blood pressure lowering. They had entered familiar waters again, and he was the shark. “With the level of performance you displayed, you would have wound up at a desk, anyway—which is fine. That’s an important role. Some might say the desk jockeys are our unsung heroes. However, I should and do note that I use the conditional tense because the fact remains. You’ve been expelled.”

Jayne pushed upright and slammed her hands palms-down on the table. The poodle rattled toward the edge of the desk. Jayne leaned over the desk.

“I’m the best spy this school’s ever seen. You’re ousting me because you can’t let Senator Wanksalot’s son get bested by a girl. You waste your time on inconsequential things, while the school you claim upholds such strict standards falls behind in the results the graduates are able to achieve for the planet! You’re not just screwing me over. You’re screwing over every student walking these corridors right now! All for one hack born with a silver spoon up his ass.”

The dean simply leaned back. He would not let this meeting jump the tracks again. While the accusations had raised his ire, this wasn’t the first expulsion he had overseen, and it certainly wouldn’t be his last. Jayne wasn’t the kind of student who was silenced by her anger. No, she waxed eloquent, instead.

“I understand your grievances.” He didn’t. He couldn’t have cared less. “But this decision is not personal for anyone involved. You violated school protocol and that’s that.”

Jayne opened her mouth, clearly ready to launch into another tirade.

“You have two options now,” Geiger said. It was time she felt what it was like to get cut off.

Breathe, Jayne. Keep it together. Sit down. She sat down.

“You can choose to remain in the academy as a secretary, where you will be responsible for management and communication and act as a point of information for the chair and other committee members.”

Her mouth set into a tight line. The dean knew that neither her ego nor her skills were a fit for that kind of work. He had only mentioned it as a way to avoid a lawsuit.

“Or,” he continued smoothly, retrieving the form he’d prepared for this stage of the conversation. “You can sign this form, and we return the remainder of your tuition to allow you to return to your home planet. You will remain part of the military, and you may or may not be eligible to claim benefits provided by the government.”

Jayne bit her tongue. She didn’t want to go home in disgrace, but she most certainly didn’t want to be a fucking secretary.

“So, what will it be?”

Jayne gritted her teeth and struggled to contain the growl in her throat. She glanced down the lengthy, fine text of the agreement in front of her. Finally, she spoke.

“I’m good. You know I’m good. And someday , you’ll need my help. You’ll ask me to do it for the love of the Federation. And I’ll tell the Federation to kiss my ass.”

She scribbled a barely legible signature on the form. She stood up, and with a final steely glare, she turned on her heel and strode out. She slammed the door. She slammed it so hard the poodle finally fell of the desk and shattered.

Geiger looked at the shards in defeat. She killed the dog after all. Just to spite him.

The dean leaned heavily on the arm of his chair and took a deep, purifying breath. He opened the bottom desk drawer and pulled out a glass and a bottle of scotch – the good stuff, actual, vintage Earth scotch – and popped the cork out with a thlunk.

The sound of the door opening startled him. He braced himself in the split second it took to look up.

Fortunately, it was his secretary, Mrs. Noora Barcellos. “How did she take it?” she asked innocently.

He merely squinted his eyes menacingly. Half the academy, no doubt, had heard the meeting.

She noted the look. “Well, at least all the drama around her is finally over,” she consoled him.

He poured his glass. “Somehow, I don’t think we’ve seen the last of her. What are the odds she’ll actually pack her bags and disappear into the night?” He gulped the scotch. In this moment, he wasn’t concerned with savoring a dwindling delicacy.

The secretary shrugged. She wasn’t paid to consider those issues and hastily changed the subject. “By the way, the congressman is pleased that his son is at the top of the school now.” A mischievous glint sparked in her eyes as she handed him the latest round of messages. “I even hear there’s some additional funding coming our way.”

“I really don’t want to talk about the congressman right now,” he replied drily.

She shrugged and turned to the door.

The dean looked down at the messages. It was very important to keep the Federation happy. No Federation meant no money. This wasn’t the first time things had been manipulated for the sake of the Federation, and it sure as hell wouldn’t be the last.

“Tell Mr. Benton I will meet him in the next half hour,” Geiger added. “And keep my schedule open for tomorrow, just in case.”

“Anything else?”

“Yes.” He picked up the shards of the poodle. “Some superglue.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Avalon Space Station, Downtown, Stim Café

 

The kava was laced with gold. It had to be. There was no other explanation why it cost so much. There wasn’t anything special in it, which the taste gave away. But like it or not, this was the cost of living there. She glanced wearily at her tablet. Money had always been an issue, but it was about to become a problem. Her account was already stretched, and without a real job she simply couldn’t afford to live on the space station anymore. This is what happens when you gentrify the universe.

She cradled the cup in both hands and sipped slowly.

Terrible. Just Terrible.

I could make better kava than this in my efficiency kitchen… Huh, there’s an idea. Jayne Austin, interplanetary kava-maker for hire.

The inspiration shattered when her gaze trailed over her budget again. By her calculations, once she left the academy accommodation and started paying rent, she would have precisely zero-point-five-two days before she completely ran out of cash.

At the academy, Jayne excelled at interrogation. She knew hacking, bugging, signal blocking, and 32 places on the human body that paralyze the central nervous system when karate-chopped. But she did not know anything about money.

Tap, tap, tap. Her fingers drummed a rhythm on the tablet. She had to adapt. For a second, she remembered something one of her home-planet teachers once said.

“You require only two things to live: marketing and accounting. You need to market yourself to earn money, and accounting ability to manage that money.”

Having trained only as a spy, she had mastered neither.

Jayne wiggled in her chair to get comfortable. She was a girl of action and needed to find a solution within her skill set. She rubbed her forehead with her palm. The kava wasn’t doing its job and she was getting a headache. Her gaze drifted to the window and the space station beyond. It was hard to imagine that only a few centuries back, this was merely a floating block of metal the size of a building. Having an entire city floating in space must have been a distant dream.

The city beyond the kava shop—far beyond, where the glamor and breathtaking panorama awed the senses—was magnificent. It reminded Jayne how small she was. It was a feeling she hated. It was a feeling she had spent her entire life trying to prove wrong.

The outlook from Jayne’s window seat was anything but appealing. A small, crooked alley wound to an unused and abandoned section of the city. Dumpsters lined its dark wall, looking lost and forlorn, each colored an identical dirty blue. They had the look of discarded things that knew they were doomed to be dumpsters forever and would never see the light and beauty. That was the scenery that made Jayne feel good: the beauty of the ugly truth.

She turned her attention back to her tablet and tapped away again, re-energized with a determination to find a place to live.

Too expensive… Too expensive… Too far away from everything… Too expensive… Ooh! There! A room for rent. Pretty cheap, in a good part of the station… Jayne was intrigued. She read on.

“Landlord will accept foot rubs in lieu of payment.”

She needed a new plan, one that meant leaving the space station for somewhere more affordable and less creepy.

Inevitably, her eyes were drawn to the alley. It was, ironically, her only diversion from the crushing reality staring her in the face. Despite the bright lights of the space station, the passage was fairly gloomy and deserted, but this time, her idle gaze encountered movement. A young man strolled into view. His upbeat, almost bouncy demeanor made her smile. His presence seemed to defy his depressing surroundings, and Jayne actually held her breath as she waited to see his destination.

She exhaled with something like relief when the young man bounced into the café and made a beeline for one of the tables. An air of joy surrounded his ramshackle frame which was the result of awkwardly long legs. A mop of hair atop his head seemed to mirror his general carefree mood. He covered the distance from the door to his chosen table in a few seconds and slid into the seat. A burly man smiled in greeting.

From this distance, Jayne could see the positive vibes emanating from the young man. A big, toothy grin seemed permanently plastered on his face

“You’re late,” his companion grumbled. “You’re always late.”

“Sorry. I was caught up with stuff, y’know?” Smiley Face replied, his infectious mood quickly equalizing the man’s gruff aura.

Burly harrumphed. “Not a problem, I guess. I wasn’t doing much, anyways,” he replied before lifting his cup. “Plus, the kava here ain’t so bad.”

Jayne raised an eyebrow and looked into her cup of kava. Did he get a different batch of kava?

“I was caught up getting settled in,” the youngster told him and pulled out a tablet. “Fortunately, the government makes things pretty straightforward. For better or for worse.”

“See? I told you joining the military was a good idea.”

Smiley raised his eyebrows and shrugged. Comme ci, comme ca he must’ve been thinking.

Him? In the military? Jayne studied him more closely, careful not to draw their attention with her gaze. What was he going to do, smile people to death?

“Well, it isn’t bad,” Smiley continued. “The rooms are pretty comfortable, although I’m a little worried about the others on my floor.”

“Ah, don't worry about it. You’ll get used to them all right. You know, when I first got here, I couldn’t figure out how to work the hand dryers in the bathrooms. Turns out you…”

The man droned on, but Jayne stopped eavesdropping. The conversation had given her an idea. She’d heard people talk about it at the academy but had been too focused on staying top of her class to bother with it. But the government… She was sure she’d heard something about a program where they gave people a free place to stay if they were training or studying.

Well, if Smiley managed to squeeze in, why not me?

Revitalized, she scrolled the pages of the government intranet, careful to avoid showing any signs of overt excitement. Old habits died hard, and she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. The page was typical fare—an odd acronym she didn’t recognize or care about and the typical introductory paragraph.

Ah! Here it is. Let's see now… Check, check, check, not check, but I can bluff. Not check, but I doubt they’ll look through that. Check, and check!

“Apply. Apply. Where is that damn apply button?” she muttered, swiping furiously up and down the page.

“It’s right at the bottom, tucked away in the corner.”

The sudden voice startled her and she spilled the kava.

“I’m so sorry!” Smiley McGee darted across the café.

Jayne looked up to see him returning with a wad of napkins, a genuine grin undoing any frustration she felt about the accident.

He mopped up the kava. “I’m so clumsy. That’s the third drink I’ve spilled this week.”

“Oh, it’s totally okay. The kava wasn’t even very good.”

“Really? I like it.”

What the hell was wrong with my kava, then? Jayne thought.

Smiley stood up, the soaked napkins dripping from his hands. “I was just going to say, if the whole purpose of the page is to get you to apply for the GPMRC, the least they could do is make the button visible. I spent a good half-hour looking for it.”

“Oh! Yeah, for sure... Sorry, are you from the academy?” Jayne asked him.

“The academy? No, I wasn’t really interested. Plus, I’m pretty sure they wouldn’t accept me anyway.”

She studied him blankly, taking in all the details as she’d been taught. In her snap estimation, he was everything one didn’t want when one worked as a spy. “I’ll take a rough guess and say you wouldn’t have made it past the registration desk.”

Silence greeted her and she wondered if she’d offended him. Or maybe he took it literally?

“Oh, no. I found the desk. But I didn’t put the effort into my application.”

Oh, boy, Jayne thought.

“Did you really join the military simply to get a place to crash?” she asked.

“Not so different from you joining the university for the same thing,” the boy countered as he glanced at her online form.

“I’m already in the military,” she parried defensively. “So that makes me—”

“The same as me, since I’m already in the university.” He shrugged.

Jayne opened her mouth to retort but realized she had nothing to say. He was right. According to the page, she had to be both in the military and a student at the university to qualify for benefits. She might have been a top-level spy, but she was also headed down the same path as he was.

She closed her mouth and frowned at the grinning idiot in front of her.

“Well, many thanks for your help,” she said. Her voice was cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey. “But I have a form to complete. So, if you don’t mind?”

“Oh, of course,” he replied. “Anyways, I have to get back to my frie…”

His voice trailed off as his eyes scanned the empty seat at his table. Burly was gone.

Low situational awareness too. Great.

“I retract my previous statement,” Jayne said. “You wouldn’t even make it to the registration building.”

“No, I found the building. It’s over by- Wait.” He smiled wider. “You were making a joke, weren’t you?”

You really know how to pick ‘em out, Jayne.

“Well, it was nice to meet you. Good luck cheating the system!” With another half-grin in her direction, he strutted confidently through the back door with the sopping wet napkins still in his hands.

Jayne watched him go. He was an idiot, but he was a good idiot. Probably a savant of some kind, she guessed. She turned her attention to the registration form. Page one of nineteen, the screen told her.

Jeez, couldn’t this be a little shorter?

 

+++

 

Avalon Space Station, Nova Aqueduct

 

She had sat near the source of the artificial river for a while before the notification popped up. For a minute, she didn’t notice it, too absorbed in the beauty of the scene. It might have been man-made, but that didn’t mar its appeal. Rather, it increased it, blending both the high-tech feel common to this area with the backdrop of flowing water. It was impressive enough that they had managed to create a flowing river in a space station, let alone make it look this natural.

Whoever had designed the concrete stream bed was either crazy or a genius. That much was evident in the haphazard style of the white watercourse that meandered without any particular sequence. Everything retained a natural, random pattern, which set the construction apart from all the other practical structures that defined the city. The robotic fish were a nice touch, too.

The formation Jayne sat on was right at the river’s edge, and she could see all the way down to the far end of the city. In the distance, the artificial bay created a perfect horizon that seemed to willfully drown the neighboring planet.

Still, despite the pleasant distraction, worry gnawed at her. She had received automated approval a good four hours ago but wasn’t entirely convinced about her acceptance. She now waited for another message to tell her what to do next and where to go.

In the meantime, she had packed her single bag of gear and taken herself off to enjoy some of the free perks the station had to offer. It only made sense, since she likely wouldn’t be there for much longer. The excursion gave her the chance to consider her new life. She imagined she might be something like a cross between James Bond and Lara Croft, two immortal characters who had survived the test of time in the historical archives.

Jayne hopped off her perch and opened her tablet. It felt cold in her hands and she could sense the anticipation building within her.

Moment of truth. Here we go.

With a light tap, she expanded the notification to full screen.

The document was filled end to end with text. No big green sign screamed ACCEPTED at her.

“Well, that’s anticlimactic,” she muttered. She skimmed the contents quickly, her eyes tracking from left to right. “Mmhm, go to the main city. Got it… Mmhm, sure. Okay, yeah. They pay for this, huh? Not too shabby. Not shabby at all.”

A quick round trip to the main city and she would be set. It didn’t sound like a bad deal and she really had no reason to hesitate.

Except…was it too easy? Well, yes, but this was the official government website. Plus, nothing looked out of order.

“Well, not everything in life should be hard, right?” she told herself as she forced her legs to move. After all, the decision had already been made. She had to go.

Jayne gathered her confidence. She was a superspy. No way would she fall for any tricks.

Yet here you are.

She shook her head to dislodge any lingering doubts. This was a great opportunity and one she would not miss. She turned resolutely and walked along, a brief flash of Smiley’s genuine-looking grin still lingering in her mind. “No way. That guy’s a nutty goofball,” she told herself.

It was purely a coincidence he was there to give her the idea and then help her.

Yeah. A coincidence…

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Central Space Port

 

She had heard stories of this place at the Academy but never imagined it would be this beautiful.

As the automatic doors of the shuttle slid open, Jayne stepped out, already entranced by the sight. Only one word would do the place justice.

“Massive,” she muttered under her breath.

Every building was a skyscraper locked in constant battle with its neighbors to reach higher. The ones that lacked in height compensated in structure. To her left, a symmetrical building shaped like a tree. To her right, two buildings seemed to hug one another while another building leaned over them, built at a diagonal angle.

Jayne hopped off the platform and whirled, taking in as much of the view as her eyes would allow. She felt like a child who had discovered that the world was made of candy. Everything and everyone looked modern, clean, and polished.

You’d almost think this was paradise.

Except it wasn’t. It all reminded Jayne of her aunt’s house—ordered and neat from the outside, but once you opened the cabinets all the garbage spilled out.

I hope I never have to open the cabinets in this place, she mused as she trekked through the spaceport. She didn’t know where she was going yet.

Jayne wandered to the edge and leaned over the high railing for a better view. Far below, she could barely make out the black outlines of the lower levels: the dark side of the brilliant techcropolis. The who’s who, of course, lived in the light and pretended ignorance. For a moment, she felt like an intruder— a grubby reminder of the smog and pollution that coated the sordid reality of life below that had no place in the resplendent glow of affluence and ease. Jayne liked that feeling, but she knew it’d make it hard to blend in.

She recalled a conversation she had overheard about a troop of soldiers ambushed while on patrol in the lower levels of the city. The attackers had been children, looking to steal weapons to sell on the black market. Jayne couldn’t recall the ending but knew it wasn’t a happily-ever-after. That tale of futility and desperation seemed such a small and vividly real step away. It would be so easy to slide into the cesspit of human struggle down there, and the truth of that had been her drive to succeed.

But it wasn’t all dark down there, she reminded herself firmly.

The pollution had diminished somewhat. Several years before, a giant shuttle company had started an initiative to reduce the filth and smog on the lower levels. The company had attracted the attention of investors and patrons, and competitors scrambled to catch up. Now, most companies housed in the surrounding towers worked the same cause. The lower class noticed but reserved judgment. Like her, they knew better than to rely on the perceived altruism of profit-based campaigns.

Time would tell, she decided, reminded that the darkness remained and that she had to avoid it at all costs. She turned her attention back to her immediate priority to get to the university and enroll. To do that, she needed cash.

Things had been comfortably affordable on her home planet but here everything was three times as expensive. A simple stroll around the port showed her how woefully out of her league she truly was. It wasn’t just because it was a spaceport, either. The cost of living would be as high as the buildings.

Then perhaps I can get three times my money’s worth, she thought, glancing at her round-trip ticket. She was sure she could sell it for something. Except, once she sold it, she would be officially screwed if she needed to get home.

I won’t fail, she vowed resolutely.

You did get kicked out of the academy, the logical, left side of her brain argued.

Well, the phoenix must burn to emerge. She sighed at the uncomfortable image this wisdom conjured.

Jayne’s spy training kicked into gear as she wandered the vast station: her heightened senses took in every detail. The entrance and exit ports, the timetables for that day’s shuttles. She also noticed everyone carried themselves with an afforded beauty, and that there were no panhandlers, no rascally buskers earning change with their plasma guitar.

Finally, with the help of a directory that appeared on her tablet, she found a booth that might be of some help. Scrolling, digital text over the entry read “Currency Exchange, Small Goods Exchange, Credit Exchange, Ticket Exchange.”

Her duffel bag slapped her thigh with every step as she walked inside. The older woman at the counter called her forward after the gentleman she had been helping concluded his transaction. Jayne explained that she wanted to exchange the ticket for credits and transferred the details into the computer system.

"Are you sure you want to lose your ticket?" the woman asked, peering at Jayne through the protective force field. "This one is encoded with an administration clearance. You can’t just buy another one.”

Jayne shifted her feet briefly, taken aback by the stranger’s insight. “Yes, I’m sure.” She flushed with embarrassment, especially since the woman knew she hadn’t purchased the ticket herself in the first place.

The sales associate rolled the optic ring on her finger to adjust the focus of her contact lenses, all to get a better look at Jayne. She looked her up and down. “University student?”

Jayne nodded.

The sales assistant waved her hand dismissively. “Well, we don't have a policy against buying tickets provided by the administration. However, I must warn you. If you are rejected by your university program, there’s no going back. I’m legally obligated to inform you of that fact.” Her lips pursed tightly as she gauged Jayne’s reaction.

“I understand. Thank you.” She paused. It seemed that she wasn’t the first one to sell her ticket and try to get into student housing. Her tone softened. “How many students are rejected in your estimation?”

The woman behind the counter gave her a grin before grabbing the ticket.

“Well, now and then, people come back wanting to reverse the transaction.” She raised her hands in a helpless gesture. “But once the data’s been put through the system, that’s it.”

Jayne nodded in acknowledgment.

No turning back now…

 

+++

 

She had been standing at the curb outside the spaceport for almost half an hour waiting for a cab that didn’t have passengers practically brawling to take the ride. It was unnerving to stand in one place for so long. She reached into her bag and retrieved her tablet to take her mind off the situation.

“Just standing here is draining my money,” she muttered, checking her account. The credits from the ticket exchange had been transferred, but the balance was still unsatisfactorily low.

If only I had more tickets to sell.

Her musings on entrepreneurship were interrupted when her eyes locked on a shape moving against the foot traffic. The man was short and nondescript and easily escaped notice. He broke from the stream of passengers and turned toward an empty cab a few yards away. He flipped on the TAXI hologram on the roof.

Jayne glanced casually at the other passengers and disengaged seamlessly from the hustle and bustle. No one followed her.

She walked casually but confidently to the vehicle with outward disinterest. The slightest twitch could set the flock of cab vultures squabbling after her.

She reached it just as the driver was opening the door.

Jayne beamed her most disarming smile at him. “Trip to the university building? How much?” she asked, trying not to sound poor.

The cabby tilted his head and gave her a look, trying to figure out who the sucker would be in this situation.

“There’s a ton of them universities. Which one you want?”

“It’s… Um….” She fumbled for the answer while he waited impatiently.

Great, make yourself look like a total idiot, why don’t you? she chided herself.

She glanced discreetly at her tablet. A quick scan was all it took to find the information she required. “Tesla,” she cleared her throat and said it again. “Tesla University of Technical Arts, specifically ”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis

 

Jayne felt uneasy in the cab. The driver stared at her every five seconds using the side view mirrors, rear view mirrors, and twice by turning to look at her directly. She knew she was probably a little more discerning than his usual fare, but it couldn’t be unusual for a person leaving the station to want a lower-priced cab.

Even so, something was off.

She tried to ignore him and turned her gaze to the view outside. From this cab’s vantage, thick smog clouded the visibility significantly. “Sorry this cab ain’t your style, lady,” the cabby joked. “If you wanted a good view, you shoulda gone with the more expensive ones.”

“I sure shoulda,” Jayne muttered.

The vehicle wasn’t capable of flying very high compared to its fellows.

She caught a flicker of motion out of the corner of her eye. “Gotta say, for a nice lady like you, I’m willing to offer some alternative payment options.” The driver grinned in the rearview mirror and ran his tongue across his dirty teeth. “That is, if you’re interested,” he added nonchalantly.

Jayne glared at him without faltering as she spoke in a cool voice. “I'd rather go broke.”

He snorted at the snub and turned his attention back to the route.

This cab ride should be just long enough to teach this asshole a lesson, she decided.

She slid down in her seat and felt around the floor of the cab.

Her hand squashed something sticky.

Gross!

She desperately hoped she had merely brushed against some old gum. However, even if it wasn’t, she wouldn’t let that deter her. The cabby’s lewdness should not go unchallenged, and a spy had to endure far worse, at times, to complete the mission.

Resolute, she persisted in her quest, feigning a desire to avoid the driver’s attentions but for reasons beyond the obvious. She finally found her prize: a bank-port, the electronic equivalent to the old fashioned cigar box of cash on a cab’s dashboard. Instead of holding bills, this small plastic cube held a microchip with thousands of credits in encrypted code – a code she learned at the academy. Its cable was a simple, basic link. The width and yield of the casing alone told her that much. The newer models were tamper-proof, but if this vehicle was as sleazy as its driver, there was little chance he’d taken the proper precautions. It begged to be hacked, and that happened to be among her specialties.

Jayne stretched languidly and leaned down to sort through her bag. She pretended to grab her data pad, an innocent enough action. She had to act normal. The driver might be a pervert, but that didn’t mean he was stupid. It took only a casual gesture as she rifled through the bag to draw the knife she’d thankfully hidden in her boot before departing the port. The cold metal handle dug into her hand as she pawed for the transmitter.

A brush of turbulence was all she needed to mask a deft incision to split the cord casing.

Her lips curled upwards as she glanced at the small device in her hand. The academy might have kicked her out, but that didn’t mean they got to keep her toys. A few late-night visits to each of the tech departments and supply rooms were more than enough for her to acquire her rightful due before that bumbling idiot of a dean revoked her access. He could take the spy from the academy, but he couldn’t take the gadgets from the spy. Once she tapped the wire, her little friend would do the rest.

She accomplished her goal with little effort and flipped the switch to start the feed, returned the knife to her boot, and leaned back in the seat.

The cabby turned to ogle her again. “What’s wrong lady?” he jeered. “My floor too hot for you?”

"Your floor is too shitty for me," Jayne replied sharply. "I don't know what's worse, the pollution outside or the pollution in here."

The man meowed like a tomcat in heat and laughed. “I like kitty cats with bite.”

There was really no stopping this guy. Jayne ignored him as she opened her tablet and took another cursory glance at the driver to ensure he wasn’t watching, and got to work.

The interface was quick and easy. She synched with the transmitter and tapped a few times as her tablet processed the data streams. It was a simple matter to reconfigure the numbers and get access. The process was so easy, she had to intentionally slow down her typing because she worried it would draw attention.

While hacking into the cabby’s bank account would have required a lot of work, grabbing some credits from his onboard system was a breeze. The security was over twenty years old and a freshman could’ve hacked it in their sleep.

Now, how much will I take? Seven hundred and fifty credits sounds fair.

The cabby looked at her again, this time through the side mirrors.

A thousand credits, she decided.

By the time they had reached the university, she’d managed to mask the damage to the data link and reclaim her transmitter. Once safely outside, she tapped a few times on her pad and initiated the transaction, paying a tenth of the credits she had taken. The driver’s dash acknowledged receipt and she strutted toward the nearest building.

The cabby stuck his head out the window and shouted. "What, no tip?"

She turned and smirked. "Oh, sorry.” She reached into her pocket, and pulled out her hand flipping him the bird. “And keep the change, asshole.”

 

+++

 

Tesla University of Technical Arts, Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The university, much like the rest of the city, sprawled in all directions. The modern design of the interior reminded her of the high-end shuttles she had seen in one of the subsystems she’d passed en route to Armaros.

Jayne watched idly from the great skybridge five stories up. Students milled and surged in a human ebb and flow. Chatter was optimistic, carefree, and less self-centered with a certain energy the rest of the city didn’t seem to have. Then again, it might also be the fact that students led a lifestyle unlike anything most normal citizens would experience.

Further observation revealed that not every aspect of the campus was new. Certain structures and buildings embodied a distinct air of antiquity that blended seamlessly with their more modern counterparts. Every wall was engraved with characters from the older worlds and civilizations. Ancient Greek, Latin, Old Gaelic, and a few others she’d learned of in her decoding class spread out in fluid counterpoint to the modern curves and geometric structures of other buildings.

Eventually, Jayne’s gaze came to rest on a large white, ornate metal structure that slanted off the furthermost wall of the campus. Her training kicked in immediately.

That would be perfect for climbing.

It was. The metal design provided good handholds, and a gap between the wall and the structure was wide enough for a girl with her lithe frame to squeeze between. With the right timing, she could reach the top of the sculpture without attracting the attention of anyone.

She indulged her imagination for a few more minutes before her discipline reasserted itself. The climb would have to wait. She had a mission to fulfill. It didn’t take long to find the enrollment office on the map that one of the school’s many visitor kiosks happily downloaded to her tablet. Once she’d plotted her course, she scrolled through the options for major fields of study.

Foreign Language Poetry… Sounds lame.

Foreign Anthropology… What does anthropology even mean?

Planetary Biochemistry… Sorry, I’m interplanetary.

Political Sciences… I’ve had it up to my neck with politicians, thank you very much.

Planet Science… Once again, I’m interplanetary.

Intergalactic Astronomy… Don’t believe in horoscopes.

Chemical engineering… Hard pass.

Finances… I needed this course back at the café.

Philosophy… What’s the point?

“Nice place, isn’t it?”

Jayne looked up at a pure ponytailed Peggy. She was neatly groomed with a beauty mark on her chin. A few light applications of makeup helped to highlight some of her better features.

“Mmhm,” Jayne mumbled. The interruption was more annoying than unnerving but both served the same purpose: distraction.

“I spent about an hour finding the enrollment office,” the girl confessed as they pressed on and eventually joined a line of students queuing outside an office door.

Jayne sighed internally. Why did people have to talk so much? She knew the newcomer was merely trying to be friendly, but all Jayne wanted to do was get enrolled, find her new housing, and crash. It had been a long trip. Then again, a little intelligence-gathering never hurt.

“Yeah, same,” she replied.

“I’m Angela.” The girl’s gaze darted to Jayne’s tablet. “I’m signing up for the chemical engineering degree. You?”

“Um… Finance.”

No, not finance!

“And philosophy.”

Good one, Jayne.

“Finance and philosophy?” Angela asked, tilting her head. “That’s a bizarre combination.”

“Yes, well, I plan on studying the philosophy behind our economic system.” Jayne said casually. She wasn’t the top of her class for nothing and could bluff with the best of them. “Plus, I liked the sound of the words.”

“I don’t think that’s a sensible way to choose your major,” Angela replied, narrowing her eyes suspiciously.

"Is there really a sensible way to choose your major?" asked Jayne. "We’re all pursuing careers we mostly decided on when we were eight."

“Well, I’m not sure if that’s completely true.”

“Yeah? Well, I won’t spend much time on it anyway.” Jayne shrugged.

“OH, I get it. Respect. I hear some of the dorm parties here are lit, to use a pretty vintage term.” Angela leaned in conspiratorially. “I really hope someone has a hypervacuum bong here.”

Jayne wondered if she should confess that she’d only ever been to two parties in her entire life or let the assumption that she was socially experienced stand.

They shuffled forward for what turned out to be dorm registration. Angela droned away about the different activities they could get involved in at university, but Jayne filtered it out. She wasn’t there to study. Her purpose was the free accommodation while she figured out her next move.

“So, any activities you hope to get into?” Angela asked.

“Yeah, band practice,” Jayne said dryly.

Her companion looked at her like she was touched in the head. Apparently, the girl had no sense of sarcasm.

“So, what made you decide on chemical engineering?” Jayne asked. One of the main rules of dealing with soft interrogation was to turn the inquiry onto your opponent. “Are you a chemistry genius or something?”

“Well, I was too modest to say it myself.” Angela’s smile widened into a proud grin. “But yeah, I do know a lot about chemistry and engineering.”

“Oh, can you make me some Sodium Hypobromite?” asked Jayne.

“NaBrO.” Angela grinned at the old joke.

“So, what about you…uh…”

“Jayne.”

“So, Jayne, tell me about yourself.”

She hesitated as she hadn’t quite finished constructing her cover story. This girl was harmless, and that’s what made her dangerous. She’d talk to anyone. Once she had spoken it, she couldn’t change any aspect of it.

“Well, you see—” Jayne started, prepared to make it up as she went along.

“Next in line?” someone called out.

“Oh, that’s me!” Angela scurried excitedly toward the counter.

Jayne shuffled forward, glad to be released from the inane conversation that had almost become complicated. She looked at her tablet again.

Finance and philosophy, huh? Well, at least no one will want to talk to you at parties.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Armaros, Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts

 

Jayne sighed forlornly as she glanced around yet another drab room. Why was it these official offices always looked the same? The registration process was incredibly slow, and it looked like it would take forever. She drummed her fingers impatiently on the edge of the tablet she clutched in her arms. Her bag and all her earthly possessions lay at her feet.

How long does it take to register one person on the intranet? she wondered in exasperation.

The former spy-in-training had already tapped into the university’s cyber stream. Sure, she would have the login details once she was enrolled, but she was bored, so why wait?

She swiped through the system and performed a brief analysis of the school’s security. It wasn’t as bad as the security in the cab. In fact, by most standards, it was pretty good. Certainly not impenetrable, though. One thing Jayne had learned very early was that few things ever were. It was merely a matter of how long it took to break through.

Maybe I can enter my details into the system from here and skip the line, she mused.

A tiny grin appeared on her face that quickly turned into a frown as she reached the administrative portions of the system. Student records were sealed behind several additional layers of security. Of course, that didn’t make it impossible, but it would require a little more work.

First, I have to use my trusty old transmitter on one of the data cables here. Once I get access to the data stream, I can use one of their keys to get authorization.

The data cable visible at the end of the registration room looked like a good fit, although somewhere more discreet would have been better. It was a simple enough task. Tap into the cable and get the key.

Of course, that key wouldn’t work straight off. It would most likely have a two-part encryption, and someone would notice the transmitter before I finished.

Jayne pulled up the map of the university. The locations of places like the server rooms and other high-security areas weren’t outlined. Of course, that made it easier for her to determine which rooms provided the best chance of achieving her goal.

The universal part of the key wouldn’t be a problem. She could easily tap into any part of the university’s intranet and obtain that. The private key, on the other hand, was unique to a single computer. If she tried to hack into the system using the same private key, it would trigger an alert.

I’ll have to set off a bigger alert, one that makes mine unnoticeable. Maybe something along the lines of a level-five breach in one of their secure servers.

Then again, setting off a level-five alert to enroll herself without having to stand in line was a little over the top. It would be the easiest way to do it, though. Not the cleanest, perhaps, but definitely the easiest.

What would a cleaner method be? she wondered, now fully engaged in the hypothetical exercise.

I suppose I could breach without setting off any alerts. All I have to do is backtrack to get the hashing algorithm used to create the keys and generate a custom version of my own. That way, the system won't notice when I break in.

Hashing algorithms were supposed to be one way to get the output from the input but not the input from the output. This had been a very effective security measure until the era of quantum computing. Seventeenth generation quantum computers could easily backtrack a hashing algorithm in a matter of minutes. And while the SHA hash was a mile long, quantum computers really could think a mile a millisecond.

This would definitely take much longer than her previous approach, and she was sure the university didn’t have its hashing algorithms out there in the open for a passing hacker to snatch. She might have to break through the fractal encryption, or even worse, their quantum encryption.

No way would they have quantum encryption here. This is a university, not a military base.

But then again, the data protection laws are stringent these days.

Well, time for plan C then.

A smile played across her face as a new fantasy materialized in her head in movie format. She could practically hear the dramatic soundtrack as special effects heretofore unheard of manifested to augment the experience. There she was, the hero of her own story, breaching the university’s data center to…

Oh, I don't know. Save the world?

Getting to the server room floor would be a piece of cake. The white metal structure she’d noted outside would be the perfect route.

But then again, I could simply use the elevator. Nobody would notice. All I’d need is a fake ID card to walk straight into the server room like I owned the place.

She shook her head. That’s too easy. Let’s go with scaling the metal structure.

Reaching the top of the structure would take her to the right floor, but she still had to get into the server room. It was highly unlikely that the door would be unlocked.

Ventilation shafts, she decided. They were standard for any system. And if it was anything like the holo-films, they’d be well lit and roomy.

And, of course, since this was her fantasy, all the university’s would be the same type and size and barely large enough for her to squeeze through. Nonetheless, Jayne imagined swinging herself off the white structure and opening the cover with…

Breaking open the ventilation cover might be bit of a problem. Hmm…

She pursed her lips.

Note to self, remember to carry your acid drops everywhere you go. There’s no way I’d be able to open that without the help of acid.

All right, acid drops would solve that problem.

To ensure they were most effective, she would have to squeeze as close to the roof as possible and keep her fingers hooked through the edge of the shaft. That way, once the acid ate through the cover, it wouldn’t drop to the ground and alert security.

Once she’d safely disposed of the cover, she would crawl around the metal floor, making a monotonous thud as she moved on all fours, right up to the next grid opening to the server room.

Security…

Holographic detectors, she decided. Those are pretty standard issue these days, aren't they?

Dropping onto the ground would be a bad idea, then. The detectors would instantly pull a 3D image of me on-screen.

Of course, Jayne had absolutely no idea what the location looked like, so she created some random mental imagery.

Some lighting here and color effects there. I’m sure they would have a big display in the corner…and perhaps holographic projectors stuck to the walls? Yes, that should be a realistic representation.

She would have to stay in the blind spots. It wasn't all that difficult. The trick was to walk right into their view and disappear before they could complete processing.

Dodge to the left, Dodge to the right, vault over a bunch of servers, and right to the control panel. Easy.

From there, it was a cakewalk. Nobody expected anyone unauthorized to get that far, so it was likely that the control panel would be unguarded and unlocked.

She’d have to input a few commands and the databases would update with her records. More than likely, she wouldn’t even have to tap in any commands. A beautiful GUI would be available. No waiting in line and no fuss.

Jayne was reveling in her imaginary success when a voice calling “Next?” shattered the illusion.

“Excuse me? Young lady?”

Jayne hurried forward and hastily gathered her thoughts into the here and now. She was reminded of a lesson all spies must learn. It was a lesson she had a hard time accepting: just because you can, doesn’t mean you should. The spy adventures would have to wait for another day.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, University Administration Building, Main Hall

 

“Oh, come on! I don’t want to stand in another registration line,” Jayne fumed.

First, she’d had to wait to register for the university accommodation. Now, she was told she had to register for classes separately.

It certainly didn’t help that this line looked as long, if not longer, than the one she had just endured. Maybe hacking would have been the way to go.

"I'm sorry, but that is the protocol," the staff member said. More protocols! "Different classes have different requirements. We need to check each one of them before granting you admission.”

The sound of an alert on her tablet distracted her for a moment. It was a notification telling her the location of her new room, the building’s entrance code, and other access codes required to gain entry to the university’s intranet.

“Oh, hell. You can’t be serious,” Jayne muttered. “My room is like a mile away from here!”

“Yes, sweetie. That’s where all the dorms are located,” the woman said. She motioned Jayne on from her window so she could deal with the next person awaiting processing.

Jayne wanted to bang her head on the glass window but restrained herself. Since there was nothing more to be accomplished there, she turned on her heel and left the counter. It was either wait for another eternity or use the time and effort to find her new room.

The choice was obvious.

It’s not like I’ll be here much anyway, she reminded herself. She hoisted her bag onto her back and left the campus administration hell. It didn’t take her long to notice Angela spinning in circles, comparing her surroundings with a map of the university on her tablet.

“If you can’t find the exit, you failed the entrance test,” Jayne called brightly.

The girl turned to face her, her shoulder-length hair whirling with the movement. “Oh, so you’ve passed this test already?” she asked coyly.

“I should think so,” Jayne replied confidently.

Despite her experience with finding the enrollment office, her spy training had given her a good sense of direction.

“Aren’t you going to register for classes?” Jayne asked tentatively.

“Aren’t you?” Angela returned.

She shook her head. “Too crowded. Later.”

“Same.” Angela drew herself tall. “Now, Jade, please lead the way to the exit.”

“It’s Jayne,” she corrected. “And weren’t you called in for enrollment a good ten minutes before me? How come you’re still here?”

Angela gave her a sideways glance, “You think it would have made any difference when they called me? The people inside that office move like slugs on Valium.”

Jayne felt a smile tug at the corner of her lips.

“You know, it really wouldn’t be a crazy idea to have the whole process automated. Like, y’know, online,” she said, throttling the impulse to show genuine emotion. Spies didn’t allow themselves to get attached easily, and they certainly didn’t play their hands this early in the game.

“Amen to that,” Angela agreed. She smiled enough for both of them.

They walked in silence as Jayne navigated through another stairwell and a corridor before reaching the entrance to a lecture hall. Three of the four walls were covered with plasma boards that pulsed a purple-tinged white.

“We had these when I was in school,” Jayne said, gesturing at the boards. “The jokers in the class would draw dicks on their tablets and drop them onto the boards, all to get a cheap laugh.”

“Oh, I’m sure that was delightful,” Angela replied dryly. “Our boards were equipped with restricted permission technology. Only the teachers could use them.”

“Well, ours too, but the teachers could never figure out how they worked. When they tried they usually locked themselves out. Instead, they left the boards open for any idiot to doodle on them.”

Focusing on the task at hand, Jayne moved past the lecture room with Angela close behind. They turned another corner and saw a proper gymnasium, something that piqued Jayne’s interest.

The gym had been one of her favorite places at the academy. As they shuffled past, she caught sight of vertical and horizontal bars in the left corner of the ceiling. Jayne had absolutely loved swinging back and forth on those. She was the only one in her entire class capable of moving from one end of the bars to the other in under ten seconds. In fact, some students couldn’t make it in ten minutes.

She decided that she should make a point to maintain her physical training. Feats of physical strength should wait until after she was properly settled, though. The task at hand, she reminded herself. Focus on the task at hand.

“Ah-ha!” Angela pointed excitedly to a familiar glowing exit sign down a hall. “How’d we miss that?”

The girls burst through the doors like convicts let out on parole by mistake.

“Great! A couple hundred miles to go and we’ll be at our dorms,” Angela added dryly.

Jayne didn’t mind the walk as much as her companion did. As far as she was concerned, this was one of the very few times she would actually take it. The perfectly groomed university gardens were beautiful, but walking through them every day would get old fast.

“Oh, quit whining. It’s only a few hundred feet.”

“Easy for you to say. You look like you’ve jogged every day for the last hundred years.” Angela pouted as she looked her up and down.

Jayne shrugged the comment off and changed the subject quickly. Fortunately for her, the girl was only too happy to talk about her family.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Block F, Student Residential Hall

 

Jayne ambled into the dorm building with her bag on her back and Angela no longer in tow. The self-proclaimed prodigy’s dorm building was the block before this one, so she’d taken her leave to get settled in for the year.

The building was comfortable with an inviting lived-in feeling. Students strode up and down the passages with their dorm furniture and decorations. Clustered groups littered the passages. Jayne couldn’t believe people were already making friends. That had never been one of her strengths..

A young man’s voice carried over the din. “Look, I’m terribly sorry about that,” he said into a phone pressed to his ear. Jayne’s ears perked up. She was piqued by the sound of someone feeling agitated.

The boy maintained complete silence as she passed him. He avoided her gaze deftly. Whoever was on the other side of the phone was shouting, and she could hear that it was a man. Nothing was audible, of course, but she made out enough to know that something was wrong.

Jayne resisted the urge to look back at the boy and made a mental note of her observation. She hoped that wouldn’t be the norm. Shouting couples irritated her. Also, the last thing she needed was any kind of trouble that might draw attention to her, even indirectly.

A few other students milled about, introducing themselves casually. Jayne carefully avoided eye contact while she noted the door numbers.

four-oh-seven, four-oh-eight, four-oh-nine, and here we are, she thought to herself.

“Four-ten. Home sweet home,” she said softly. The lock clicked with a swipe of her key pass. She pushed it open and stepped inside.

The place looked comfortable and safe, at least at first glance. The door was definitely sturdy. A few basic pieces of furniture were scattered around the room—a couch, a love seat, a few chairs. Nothing overboard but nothing shabby.

“And thank God the walls are white.” She sighed loudly.

“Yeah, that’s true. The greenish-white color outside really is bad, isn’t it?”

Jayne whirled, taken completely by surprise. A pretty girl smiled at her. She had a childlike face that couldn’t help but be overpowered by her large and gentle eyes. She had a kind of beauty that might be used to sell soap.

“You must be Jayne,” she said, pushing her pale hand out awkwardly. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Expecting me? Weird…

Jayne accepted the handshake. "And you are?"

Maybe she’s with the administration? Perhaps she wants to see if I’m settling in okay?

“Jess. Jess Kringer. Your roommate!”

“Roommate?” Jayne sputtered. “Sorry. They just didn’t tell me I’d have a roommate,”

This was bad. This was absolutely fucking bad. She had a plan. Cheat the system by masquerading as a university student. Go freelance. Establish an independent spy agency. Make the academy sorry. Easy as one, two, three. A roommate ruins the plans. Plus, who’s got the time to share a bathroom?

Jess took a shocked step back and flinched. Jayne almost felt bad for her. Had she not been caught up in her own concerns about the arrangement, she might even have apologized.

“Yeah, I know,” her unexpected roommate agreed, obviously in an attempt to manage the situation. “I wasn’t told I’d share a dorm either.”

Jayne wanted to tell the girl off. After all, she had more important things to worry about. But Jess already looked about ready to run, and her eyes had turned glassy with unshed tears. Snapping at her again might cause a complete breakdown, and Jayne was not equipped to deal with the fallout of that. ‘Apologizing’ and ‘burying the axe’ and ‘hugging it out’ had never really been her thing.

Social anxiety, she guessed. Great. Jayne Austin, interplanetary spy for hire, socially anxious roommate included.

She was already flicking through options in her head. How the hell could she run a spy operation if someone constantly watched over her?

“Sorry. I’m just surprised,” Jayne explained. “I wonder why this happened. Maybe there was some confusion?”

“No, sharing a dorm costs half the credits. They must have decided you didn’t have the credits for an individual unit,” Jess said finally. “My parents were okay with paying for the dorm, but not for a full room. How did you manage?”

“Uh, I got a discount,” Jayne said. She didn’t have many options available for now, so she’d have to make it work. Spies did it all the time so she would, too. “Well, guess we better get used to each other. Which side of the room is mine?”

Jess smiled wanly. "Over there." She pointed to the left side of the room. "Unless you want the other side. I’m fine with that, too."

“No…no,” Jayne said quickly. “Left is good for me.”

It wouldn’t have mattered which side she got. They were exactly the same. Two polished white tables were tucked in either corner with matching chairs. Two small cupboards stood back to back in the middle of the room to define the border line.

Jayne dumped her bag on the floor beside the door and wandered to her side of the room to investigate. She looked over a panel on her side of the wall and tried the first button. triggering a mechanism that slid the bed out. It used air pockets instead of a mattress. Jess hovered uncertainly at the foot of the bed.

It was obvious that she struggled to speak, so she decided to help the girl out. “So, how do things happen around here? I mean, how do you get food and stuff?” she asked.

Her roommate walked to her cupboard and pulled out a card. “We use food cards here. They aren’t very expensive, but mine gets paid for by the government,” Jess said.

Jayne waited, curious as to why the government would ever want to do that. Her companion seemed oblivious to the cue.

“You can borrow it anytime you want. I mean, it’s free food, so why not?” Jess placed the card on her table.

Jayne instinct was to feel insulted. At first she felt a fall from grace—from the top of her class to “looks like you need some food.” But then again, who in their right mind says no to free food?

“Thanks,” she said brightly.

“Well, um, I still haven’t registered for classes. And I guess you haven’t either?”

Jayne shook her head.

“Soooo…you coming?”

“Nah. I’ll do that later,” she lied flatly.

Her roommate grabbed her jacket and waved an awkward goodbye as she left.

Jayne slumped on her bed as the door closed. This was terrible. Jayne was a planner, and nothing was going according to it. She ran a mental assessment of all her new ‘buddies’. Angela was bubbly and fun-loving, but cool. She had a hint of a naughty side. Jayne actually liked Angela. In a pinch, she thought, she might even be able to trust her. Jess, however… Jess was clearly the good-girl type. Jayne could tell she always followed the rules, never missed class, and, most troublesome for Jayne, did not tolerate troublemakers. Jess could not under any circumstances know the truth about Jayne.

“Looks like I’ll have to maintain this cover twenty-four-seven,” she muttered. “I’m so fucking screwed.”

With that thought, Jayne got back on her tablet and started working through the University’s system. If she was going to blend in, she needed to know the layout of this university, who the RAs were, and for whom she needed to play the part of bright-eyed student.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

Armaros, Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Block F, Student Residential Hall, Jayne’s Quarters

 

Jayne stepped out of the bathroom fresh from showering with her hair wrapped in the only towel. It was purple and soft and, most important of all, clean.

“Is that my towel?” her roommate asked from where she sat reading from her optic monitor on the bottom bunk. She’d obviously returned while Jayne had been cleaning up.

She jumped in surprise and instinctively covered herself.

Okay, so technically it wasn’t Jayne’s towel. It was her roommate’s. Yeah, that wasn’t cool, but she hadn’t had time to get her own stuff yet. And what was she supposed to do, drip water all over the place?

Jayne berated herself. She’d been taken by surprise and foolishly acted modest afterward. What if it hadn’t been her roommate waiting in her dorm but an enemy agent? The stupid shower had calmed her down and lowered her guard.

Gotta be better than that, she reminded herself.

She lowered her arms from her chest, then pulled the wet towel from her head and tossed it to her roommate. What did she care if this girl saw her naked?

“Thanks,” she said as the damp towel landed on her lap.

“Uh, yeah…no problem.” She scowled at the wet towel like it was infested with vermin.

“You want to go get some food?” Jayne asked, changing the subject. “I’ve got a hankering for tacos.” She slipped on a black mini-skirt and white tank top, what she thought of as her sexy co-ed outfit.

“Nah, I don’t like tacos.”

“Suit yourself.” This girl is nuts, she thought as she finished getting ready. Who doesn’t like tacos? They even offer fried avocado as a protein option. Better than the other protein choices, like funkles—cows raised on the surface, slaughtered, flash frozen, and sent to the stations. By the time they were scooped into tacos, they tasted like rancid crow.

She tied her wet hair up in a messy bun and shoved her feet into her boots. With her room key and purse in hand, she smacked her palm against the wall panel to release the lock.

Jayne strode down the hallway, absorbing all the information she could about the place and its people. It was time for some good old-fashioned spying. She ghosted past open and closed doors, gleaning what information she could. Most obvious of all was the unspoken code for all men and women her age.

Open doors meant, “Hey, come on in and hang out.”

Closed doors meant, “Fuck off.”

Closed doors with a sock on the handle meant, “Fuck on.”

A few guys drank beers in one room. That was technically against the rules, but she noticed the RA was one of them—definitely something to keep in mind for the future. In another room, some girls flirted with a boy with curly blond hair. Jayne had to admit, he was pretty cute. Other than that, there wasn’t much else going on, which left her time to think about the all-important tacos.

Unfortunately for her, she ran into an all too different cut of beef.

“Hallway’s closed. Go another way,” the crew-cut, blue-polo-wearing beefcake said. He raised his arm to block her path.

Jayne looked past the oaf and down the hallway. A lean, weaselly-looking guy with black hair jabbed his finger threateningly into the chest of another student with glasses. Standing off to the side and looking uncomfortable with the whole situation was a dork with a bad haircut. There was clearly some kind of dispute in progress.

“What’s going on over there?” she asked.

“It’s a personal matter. Now go around, toots.”

Jayne arched an eyebrow at the beefcake. “Toots? Really?”

The oaf shriveled, self-conscious now. “Just trying it on for size.”

“Oh, my God. Just stop talking. You’re trying too hard. Now, if you’ll excuse me…” She ducked under his outstretched arm and continued down the hallway.

“Hey, I’m serious. You don’t want to get involved in that!” the boy shouted behind her.

Jayne flipped him the finger and he sighed in resignation before returning to his post. She approached the altercation calmly. After all, it wasn’t her problem. She merely needed to pass.

The weasel spoke in half-whispers as he threatened the kid with the glasses.

“We had a deal, motherfucker!” he spat, quite literally spraying flecks of moisture onto his victim’s glasses. “Now you say it’ll cost more money? Nuh-uh, Fred. That’s not gonna cut it, you hear me?”

Fred seemed visibly shaken, but he stood his ground, clenched his jaw, and looked defiantly at the aggressor. “There’s nothing I can do about it, Brandon,” he said. His voice quavered, but it didn’t break. “Selvanium went up in price last week when manufacturing it was made illegal. Now, all selvanium-based weapons cost more. If you had given me the money when I first asked, I could have gotten them, but—” He gasped as Brandon socked him in the stomach.

Well, enough of this, Jayne thought as she reached them. She slid her foot behind the bully’s leg and delivered a forearm shiver to his shoulder. He tripped over her and landed hard on the tile.

“What the fuck?” Brandon rolled onto his back and looked at his assailant.

“Sorry, boss. I tried to stop her,” the oaf shouted from down the hall. The other sycophant scrambled to help his friend up.

“Sorry,” Jayne said, adopting a snobby air. “I’m, like, in a really big hurry to get some tacos. I wasn’t even paying attention to where I was going. You really shouldn’t take up so much hallway space. It’s, like, rude.”

Brandon glared at her as he scrambled to his feet. “Are you fucking kidding me? Who the hell are you?” He glanced at his co-conspirator. “And what the hell, Terrance? I said don’t let anyone by.”

“She slipped past me, boss,” Terrance boomed in response.

“No shit. Jesus, you’re an idiot.” Brandon turned to Jayne. For the first time, he seemed to actually take her in. His eyes lingered a moment on her cleavage before he straightened his collar and spoke in a calmer tone. “All right, look. Go get your tacos okay? And watch where you’re going in the future.”

She pointed at the guy with glasses. “Actually, this is my friend, and we’re getting tacos together. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Him?” Brandon exclaimed, a hint of jealousy in his tone. “You’re getting tacos with him?”

Jayne plastered a ditzy smile on her face. “Well, yeah. I just told you he’s my friend. Duh.”

The thug seemed ready to say something more but the other boy laid a restraining hand on his arm. “Let’s get out of here, Brandon. You said what needed to be said.” His gaze darted nervously to the other end of the hall. Students began to gather and Terrance could hardly hold them all back.

Brandon sent Fred one final glare and nodded to Jayne as he stomped off with his cronies. “I’ll see you around. Maybe you and I’ll be friends too and get some tacos.”

“Maybe.” She forced as much false enthusiasm into the word as she could.

Once they rounded the corner, Jayne turned her attention to Fred. His eyes were wide and his breathing audible. He was clearly still amped on adrenaline from his confrontation.

She dropped the ditz act. “You okay?” she asked as she snatched the glasses off his head. He stuttered in surprise. Glasses, why glasses? It’s not like anyone needs them these days. He must be a retro-style guy.

“Yeah, uh, fine. Just, you know, a misunderstanding,” Fred responded weakly.

Jayne lifted the bottom of her tank top and cleaned the lenses.

“About selvanium-based weapons?”

He blushed. Jayne couldn’t be sure whether it was from being called out about selling weapons or the fact she’d caught him checking out her toned abs. In all likelihood, it was probably both. At least he had the decency to blush and look away, even if he didn’t answer the question.

“Look. Right now, I don’t care what you were talking to them about. I was serious about those tacos. I have a craving and nothing will stop me. You want to join? I don’t really know anyone here and I could use the company.”

“Uhh…” Fred uttered awkwardly as he considered the invitation. “I mean, I guess.”

“Look, you don’t have to go. It’s not like I’m asking you on a date.”

“No. No. I mean, yes. I want to go,” Fred said. A hint of a smile pulled at his lips. “I mean, who doesn’t love tacos?”

Jayne snapped her fingers and pointed at him. “You see, I knew there was a reason I liked you. Here.” She handed him his glasses and strode down the hallway toward the exit. Fred followed stiffly at her heels.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts Campus Outskirts

 

Gleaming glass tubes towered into the sky and out of sight on the southern boundary of campus. The massive air purifiers labored to clear the smog around the campus and surrounding areas. Eventually, the fumes would be collected and disposed of in the vacuum of space. This provided breathable, healthy air for the school, something completely unheard of in the smog-laden ground levels of the enormous city.

Having a traditional, ground-based campus with clean air was one of the distinguishing traits of top-tier universities. Nobody wanted to study where they would have to wear a respirator every time they stepped outside. When the university installed the tubes seventeen years ago, they saw a dramatic increase in the number of visitors and enrollees, including some from prestigious families.

The presence of the glass tubes could always be felt. They were tinted emerald-green and refracted the light from the sun above, creating dazzling patterns on the buildings and grounds below.

They also indicated which way was south. Restaurant row bordered the north side of campus, so Jayne and Fred made sure to walk with the purifiers to their backs. A three-story wall of restaurants, fast food joints, and bars stretched for half a mile across the street from the university. The long line of façades seemed too uniform to be random and Jayne wondered if there was a zoning requirement. A staircase every few stores broke the monotony and provided access to the upper floors of the sit-down restaurants.

Jayne squinted and scanned the myriad of neon signs for a Taco Shack and spotted the familiar blue glow half a block down. It was crammed between a double-decker style pizza joint and a Lobster Shack. Of course, they technically served fake lobster, known as fobster. Lobster was one of the “Significant Seven” species that went extinct thousands of years ago. And still people loved eating it.

“There it is.” She pointed to the restaurant.

Fred’s gaze followed where she pointed and he groaned. “That place?”

Jayne scrunched her eyes as they crossed the street, wondering what he had against what she hoped would be her new favorite stomping ground. “What, you don’t like Taco Shack? Too good for it or something?”

“No, it’s fine,” he muttered and kept his head down as he followed her up one of the steel staircases to the second floor. Tightly packed crowds of people strained the balconies along the row of restaurants. Jayne and Fred pushed past the throngs of customers snacking and smoking cigarettes.

Jayne nodded, too distracted to explore Fred’s reticence. Her sharp eyes identified the distinct shape of the thug from the university. He walked calmly through the crowd with his two cronies and into a Galdarsh restaurant. It seemed the goon squad had a taste for high end alien cuisine.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Disgrunt’s Diner

 

The dark Galdarsh restaurant boasted bright, glowing booths of various colors. Each provided its own source of illumination. Terrance led the trio into the busy lobby, shoving people aside to create space as they walked through the orange haze. Supposedly, Galdarsh restaurants pumped atmosphere from their home planet, which had a slightly higher concentration of nitrogen, into their establishments. Terrance had been in there many times without keeling over or feeling lightheaded, which he brought up with the waiter every time they went in. “You guys really pump in your atmosphere? Because I’m not feeling any higher than I already am.” He’d laugh, and the gang would laugh with him.

“Hey!” A messy haired student protested as Terrance shoved him aside. The guy careened into his date and spilled both their glowing drinks on her white dress. “Watch where you’re going!”

“What makes you think I didn’t see where I was going?” Terrance chuckled. He flashed a mean grin as he walked past the couple and up to the server. He hoped the little turd had some spit in his spirit. A good fight always brightened the day. Plus, after that skinny little cooze slipped past him earlier, a good pummeling would cheer him up. Unfortunately, the guy was more concerned with making sure his girlfriend was okay than trying to get even. Terrance instinctively kissed the gold skull ring on his right hand – a nervous tic whenever he couldn’t indulge the urge of a fight.

“Three,” Terrance said a bit too loudly to the Galdarsh hostess. The exceedingly pale girl nodded, grabbed some menus, and led them to the back of the restaurant. He liked Galdarsh girls and dated one in high school, but she broke up with him when he asked her to get a spray tan.

She seated them in a booth near the back of the restaurant. Terrance took a seat and Jonah slid in beside him. The pair barely fit into the booth and Brandon sat opposite them. Brandon let Terrance walk around like he was in charge. It kept Terrance busy – which was good, because nothing is more dangerous than a bored moron. But it also kept the heat off himself. But here in the safety of a dark restaurant, Brandon could hold court. As soon as court came to order.

“How come Jonah can’t ever sit next to you?” Terrance whined. His shoulders hunched as he tried to take up the smallest space possible. Despite his best efforts, half of Jonah’s right glute hovered over empty air. It was an uncomfortable fit for them both.

Brandon spread his legs mockingly. “Because I pay for the food, I pay for our drinks, I pay for our rent, and I pay for our highly illegal weapons. The least I can get in recompense is a little leg room. But, if you would like to start picking up the bills I’d be more than happy to switch seats with you.”

Terrance squinted, confused. “Well, sure. I’d like to. But boss, I can’t afford that. I get all my money from you.”

Brandon rubbed his eyes with his palms and groaned. “I’m surrounded by idiots.”

Jonah laughed. “Tell me about it.”

He glared at Jonah. “Watch it, chuckles. I don’t like what you’re implying. And you—” Brandon shifted his gaze to Terrance. “What the hell’s wrong with you? You don’t let a girl walk past you because she’s pretty. We were in the middle of important business negotiations and you let her mess everything up.”

Terrance’s eyes widened. His deep voice warbled slightly as he spoke. “I didn’t let her get past me on purpose, boss. She slipped right under my arm. She must be like a dancer or a gymnast or one of those people at circuses, you know? Who fit into boxes and then they’re all bent up, but then the main guy opens the box, you know? And the lady unbends. What do you call those?”

Jonah snapped his fingers. “A cartoonist!” He beamed like he won the million-dollar question.

Brandon could only sigh. “In a way, it’s my fault. I ought to know your severe limitations. It’s no wonder you flunked school.”

Silence descended and Terrance looked down in shame. Jonah glanced at his downtrodden comrade and sighed.

“You flunked out too, genius,” he said.

Brandon’s face scrunched into a scowl. “I only failed because somebody got us caught cheating. If you didn’t wait until the last minute to write our papers, maybe you could have written two separate ones instead of having us turn in identical papers. You fucked my future.” He rose to his feet, his body leaning halfway across the booth as he berated his companion.

“Well, I wish I could take full credit for that. But see, here’s the thing. You came to me the day the papers were due and threatened me into writing yours.” Jonah chuckled. “Classic Brandon. But if you recall, I told you there wasn’t enough time. You said to find a way and stormed off. Now, despite the slim time margin, I might have found a way to write an eight-page research paper in two hours. But at that moment, I was on my way to a lunch date with Kacey Foster, and well…” He raised his hands up in front of him like a scale and shifted them up and down. “Between potentially kissing Kacey and somehow writing an eight-page research paper with far too little time, we all know what I picked.”

Orange mist drifted in and out of Brandon’s nostrils as he breathed the colored fog and forced himself to sit down. Terrance leaned in toward Jonah, waiting for the end of a story he didn’t realize was already over.

“So how’d it go?” the large man finally asked, unable to wait any longer.

The others both looked incredulously at him.

“What do you mean, ‘how’d it go?’” Jonah asked, annoyed at Terrance for not following his tale. “We got caught and kicked out. Were you paying any attention to what we were talking about?”

“No. I mean, with Kacey Foster. I always thought she was real cute. I like blondes.” A goofy smiled played across his face as he imagined Kacey as she’d looked the last time he’d seen her. That wet sorority t-shirt had been so hot. She was a real party animal after a few shots.

“You like everything,” Brandon muttered.

“No I don’t. I don’t like sharing this booth with Jonah.”

“Regardless, things between Kacey and myself did not work out,” Jonah cut in. “The whole getting-expelled-the-same-week-I-started-dating-her thing may or may not have been a factor.” He grinned and wrapped his arm around Terrance’s head to pull him close. “But hey, it all worked out in the end. I’ve got you guys.” The cheerful charade lasted a couple of seconds before Jonah dropped the smile and added, “And nothing else.”

His melancholy turn was interrupted by a Galdarsh waitress in booty shorts approaching their table. Terrance leered at her while his friends ordered the restaurant’s cheapest beer.

“Make it three,” he said, placing his order and winking at her.

She smiled and said, “You got it. Three beers. And yours is on the house.” She twirled and sauntered back to the waiter station while Terrance watched her avidly.

“Really, Terrance, a Galdarsh girl? Perhaps you didn’t notice, but you can see every vein in their body. They look like they’re tattooed with blue spider webs,” Jonah said.

Terrance shook his head. “That’s what everybody thinks, so they’re easy pickings. You find yourself a hot Galdarsh girl like any of the ones who work here and convince them to get a spray tan. Boom!” He clapped his hands together and raised them in the air, mimicking an explosion. “Instant hot girlfriend.”

 “Gentleman,” Brandon interjected. His voice was low as he leaned fervently over the table. “We’ve spent enough time arguing and talking about girls and unimportant issues. The real question now is how to get what we paid so very dearly for, and what we will do with that weasel Fred Baggins.”

Terrance shrugged. “I don’t really care about Baggins, so long as he comes through on the deal. It’s the school I’ve got a problem with.” The ambivalence disappeared from his voice, replaced with pigheaded determination. “I’ve got no student visa now and they want to send me back to that frozen rock that’s not even a real planet. I spent enough time there. I like the sunlight and I’m never going back.”

Brandon nodded. “Your heart’s in the right place, Terrance. Unlike your brain. Its whereabouts remain unknown. But if Baggins doesn’t come through, his name goes on the list. Nobody fucks me and gets away with it.” Brandon’s gaze shifted to Jonah. “Isn’t that right, Jonah?”

Stone-faced and silent, Jonah sat rigidly in the semi-darkness and nodded.

At that moment, the waitress returned with their beers. “Hope you boys are still thirsty!” She played her part, leaning over seductively to set their beers on the table.

Terrance pulled out his wallet. “This one’s on me, gang.” He turned to the waitress. “And honey, here’s your tip.” He slid her a coupon to a tanning salon. That was how Terrance got beer all over his favorite shirt.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Teak and Tack Taco Shack

 

Jayne and Fred walked past the Galdarsh restaurant and down the second-story walkway toward the Taco Shack and Bar. As far as Jayne could tell, Fred hadn’t noticed the goons and there was no reason to let him know they were nearby. The odds of running into them were slim given the dozens of restaurants in the area.

Students crowded Teak and Tack’s large patio, chowing down and drinking. A few guys chatted up the girls at other tables. It was a typical college hangout.

One of the drunks called to her as she passed. “Hey, Legs! You got a mirror in your pocket? Cause I can see myself in your pants.”

Jayne stopped in her tracks. “I’m wearing a skirt, dude. I don’t have pockets.”

“Oh…” The drunk staggered and looked down in shame. “I’m sorry, ma’am.”

Some girls at the next table all laughed at him. Jayne nodded to herself. It felt good to make a guy like that the butt of the joke for once. At first she had felt the urge to smash his jackass face into the table, but Jayne was undercover. And her jab was a helpful reminder: the pen can be mightier than the sword.

Fred stepped up by Jayne. “Hey, asshole!” The drunk turned to Fred now. “Do you have a mirror in your pocket? Because I suggest you take a long hard look at yourself!”

The drunk nodded. “Yes sir. I’m sorry… It’s just… I never felt like my mom gave me adequate attention as a child, and I compensate for that by getting any attention I can from women. Deep down—“

“Save it for your autobiography!” Fred turned to Jayne. “Let’s go inside.” That little display of backbone surprised her. He opened the door and they walked inside.

The drunk shouted one last parting apology before the door closed. “Starting today, I’m turning my life arou-.” The rest of his words were muffled by the sounds of the restaurant although it wasn’t busy inside and only a few people sat at the tables. Apparently, sitting outside was the thing to do, but considering the tek-soggy crowd, the interior seemed more amenable.

It took a long time for Jayne to develop her taste for tek. It entered vogue nearly a century and a half before Jayne was born, its popularity spurred by its relaxing effect in altered gravity situations. The appeal of the carbonated drink was dextromethorphan, the active ingredient in the obsolete serum once known as cough syrup.

A group of pretty young waitresses stood behind a counter. One saw them and whispered with visible excitement, loudly enough for Jayne to hear, “Oh, my God, Lana. That guy is here.”

Lana was a raven-haired girl with creamy skin, bright green eyes, and a slim waist. She looked toward them and her shoulders tightened. Jayne could see her sigh as she turned and entered into a fierce but quiet conversation with her companions.

Jayne arched her brow and looked at Fred, whose cheeks blushed a vivid red.

“Come on,” he muttered, ignoring the implied question. He darted from Jayne and hurried to the back corner of the restaurant where the light was dim and they wouldn’t be seen by anyone entering. Fred sat with his back to the wall, a position few, if any, would normally take.

Of course, Jayne wasn’t exactly normal, and she suspected Fred wasn’t either. Only people with military training would have taken that spot. Surely it was simply a coincidence. Nothing about this guy’s demeanor seemed out of the ordinary, although it might explain how he had access to illegal weapons. Selvanium weapons to be specific. They certainly weren’t something your average student knew how to obtain. Even if Jayne wanted those, it’d take her several days of hitting the pavement and infiltrating the right crowd.

She sat opposite him. She felt uncomfortable having her back to everything and only being able to see Fred and the looping hologram of a matador fighting a bull that projected behind him.

The second they were seated, the waitress who first saw them enter approached.

“I didn’t think we’d see you again, cutie,” she said playfully to Fred. “After what happened last time, you know. Lana’s not avoiding you or anything either. She’s got the outside section, so she can’t serve you, is all. Anyway, what can I get you?”

He stammered his order without looking at the menu. Jayne scrolled through the menu embedded in the table. There weren’t many choices—a few variations of tacos and tek and the happy hour special she had heard about. By the time he finished his order, she already knew what she wanted.

“I’ll take the shrimp tacos and tek happy hour special,” she said.

The waitress sighed regretfully. “Sorry. We’re out of shrimp. We have ground funkles—I can’t believe it’s not chicken—avocado, fried c—.”

“All right. Give me the avocado taco and tek happy hour special then,” Jayne said testily. It wasn’t the waitress’ fault, but now, Jayne had a craving that wouldn’t be satisfied. Avocado tacos were fine. It’s what she feared she would have to order the whole way over there. That didn’t stop her mouthwatering every time she saw that picture of the beautiful crustaceans, though.

“You got it. I’ll be right back with your tek. And it’s good to see you eating with someone,” the waitress said, patting Fred’s hand. “Quite a catch too. Good for you.”

Once the waitress was safely out of earshot, Jayne locked her eyes with Fred – an intimidation tactic that always works. “Okay, Fred. What the hell’s going on?”

“Nothing,” he insisted. “It doesn’t matter.” His constantly darting gaze told her otherwise.

Kind of a twitchy guy. Maybe he’s simply paranoid.

“Fred, I have the uneasy feeling that someone might spit in our food and I didn’t get my flu shot this year. So level with me. What the fuck happened the last time you were here?” She stared at him until his composure broke and he slouched in his chair, staring at the table.

“It’s embarrassing.”

“Yeah, I’ve done lots of embarrassing things. Don’t get me started,” she countered.

The Raindrop Delta training mission, Francois Casanova, her entire sophomore year of high school…

“I used to come here regularly. Alone because I wanted to study, not because I don’t have friends. I have friends.”

Jayne gave him an exaggerated nod and a tight-lipped smile. Sure you do, buddy.

“I always sat at this table. It’s Lana’s section. That whole thing about her having the outside section is probably a crock of shit. She’s avoiding me. Anyway, she was always really nice to me and we got to know each other. She was super flirty, touching my arm all the time, leaning over so I could get a good look at her cleavage, things like that.”

Things that would earn her a big tip, Jayne thought.

“Anyway, one day, things were slow in the restaurant. I’d been drinking tek while I did some homework. Lana sat down next to me and we began chatting. When her manager wasn’t looking, she would take some sips of my tek. It was really kind of sweet. We both laughed a lot and it felt like a date. At one point, when she looked at me with those big green incandescent eyes…I mean, it was stupid of me. I should have known better. But I went in for a kiss. As soon as my lips brushed hers, she jumped back and stood up. I guess I read the whole situation wrong. She said she had to go, and she went into the back of the restaurant. Our waitress that night came by shortly after and gave me my bill. I sucked up my courage and came back the next day, hoping that maybe Lana was there. But when she saw me, she couldn’t get to the back of the restaurant fast enough. So, yeah, that’s that.”

Fred sagged against his chair and waited for Jayne’s judgement.

She sighed. “You can’t kiss a waitress, Fred. She was milking you for tips,” she said, softly. As if that could spare his feelings.

“I know,” he answered dejectedly. “But I can’t stop thinking about our lips brushing against each other, even if it was only for a split second.”

Jayne cringed. “Ah, Fred, that’s fucking creepy. You need to get laid and forget her. But not by me. I don’t want you getting confused. You’re not my type.”

“I’m not anyone’s type,” he mumbled under his breath.

Save it for your autobiography, Jayne thought.

Their waitress walked up with a tray and dropped off the tall, narrow glasses that held their tek. She smiled kindly at Fred and he sank even lower in his seat as his cheeks flushed.

Jayne picked up her drink and raised it to her companion. “Salut,” she said, before taking a deep pull from her glass. The alcohol kicked almost like a shot, but its natural wheatgrass properties made it more tolerable. Tek was known to provide a happy buzz. Or a happy wasted if you drank more than one glass. Up in the space station, it had been the drink of choice. The last time she had a sip was after her unfortunate meeting with the dean. She overdid it somewhat that night.

But not tonight. Tonight, she’d have only the one glass.

 

+++

 

Three glasses later, Jayne and Fred both slurred at each other, deep in conversation.

“But, Fred, I know what I saw…er, heard. With that guy. Come on. You’re an arms dealer.”

He shook his head vigorously in denial, his lips scrunched closed.

“Nope. No way. Not me. That was…an acting scene. Brandon’s my acting partner. It’s from a play. Uh…The Arms Dealer of Venice. Very post-post-modern, street theater stuff.”

Around them, the crowd noise had picked up and a dozen conversations filled the background.

“Why are you lying to me Fred? Didn’t I help you out? I won’t tell anyone. Come on. If you told someone like that prick Brandon, why can’t you tell me?”

Fred slumped in his seat and sighed. He looked around the restaurant, seeing all the people but not paying attention to them.

“Okay,” he admitted. “I’m a little bit of a weapons dealer. But nobody needs to know that. This isn’t exactly a cheap school.”

Jayne bounced excitedly in her seat. “I knew it! I knew it! But Fred, you can’t have those kinds of altercations in public if you want to keep your business a secret. If the school finds out, you’re toast. Not to mention what could happen if law enforcement gets involved.”

“I know. It’s not like I wanted Brandon to make a scene. He’s mad because…well, I took on a deal to get him certain items. But by the time he gave me the money for them, the cost had skyrocketed.”

She tapped her fingers on the table as she considered his words. “Did you come to an agreement on the price when you first made the deal?”

Fred groaned. “Yeah.”

Jayne took another sip of her tek. Thoughts of taking it easy had long since evaporated. It would be another one of those nights, whether she wanted it or not.

“Well, I hate to be on his side ʼcause he’s clearly a prick. But you made a deal with him, Fred. And in any business, and I imagine especially in a black-market business, honoring your agreements is vital.”

He nodded and sighed. It was ironic, being confronted on moral grounds when he was dealing in illicit goods. “You’re right. I made a deal. Even if I lose money on it, I have to see it through. Better than having my arms broken by Terrance.” Fred’s eyes opened, and he smiled at her. He looked relaxed for perhaps the first time since they’d met. “Thanks, Jayne.”

Then he stood and stumbled away.

“Where are you going? Fred! We haven’t paid the bill.”

Fred turned to her, looking confident—an effect of the tek, no doubt. “I have an exchange to arrange. If you can pay, I’ll get it next time. My word is good.”

With that, he strode out of the restaurant and into the night. Jayne couldn’t help but notice Lana staring after him as he left. She almost looked like she wanted to say something in the split second before he walked out the door. But then he was gone, and she went back to serving drunk students their tek and tacos.

With no plans of her own for the night, Jayne slapped her payment on the table and wandered outside. She smiled. Oh, how she loved that stuff. A tek night was a good night. Maybe she’d even make her way to the third floor, where the clubs and illicit dens operated. That sounded like a good time.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Undisclosed location

 

A flashlight breached the darkness, illuminating the dust motes floating in the air after being kicked up by the beam’s owner. Unused desks were piled on top of each other in one corner of the room. A large digi-board with a half-erased complex math equation butted up against boxes of unused textbooks. The only windows overlooking the grass outside were squat and at the very top of the room.

Technically, Fred wasn’t breaking and entering. At least he didn’t think he was. The doors weren’t locked, and he didn’t see any signs saying Do Not Enter. It was merely a place where no one ever had any reason to go, a perfect place for a drop.

He carried the flashlight in one hand and an armored case in the other. Sweat trickled down his face from the effort of carrying his product from his van.

He shuffled quickly but awkwardly into the room and set the case down beside the boxes of books. With a heavy sigh, he shook his arms to ease the stiffness. The adrenaline of making a drop had to be his favorite part of the job. Mixing that with his tek buzz, though, was almost overwhelming.

He paced the basement, knowing he shouldn’t stay long but practicing what he would say. Finally, he took out his phone and dialed.

“Baggins,” a voice on the other end said emotionlessly. Fred tensed at the sound and clenched his jaw unconsciously.

“It’s there,” he said as he paced a track in the dust of the abandoned room.

“You made the right decision, Fred.” The line clicked as the person on the other end hung up.

Fred wiped the sweat from his forehead and headed back the way he’d come. His heart still pounded in his chest and he doubted he’d get much sleep that night.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Block F, Student Residential Hall, Jayne’s Quarters

 

Jayne stumbled into her dorm room, a completely hammered mess. Her hair was sweaty and her skirt askew. She hadn’t done anything too naughty; only some dancing in one of the clubs on the third level followed by a little making out with a cute guy covered in tattoos. That’s mostly what she meant when she told Fred he wasn’t her type – he didn’t have any tattoos. She liked being able to understand someone’s whole life story as she explored their body. Sort of knocking out two birds with one stone.

A drunken smile lit her face as she thought of him. He’d wanted more than to simply make out, but when he asked her if she’d go back to his place, she knew better. When he asked for her number, she said no. And when he asked her again if she wanted to go back to his place—because guys always try multiple times, she thought—she remembered how she’d fucked up and had sex with Francois and so she said no.

Francois. God! Why did he have to be an enemy agent? He was so…mmmph. Jayne’s hand slid under her skirt as she floated on tek bliss and thought about Francois and the tattooed cutie from the club. Then she remembered she had a roommate and her eyes snapped open. Her hand grew still.

It was silent in the dorm room. Praying her roommate was asleep, she straightened and looked at the bed across from her. It was empty. Relief flooded her, followed by a tinge of surprise that Jess wasn’t there. Two a.m. on orientation week? Maybe Jess wasn’t as much of a good girl as she’d thought.

She considered going back to what she was doing, but the moment had passed. She sat on her bed instead, feeling depressed. Everything was going so well, then Francois turned out to be a fucking double agent and her life went down the shitter. Now there she was, rebuilding from scratch. Without putting any thought into it, she grabbed her phone and drunk-dialed her bestie from the academy.

Alfonso answered on the third ring. “Hello?” His usual smooth voice was raspy and mumbled, and Jayne could hear the sound of fabric shifting.

“Shit, did I wake you?”

Alfonso cleared his throat. “Holy shit. Jayne?”

“Sorry for calling so late. I was just…we never got to say goodbye and then I got to thinking about Francois and…I don’t know. I wanted to talk to a friend.” Jayne crawled across her bed to the corner and leaned against the wall, her knees curled to her chest.

“I’m glad you called. After everything that happened, I was worried.”

Her lips twitched into a sad smile. “Don’t worry about me, Alfonso. You know I always land on my feet.”

There was silence on the other end for a moment, followed by his sigh. “I tried talking to the dean. Everyone knows you getting expelled was complete bullshit. He wouldn’t hear any of it, though. Where are you?”

“School.” Jayne laughed bitterly. “I’m at a university. I signed up to major in—fuck, I don’t even remember. Alfonso, I’m walking around here like everything is fine, but I’m so fucking angry. Dean Geiger threw away the life I’d worked so hard for. And for what? A thumbs-up from the blue bloods? I could kill him, Alfy. I’m not even joking.”

“Jayne, don’t speak like that. These lines aren’t secure.”

She grunted in irritation but dropped the subject. “What’s going on with Francois? Have they figured out why he was there?”

“Uh, well, here’s the thing, Jayne. Francois isn’t here anymore. He was exchanged for one of our spies.”

Incredulous, Jayne popped to her knees, breaking out of her comfy little ball position. “They let him go?” She moaned and threw a pillow across the room.

“Sorry, Jayne. It’s the way these things work. You know that. As for what they got out of him, I really don’t know. The rumors say he was supposed to become a deep sleeper. Stay in the organization for years and rise to the top and leak our biggest secrets. A lot of people here are happy that you…got involved with him and identified him.”

The sounds of drunken students stumbling over their last hurrahs before the semester filtered through the door. Their laughter was pure and carefree. Good for them. Everyone deserves to be happy. Jayne flopped onto her bed, her limbs spread wide except for the hand holding the phone to her ear.

“Alfonso, I miss him. I miss you. I miss everything.” She sniffled and wiped her eyes. She wouldn’t cry, though. Not her.

“I miss you too. A lot of us do. But Jayne, you have a new opportunity there. You’ve got freedom, something none of us have here. Make the most of it. You already have the skills and the training. In a lot of ways, you’re in a much better position than the rest of us.”

Like a good friend, he tried to cheer her up. He wasn’t wrong either, but it wasn’t what Jayne wanted to hear. Still, she was a spy, and spies lied. It was time to implement that skill. “Thanks, Alfy. You’re right. Look, I gotta get going. My roommate will be here any moment. But thanks for talking. Really.”

They said their goodbyes and promised to keep in touch. As soon as they hung up, Jayne dropped her phone and stared at the dark ceiling above her. Her fucking life. Stolen. And she was supposed to simply go along with it? No fucking way. Not her. There were some things you didn’t tolerate.

She didn’t know how just yet and she was too drunk to think deeply about it, but one way or another, she would show that sanctimonious asshole dean what a fucked-up, regrettable decision he’d made.

She’d make him pay.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Block F, Student Residential Hall, Jayne’s Quarters

 

Tek was a popular drink for many reasons, the primary one being the simple fact that getting drunk on it didn’t result in hangovers. It was the result of nearly a millennia of research, fine-tuning, and millions in government funding. When Jayne woke the next afternoon splayed out on her bed in her rumpled clothes from the night before with a blanket draped over her and a pillow tucked under her head, she felt refreshed and ready to face the day.

She pushed herself up, blinked away the tiredness, and found her bearings. The other bed was perfectly made as if by a hotel maid or a soldier expecting inspection. Jayne had a brief flash of memory of chucking a pillow across the room onto Jess’s bed. Looking behind her, she saw that the pillow she had slept on was the same one she’d thrown. Her roommate must have come home at some point and tucked it under her head. She probably threw the blanket over her as well. Maybe having her there wouldn’t be all bad.

“Jess?” Jayne’s voice carried through the room. No response. She must have come and gone. Jayne stood and slipped out of her dirty clothes. She was just about to step into the bathroom for a shower when she saw her phone on her bed, the green notification light flashing.

Shit. A blurry memory of a drunk call sprang to mind. Please don’t be to an ex. She snatched her phone and looked at the call history.

Alfonso.

That wasn’t so bad. They’d both been drunken fools together many times at the academy. There was even that one night where they almost…

Jayne’s train of thought shattered as her phone vibrated and an emergency alert popped up.

SECOND BOMB FOUND AT UNIVERSITY POLICE STATION.

EVACUATION IN PROGRESS.

STAY OUTSIDE THE CORDONED-OFF RADIUS.

A bomb? Here?

And if it’s the second bomb…where was the first?

A quick search on her phone revealed that the first bomb was placed in the school’s administration building, which had also been evacuated. Neither device had gone off yet and both were in the process of being deactivated.

Police warned people to keep their distance, though. Each of the explosives was in a tamper-proof case and there was a chance that the deactivation attempts could trigger them.

It sounded like the police were in over their heads.

Depending on what type of bombs they were, she might be able to deactivate them. But that would risk blowing her cover and possibly herself as well.

Not exactly the kind of thing she wanted to wake up to or have to deal with.

Jayne sighed and scanned the comments on social media quickly to see what people were saying. It was mostly freak-outs and conspiracy theories. The most prevalent was that their main rival, Eltstodt University, tried to sabotage their school in order to surpass them in prestige. A couple of people championed a less popular theory that the bombers were students who were angry over last fall’s dismissal of some of the more popular and controversial professors.

There was even one troll, B0mbStr1ke, who claimed to be the bomber. He said he was doing it as a work of performance art. Get over yourself, dude she thought.

Jayne turned her screen off with a tap of her finger and resigned herself to what had to be done. She looked at her only two outfits, which both laid in crumpled piles on the floor. The clothes from last night were simply too filthy to wear. Plus, her vain side didn’t want to be seen in the same thing two days in a row. Her only other outfit was the skintight gray jumpsuit she’d worn when she left the counter intelligence academy.

She sniffed it and recoiled. It also needed laundering.

A frantic knock on the door interrupted her thoughts on her clothing dilemma.

“One second,” she said.

Feeling like she had little choice in the matter, she yanked the top drawer of her roommate’s dresser open and found a pair of black panties.

“Really need to get my own stuff,” she muttered as she slipped quickly into the lace underwear. Jayne pressed her chest tightly against the back of the door to avoid giving anyone a free show and opened it, peeking her head around to see who was there.

Fred looked nervous and fidgety. If she didn’t know him better, she might have thought he was trying to ask her out on a date.

She had told him not to think of her that way, but maybe she should never have taken him out for tacos. And picked up the tab, no less. Now, she’d have a puppy dog following her around all the time. That would only make things difficult for her.

Ugh.

“Jayne, I need to talk.” There was an intensity to his tone she hadn’t heard before. The poor fool really must have fallen hard for her. Too bad. She didn’t have time for this.

“Fred, look,” she began in a patient and polite tone. “I had fun at the taco place, but like I said, I’m not into—.”

“The bombings are my fault,” he practically shouted.

Jayne’s eyes widened.

She leaned farther out from behind the door to glance down either side of the hallway.

No one was around.

Thankfully.

Fred probably hadn’t royally fucked himself over. On the other hand, by leaning out like that, Jayne had exposed herself briefly, giving him a full view of her bare chest. Well, she was a spy. Part of her training was seduction and using her body as a weapon. It wasn’t like she was bashful. Plus, if he’d noticed, he didn’t seem to care. He was still staring at her face with a look of anxiety. It was almost insulting in a way.

“Come inside. Quickly. And don’t say shit like that in hallways. Or anywhere in public for that matter.”

She stepped inside and Fred bolted in after her.

“Tell me what happened,” she ordered. She sat on her bed and picked her gray jumpsuit up from the floor. It might be dirty but at least she wouldn’t wear the same thing two days in a row. Besides, this was definitely something that required her spy training so she might as well look the part.

Fred’s gaze flickered over her as he simultaneously took in her casual nudity and gathered his thoughts. Okay, now that’s more what I expected. He didn’t seem overly flustered by the sight of her stepping topless into her jumpsuit and pulling it up past her hips. After a short silence, he began his story. Maybe he wasn’t such a puppy after all.

“I have an illegal police scanner,” he admitted, piquing her interest as she slipped her arms into the jumpsuit’s sleeves. A police scanner could be very useful in her situation. “I heard the officers say the bombs are selvanium-based. That’s why they’re having such a hard time defusing them. It’s beyond their abilities. Jayne, the weapons I sold were selvanium-based. Any terrorist with access to the deep web can figure out how to switch out the cores and turn them into massive bombs. That’s half the reason why selvanium production was made illegal.”

Jayne zipped her jumpsuit as Fred continued.

“It can’t be a coincidence that I sold highly illegal and hard-to-obtain selvanium weapons to a group of angry former students and the next day, selvanium bombs are found throughout campus. If anyone dies, it’s my fault.”

He wasn’t entirely wrong about that, she acknowledged.

“You sold weapons that would be used in your own backyard? Are you an idiot? What the fuck were you thinking?” Making a few credits selling weapons was one thing. But selling weapons that would be used against people you knew in the place you lived? That was plain stupidity.

To her surprise, rather than rattling Fred, her condemnation angered him.

“I didn’t know they would use the weapons here. First rule of being an arms dealer: don’t ask questions. Obviously, if I did, I wouldn’t have sold them to Brandon. And that gets in the way of business.”

Jayne poked him in the chest with her finger. “Then you need to do better research on your clients before you sell to them.”

She took a breath. That wasn’t the issue now. The real concern was defusing the bombs.

“How many weapons did you sell him?”

Fred’s face scrunched in a mixture of guilt and concentration. “Four.”

Four? It would be hard to deactivate them all. Jayne paced from the back wall of her dorm room to where Fred stood near the entrance to the bathroom.

“Okay, so that’s potentially two more bombs unaccounted for,” she deduced. “We should probably tip the police anonymously to tell them that. Although, knowing them, they probably won’t be able to disarm those either.”

Neither could she, in all likelihood. She hadn’t been trained in working with selvanium before her expulsion. It required special technology. That much she did know.

Jayne stopped pacing and looked at Fred. “What about you? Can you disarm them?”

The look of uncertainty that crossed his face wasn’t promising. “Maybe. I know the underlying theory. But it isn’t something I’ve ever done. I’d need an optic whiteboard to work out the specifics.”

“Okay. That’s something we can work with. This is a university. Almost every lecture hall and research facility has one. We need to find one where we won’t be disturbed. I’m sure you’re aware that if we get caught working out bomb equations…well, they won’t think we’re innocent, that’s for sure.”

Fred pursed his lips and said, “I know a place.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

The basement of the physics building had been turned into one massive storeroom that resembled a maze. In one area, dozens of desks were piled precariously. One nudge and the whole thing could come crashing down.

A row of filing cabinets lined the outer wall beside a bunch of boxes filled with out-of-date textbooks.

What a waste, Jayne thought. There was no reason to have books printed when you could carry every book ever written on your phone or optic pad. Sure, some people liked to have the physical copy in their hands, but Jayne always found that incredibly impractical. The filing cabinets she understood. Some records needed to be physical in case the digital files became corrupted by a virus or were wiped out by hackers. Generally, the practice of creating hard copies was for high-security information only.

Fred led them deeper into the basement. The only light came from small windows at the top of the walls.

“How’d you find this place?” Jayne asked as she stepped over a pile of books that had spilled out of their box.

He continued to maneuver through the clutter. “I’m always on the lookout for places like this. Dark, private, unused. They’re good for meeting clandestinely with people. And for drops.”

Jayne was impressed. This kid was former military, but he was craftier than most soldiers, trained into following orders and orders only. In some ways, he thought like an agent. Or a real criminal, in this case. He was right. This would be the perfect place for an illicit meeting…or a late-night hookup when you had a roommate to deal with.

“Who else knows about this place?” she asked.

Fred shrugged. “I suppose anyone in the physics department. And the janitors. Besides that, no one.” He paused and looked back at her. “Except for people I bring here, like you.”

Like her.

Or anyone he’d had dealings with.

“And the bombers?” Jayne asked.

Fred licked his lip and nodded. “And the bombers.”

A part of her tingled in alarm at this information, but her rational side quickly quieted her unease. The bombers would have no reason to be there or to return unless they decided to plant a bomb in the basement. But surely, if that was their plan—

The scuffling of feet followed by the distinct sound of a lighter sparking interrupted Jayne’s thoughts. She shared a look of alarm with Fred before their unexpected guest stepped out of the shadows.

He was a tall, slim man with handsome features. Pepper-gray hair glinted in the dull glow from his lighter before he flicked it shut. A five o’clock shadow smudged his otherwise smooth features above a collared shirt which hung slightly askew with the top button undone. His slacks trailed down to black polished shoes that tapped quietly on the floor as he ambled toward them.

He exhaled, and the distinct scent of smoke filled the air. The joint was a little wrinkled from a hasty fold, but it burned well. He looked out with bloodshot eyes, then flinched in surprise. He followed it up with a good-natured chuckle.

“Couple of quiet critters here. You startled me. For a second, I thought you were other professors. Then I’d have some explaining to do.” The chuckle became a wry laugh. He sighed and took another drag from the joint before resuming his approach. “Want some of this?” he offered. “It’s an indica-tamox blend. Nice smooth high.”

If Jayne wasn’t in the middle of a crisis she might have been tempted. But she had no time for that now.

She shook her head. “Maybe another time.”

The stoned professor turned unerringly to Fred. “You?”

Fred’s eyes widened and he shook his head vigorously. Once again, Jayne found herself reassessing him. It seemed he favored the straight and narrow after all, despite his criminal dealings.

The professor shrugged. “Suit yourself. My name’s Vlad—Professor Volstock, if you ever have one of my classes.” Vlad took another hit and motioned to the blunt. “This is the only way I can stand talking to everyone up there.” He pointed to the ceiling with his thumb. “Gotta have a mellow buzz going.”

A scowl formed on Fred’s face. “Maybe you shouldn’t be a professor if you don’t like talking to students.”

Jayne shot him a look. “Fred! Don’t be a dick.”

The professor laughed. “You’ve got me all wrong. It’s the other professors I can’t stand. A bunch of closed-minded morons, the lot of them. The students though, I love them. They’re the smartest ones on campus. And they might stay that way if we don’t beat the individualism out of them.”

Vlad squinted his eyes and looked at her. “Although they don’t usually come down here. What are you two doing wading through all this junk, anyway?”

“We’re—” Fred began but never finished.

“Looking for a place to have a moment of privacy.” She pressed herself up against Fred’s back and wrapped her arm around his waist. His breath caught and his entire body stiffened. “We both have roommates.”

The professor laughed and turned away. “Fine by me, but don’t go planting any bombs.” He waved and left the room having finished his self-medication.

Jayne released Fred. “So, where’s this optic board?” she asked. She graciously ignored his fumbling hands as he readjusted his pants.

“It’s back here.” They wound around a couple of old metal machines to their prize, which was in sorry shape. A crack marred the screen with spidering crevices and the projection light was incredibly dim, but it still worked. At least she hoped it did.

“Does that even work?” she asked. If they had wasted all that time tracking down a broken board, they could be in real trouble.

And so could a lot of other people.

Fred tapped the board with his hand and the screen brightened. “Still works.”

Jayne folded her arms and bit her lip in thought. Once she’d gathered the essentials together, she voiced her process aloud. “All right. Let’s think this through. We need to find the bombs—all of them—and deactivate them. Two have already been located, so that takes care of half the work. Can we disarm them remotely?”

Fred pulled his phone from his side pocket and tapped it. The optic board emitted a soft bing as it received the file transfer. “I’ve input the weapon IDs. If I can configure its systems right, I should be able to locate the remaining bombs based on their distinct selvanium imprint. Assuming they didn’t do anything to the cores when they refitted them, the signature should still be the same as my records.”

He cleared the board and brought up the weapon schematics from the file. “It won’t be easy to set up, though. And as for disarming them…well, we’ll have to do that in person.”

Damn it. Jayne swore inwardly. Deactivating the bombs in person meant blowing her cover. At the same time, though, lives were in danger. This wasn’t the time to worry about losing her funding. Jayne had to admit blowing her cover was almost worth it if her spy skills got to impress everyone. It played into her ego she had been getting better at controlling. But, she reminded herself, lives are at stake. Focus on the task at hand, she thought. At the very least, Fred could locate the other bombs and get that data to the police. Besides, it was also a matter of self-preservation. Everything would be moot if those goons decided to detonate before she and Fred could stop this. Part of her was surprised they hadn’t set them off already. Unless…

Of course! Jayne smacked her forehead. “Those idiots are probably still setting the other two bombs. That’s why they haven’t triggered the first two yet. They’re waiting to blow them all at once. They’re probably freaking out now that the first two have been discovered. And trying to rush arming a bomb? Always a bad move, my friend. As it stands, that gives us a limited timeline, so we’ll have to work fast.”

Fred turned away from the optic screen and smiled at her. “That’s what this is for.” He leaned over and pulled a small chrome gun from an ankle holster hidden under his pants. The center of the gun glowed green.

Selvanium.

Jayne’s heart rate rocketed. High-powered guns gave her a thrill that was almost erotic. “That gun is a beast, Fred. You could melt a wall with one blast.”

Fred smiled confidently. “I know. But do you know what else I can do with it?”

“Give it to the pretty girl in front of you?” Jayne asked coyly.

His smile spread into a massive grin and his eyes lit with excitement and adrenaline. He was clearly in his element when dealing with guns and it seemed the danger only strengthened his resolve. That taco girl definitely wouldn’t have rejected this Fred.

“No, it doesn’t matter how pretty the girl is or what she offers. Guns for money. That’s the rule. But what I can do is sync this bad boy…” Fred popped the central chamber of the weapon open and removed the square metal-framed glass chamber that housed the selvanium. He retrieved a cord from his pocket and inserted one end into the housing and the other into a port at the bottom of the optic board.

Another ding sounded and a file popped up. “All right, baby,” Fred cheered. “Now we’re in business.”

His fingers flew across the surface as he initiated a veritable tsunami of commands.

“How so? What does it mean?” Jayne asked.

“It means,” he began and zoned out briefly to input another line of code.

Jayne waited for him to finish. “Fred?”

“Yeah. Sorry. It means we can turn this selvanium box into a paired key. Since it came from the same cache, it has the ability to bond with the bombs’ cores on a quantum level. All we have to do is get the box close enough to the bombs. Then, we send a kill code to the control on the box to render the power source inert. The entanglement bond will pull the bombs’ cores along for the ride. At that point, even if the bombers trigger the device, nothing would happen. Selvanium’s biggest appeal can also be its biggest weakness if you write your codes right. ”

It all sounded a little slapdash to Jayne. “If that’s the case, why don’t the police do it?”

“Two reasons. One, it’s harder to do with a source that’s not from the same cache. Two, one miscalculation, one fuck up, and boom. So, unless dealing with selvanium quantum identification and entanglement bonding is something one is familiar with, stay away from it and stick to the traditional methods for deactivation. Besides,” Fred paused and looked up from the optic board, “when have the police not fucked something up?”

“Good point. But are you familiar with it?” she challenged.

“Mostly. Scuttling the quantum IDs of selvanium weapons is part of what I do. Otherwise, they’d be traceable. As for the optic bonding…well, I’ve got a good understanding of the theory.”

Jayne hummed her caution and patted his shoulder. “Well then, when the time comes, I’ll leave it to you to put that theory to the test. From three blocks away, of course.”

Fred smiled wanly. “That’s probably for the best.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Liberty Library

 

For new students, orientation week was all about getting familiar with the campus and the surrounding areas. It was also about partying and hooking up.

It wasn’t such a hot time for the library, though.

One mousy librarian and a sixth-year student convinced that this would be the year he passed theoretical analytics were the sole occupants. Well, them and the three bombers intent on blowing the school up.

“Push it farther under the table,” Brandon ordered. The distinctive hum of the school’s servers left the weasel of a man far too unnerved. If the librarian or a tech specialist were to pass through that door, they, and their plan, would be finished.

Terrance laid on his stomach and shoved the device under a table in the far corner.

They gained access to the server room and many other off-limits zones thanks to a digital skeleton key they had bought from Baggins weeks before. Wasn’t it amazing what a little intimidation and money could do?

The large man wriggled on his belly and pushed the case until it struck the wall with a muted thunk. “That’s it, boss,” he announced. He pushed out from under the table and rose to dust himself off.

“Okay.” Brandon shifted his gaze to Jonah and nodded decisively. “Activate it on the network and get those fail-safes operational. Nobody’s moving these bombs. Got it?”

His crony’s finger hovered hesitantly over the data pad he held in his hand.

“Brandon, I really think we should rethink what—”

Again. The same thing every time they set a bomb.

Brandon raised his hand in a command as old as civilization itself. Silence.

Jonah gritted his teeth.

“Jonah- It’s too fucking late now.”

“It’s not, though,” his accomplice argued. He shifted nervously from the ball of one foot to the other. “The bombs haven’t been triggered yet. We haven’t killed anyone. It’s not too late to walk away.”

Terrance looked innocently at Brandon with that habitual smile. “That’s true, boss.”

Brandon kicked the giant in the shin. “I know that, meathead. That’s not the point. These bombs need to go off. We’re already committed. Unless you’ve forgotten we’ve made certain promises to certain people. They won’t like it if we back out now. You think being shipped back to that little shit ice rock you call a home planet sounds bad? How about being cut into a hundred parts, stuffed inside a freezer, and then sold off as funkles?”

Terrance stammered, caught between his conscience and his fear of retribution. “I wasn’t saying to stop, boss, honest. It was Jonah. I was only pointing out-”

Brandon cut him off with a glare. The one was controlled with charisma and vision. The other obeyed him by…different means. “We’re finishing what we started. And I don’t want to hear one more word about ‘walking away’ or ‘maybe we shouldn’t do this.’ It isn’t ‘what party do we go to on Saturday night.’ This is shut the fuck up and do what I say. Got it?” he growled.

“Yeah. Sure thing, boss,” Terrance muttered. He nodded agreeably, having perfect confidence in his leader.

Jonah kept quiet.

Brandon cocked his head at him, sensing a challenge to his authority. “Really, Jonah? You’re going to pretend you won’t do as I say? Or have you forgotten—”

“I haven’t forgotten anything,” Jonah burst out through clenched teeth. “I’ll do what you fucking say, you twisted little shit.”

Brandon blinked in surprise. Jonah was usually sarcastic and challenging, but not outright insubordinate. “Terrance, punch Jonah in the stomach.”

Jonah’s mouth dropped open in dismay.

Terrance looked uncertainly at his boss. “But boss, he’s so lanky. I’ll break him in half.”

Brandon snapped his head to glare at Terrance. “What time did I say it was, Terrance?”

The thug pushed himself to his feet and answered, “Shut-the-fuck-up-and-do-what-you-say time.”

He nodded.

Terrance dragged his feet as he approached his friend. “Sorry about this, Jonah.”

He pulled his fist back. His other hand had locked onto Jonah’s shoulder to hold him in place. He was about to let the blow fly when Brandon suddenly called out.

“Wait.”

Jonah glanced at Brandon, hoping it was all a bluff. Just a warning.

“Take the optic pad out before Terrance punches you. I don’t want to have to replace it.”

Jonah felt the sinking reality of entrapment and disappointment. He moved stiffly to the table where the bomb lay and put down the optic pad. He forcefully suppressed his flight instinct as he returned to Terrance.

“Now,” Brandon ordered.

Terrance looked Jonah in the eye and tried to smile. A “someday we’ll laugh about this” smile. Then he looked away, unable to stare Jonah in the eyes anymore.

Jonah crumpled to the ground. Pain radiated from the point of impact in ever-increasing waves. He groaned and panted in short bursts, then gritted his teeth. It felt like Terrance had permanently dented his gut.

His friend looked on with a worried frown. He’d taken some power off the punch, as much as he could without Brandon noticing, but it still looked like he’d really fucked him up.

Brandon straddled his subordinate. “Next time, I’ll have him punch you in the face. Got it?”

Jonah writhed on the ground, doubled-over on his side, clutching his stomach.

“GOT IT?”

“Got it,” Jonah whispered. Tears filled his eyes, but he wouldn’t let them fall. Not in front of Brandon. He didn’t need any more fuel.

“Good. Now let’s get out of here. We have one more bomb to set.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

Fred Baggins wiped the sweat off his brow with a trembling hand. They’d worked on the optic whiteboard all day, perfecting the binding program that would allow the selvanium chamber to bond with the bombs. For all intents and purposes, the little glass chamber had effectively been converted into the key they needed. But now, they had to plan around any potential fail-safes. The pressure increased with every passing second. At this point, Jayne knew she had to help. She tapped rapidly on her own data pad. Her coding skills might not be as advanced as some of the techies back at the academy, but they served admirably enough there in the basement.

She bit her lip, half expecting to hear the bombs going off at any moment. And yet they still hadn’t. The suspense was terrible. A darker part of her conscience told her it’d actually be a relief, in some way, to hear the explosions. To know there was no longer a way to help. But she pushed that thought out as she finished her snippet of the countermeasure and looked at Fred. She needed his reassurance now. “How much longer?” she asked for the fourteenth time that hour.

“Almost there,” he told her. His concentration remained fixed on the board. Beads of perspiration dripped onto his glasses, but time was too precious to waste on cleaning them. When the two pieces were effectively integrated, they would neutralize the emergency trigger when the pairing initialized.

“You said that an hour ago. Fred, if you aren’t close, you need to tell me.” Irritation overwhelmed suspense. Or perhaps it was simply amplified by it. If he was in over his head, she needed to find another way.

 “I was almost there. Then I noticed an error in the code’s execution and had to trace back my steps. Fortunately I left what we call jellybeans, basically a subcode that’s like a shortcut through what I’ve written. If I hadn’t triple-checked, we’d be sky high and flash-fried.”

Jayne smacked her head back against the body of one of the old machines and groaned. “They’ve had enough time to set all the bombs. Why haven’t they been triggered?”

“What, do you want them to go off?”

“You know what I mean!”

“I don’t know,” he answered testily. “Look, I’m trying to focus. If you want this crazy plan of ours to succeed—the only one we’ve got, by the way—then please, shut up.”

Jayne’s eyes widened briefly. He had backbone, after all.

“I’m sorry for telling you to shut up, but I’m just really stressed right now and I’d appreciate some quiet so I can think. Thanks.”

Okay, he had a little backbone. But he was right, and even if she did take the idea to someone else, not only would Fred be ousted, but the expert would probably insist on starting everything from scratch. They didn’t have time for that.

Her stomach soon voiced its own complaint. She hadn’t eaten all day. Fred probably hadn’t either. High stress and no food was a surefire way to crash.

“I’m ordering food,” she told him. He responded with a dismissive wave.

Thirty minutes later, a stocky and muscular student wearing a white delivery apron under a red jacket wandered into the basement, laden with cartons of food.

“Hello?” he called as he walked into the maze of boxes, books, machines, and other debris.

“Over here,” Jayne called from the back.

A few moments and many grunts later, the delivery boy stepped into the eye of the storm that was their work area. He couldn’t have been more than in his early twenties. Long black hair streamed from under his moped helmet.

He smiled as he looked at all the junk. “This place is crazy,” he said in a relaxed tone.

He glanced at Fred and really looked at Jayne, then at the optic whiteboard. “What are you guys doing down here?”

She smiled at him and stood, pushing her chest out. “Fixing this optic whiteboard,” she lied glibly, thumbing at the board behind her. “We’ve got work study. Apparently, the physics department doesn’t care if we get blown up along with half the school. They want their precious equipment to work so they don’t have to buy new stuff.”

The delivery man laughed. “No surprise there. This is the fourth danger zone I’ve delivered to today. That’d be some shit, getting blown up by the carelessness of the school because of the shitty job I work to pay the school’s tuition.”

There was a lightness to the driver that Jayne found appealing. She wished he would stay there. It would certainly help alleviate the boredom, even if it did possibly drive Fred to the breaking point. On the other hand, having said driver figure out their true intentions would make things…complicated.

The driver nodded, his helmet bouncing up and down with him. “I’m not saying I don’t appreciate the irony. My degree’s philosophy, after all.”

Jayne would have loved to get philosophical with him, but there wasn’t time. Instead, she put her hands on top of his. She stroked them gently as she coaxed the bag from his fingers and smiled coyly.

His eyes widened and he gaped at her in surprise.

Jayne’s smile turned into a smirk. Seducing people was fun.

“I’d hate for you to get blown up,” she said. “Thanks for coming here. I’ll be sure to leave a good tip.”

The driver lit up like a load of selvanium. “Anytime. Maybe I’ll see you around campus.”

She turned but looked back over her shoulder. “Maybe you will.” She winked.

He smiled and nodded in excitement, then took a shortcut by jumping on each of the textbooks until he had made his way out. Jayne heard his moped start up and zoom off.

Soon Fatt Chinese. Jayne would have to remember to order from there again, even if the food turned out to be shit.

“I can’t believe you revealed my secret meeting location. What if he knew what I was working on? We’d have the cops on us so fast…” Fred’s mood was rapidly deteriorating.

Jayne hoped some food would help balance him. “What did you want me to do? I couldn’t go out myself in case you finished while I was gone. Every moment counts. Now, come on. Let’s eat while we work. You need to finish your program.”

Jayne opened the brown paper bag and took out her carton of shrimp fried rice. Okay, so maybe she had a thing for shrimp. It wasn’t her fault they kept appearing on the menus.

Fred looked away from the board and instinctively dusted his hands off. “What’d you get me?”

“Uh-uh. Get back to work.” She snapped apart the disposable wooden chopsticks that came with their food and noticed Fred gawking. “Get back to work, dude.”

Fred turned back to the white board, incensed. Then he felt rice and shrimp against his mouth as Jayne started feeding him.

“Open the tunnel, here comes the Shrimp Express.”

Fred managed to eat a couple hand-delivered bites while he continued coding, but he could only handle so much. “This fucking sucks,” he finally shouted. “This food is shit, the bombs will explode, you’re feeding me like a baby and I haven’t been laid in a year! I want to fucking die,” he croaked.

The sudden outburst surprised Jayne. She knew the stress would push him to this point eventually, but a whole year?

Ouch.

She stared silently at him.

Fred stared back.

Finally, he couldn’t take it anymore. “What?” he demanded.

Jayne used the chopsticks to feed herself now. She ate a large, juicy shrimp and pulled the chopsticks from her mouth with a wet pop. “Now’s not the time for a therapy session, Fred. We’re in the middle of a mission. Keep your head straight.”

He laughed humorlessly. “Mission? What is it with you? You butt into my business and then you act like you know something about the world I operate in, when you’re just another bored rich girl looking for cheap kicks.”

Jayne slapped him with her non-chopstick hand.

“Rich girl? Rich girl? Fred, I earn every credit I spend. And you came to me for help, so don’t you try to spin this like I’m fucking tagging along. If you thought that act was the real me, then you really are clueless.”

His breathing caught in his chest as the pain from the slap pulled him back from the brink and into the pit of shame. “You’re right. I’m just…I’m just—”

“You’re upset about eating Chinese food, Fred. If you had said something, I would have gotten Italian.” Jayne told him with a smile. She needed to keep him feeling positive. “But I’m not the one who sold four bombs. So, do us all a favor. Suck up your take-out and grow a pair. You’ve got work to do and don’t get to quit because you feel like it.”

Fred gave her a weary smile. “Maybe when this is all over, we can go out for drinks. They’re on me.”

Jayne fought the urge to slap him again. For all she knew, he might have been trying to egg her on for his own benefit. “Fred, I told you. You’re not my type. Chat up some girls from your classes when they start next week. You’d be surprised how many like you if you’re not so in your head all the time.”

A new notification beeped on her phone. Fred’s response became so much white noise as she read the display.

TWO MORE BOMBS FOUND.

ONE IN LIBERTY LIBRARY, THE SECOND IN THE FEDERAL BUILDING.

THESE AREAS HAVE BEEN CORDONED OFF.

“They found the other bombs.”

“Well, good,” Fred replied through a mouthful of shrimp fried rice. “Our anonymous tip must have helped them out. Now I don’t have to worry about programming the fail-safes anymore.”

Jayne leveled her most serious stare at him. “Fred, now there’s no reason for the terrorists to wait. Those bombs could be triggered at any moment. That key is more important than ever.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Theron 6th Sector Precinct

 

The pink and purple glow of dusk filled the sky outside the police station on the edge of campus. Luminescent green tape cordoned off a three-block radius around the building in an attempt to separate the chaos of the bomb from that of the crowd. A herd of reporters, camera drones, and hundreds of gawking pedestrians gathered.

Dozens of police officers milled around inside the tape, talking amongst themselves. The first squad on the scene evacuated the station, but since then the officers had nothing to do but wait for more orders or see what would happen.

Even the off-duty cops had been called to other locations.

A large tan tent sat on an isolated swath of grass fifty feet inside the cordoned zone. Within, the bomb disposal squad worked remotely in an attempt to deal with the increasingly dangerous situation. Eventually, a tall woman with severely short blond hair and an athletic build as cut as her striking features stepped out. The blue uniform clung to her as she strode confidently towards the growing crowd. The gold pinned over her heart read Chief of Police.

Reporters shouted in an indistinguishable cacophony of questions. They scrabbled amongst themselves to have the first word.

“Chief Bjornstrom! Is it true that knowledge of a fifth and sixth bomb has been withheld—”

“—in protest of what some call unnecessary military—”

“—related to the increase of selvanium prices?”

When she reached the green tape, Chief Bjornstrom waited until there was enough of a pause to begin her mandatory statement to the press. This was her least favorite part of the job.

“I appreciate your efforts to keep the public informed during this crisis,” she began, looking each reporter in the eye before staring into the camera drones floating overhead. “We are actively investigating possible suspects. There are a number of leads we’re pursuing and we have our best people on it.”

The din returned with a vengeance. Once more, the chief motioned for silence.

“These bombs are not controlled remotely. It is unclear to us if they are timer based, or trigger based. The likelihood of a bomb detonating is, we believe, low. Nonetheless, they present an immediate danger. We ask that everyone stay well away from the cordoned-off areas, both for your own safety and that of our personnel. Bomb squads at each location are working on deactivating or safely destroying the devices. To answer some of the questions, there are no more bombs to our knowledge. We have yet to determine any motive. And no, there is no likelihood, and I emphasize this, no likelihood that these are selvanium bombs. I am fully confident that we can carefully avoid triggering them and deactivate all four without loss of life. However, until that goal is accomplished, I recommend everyone remain in their homes and stay well away from the bomb sites. That is all.”

Having finished her speech, she turned and walked away, ignoring the oral bombardment that followed. She approached one of her lieutenants who stood with an extra cup of kava for her. Bjornstrom took it gratefully and her eyes surveyed the crowd as she drank. Then, they narrowed suspiciously.

“Extend all cordons by an extra two blocks,” she instructed.

The lieutenant grimaced. “You don’t think we can dispose of all the bombs in time?”

“I don’t think we can dispose of any of them.” The chief moved for the tent.

“Is anyone with a press pass allowed inside the cordon?”

Chief Bjornstrom looked back, exasperated. “For all I care, anyone with a press pass is more than welcome to sit on the bomb and wait.”

Inside the canvas, a small cluster of officers gathered around the control station. A bank of monitors viewed the bomb from every possible angle, and a second set displayed the bombs at the other locations.

A short, squat officer with a thick mustache operated their remote bomb disposal robot from his seat at the main control station. He hadn’t so much as moved the robot in hours, though, as the squad tried to figure out what to do.

“The good thing about being blown up?” he joked, wiping sandwich crumbs from his mustache “It’s a great way to lose weight.”

His fellow officers chuckled.

“You’re tellin’ me. I have two boyfriends both named James and I’d rather deal with the stress of breaking that armor casing than the stress of keeping them in the dark about each other. I’d love for that bomb to blow away all my problems,” one of the technicians said through her visor.

The group laughed again.

“Oh, poor Ellewood, torn between two lovers,” a tall young officer with striking blue eyes said. “Meanwhile, here I am on four dating apps and going on at least three dates a week. No one wants to get serious with a guy whose job may require being exploded.”

The tent flap opened abruptly and their horseplay stopped. The chief appeared, her kava cup in hand. “Cameron, you sure don’t seem too bothered with those dates when you come to work in the morning bragging about breaking beds with these girls,” she smirked.

Sergeant Cameron Stafford grinned back with an offhand shrug. “Hey, life’s for living. You can’t blame a guy—or a girl—for having a good time when they can. Doesn’t mean I’m not looking for love, though. I just haven’t found it yet.”

The chief stroked his cheek. “You want some loving, Blue Eyes? Get these bombs safely disposed of and you can come over to my place tonight. I’ll give you all the love you can handle.”

The officers jeered.

Cameron blushed. “That, uh, might make my morning brag session a little awkward, Chief.”

“Morning brag session?” She laughed. “Who do you think started that precinct tradition?” She winked at him, then turned to Officer Davies at the control station.

“All right, Davies,” she continued, all humor gone from her voice as she leaned over his shoulder and looked at the monitors. “I’ve extended the cordon. This is your specialty. What’s our next move?”

The man squirmed. “It’s tough, Chief. Everything except for the yet to be activated timer is encased in that armored shell. There’s three wires running from the timer into the bomb itself. That’s one wire more than necessary, so that’s rigged. We can detect selvanium emissions from the case, but none of our scans can penetrate that armor so we have no clue how it’s set up. We could melt the shell open with plasma, or we could simply remove the timing mechanism. Either could be rigged to set the bomb off if tampered with, though.”

“You should send me in,” Ellewood insisted through her thick helmet. “I can get a better feel for things than a robot ever would. And my touch is much lighter than the drone’s.”

Davies shook his head. “Fulfill your death wish another day, Ellewood. You’re not going in there until we know exactly what we’re dealing with.”

She groaned. “You guys have been saying that all day. At some point, that bomb will explode unless we do something.”

The chief took a swig of her kava as she considered the situation. There were no good options, and the time for caution was running out. That timer could activate at any moment, and they needed to act before that happened.

“She’s not wrong, Davies,” she finally said. “We have to do something. What’s it going to be?”

 

+++

 

Armaros Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

The last rays of daylight faded and Fred nodded off as he worked. He would droop, then snap into focus intermittently. It had gotten so bad that he hadn’t made any real progress for the past fifteen minutes.

“Maybe you should take a nap, Fred,” Jayne suggested from her perch on a stack of books. She’d already begun writing the next piece of code while she waited for his contribution. A sheen of sweat covered her entire body and her jumpsuit had been unzipped down to her bellybutton.

The heat of the day had baked into the basement, and without proper ventilation, the place had become a sauna. Even though the sun had set, it would be some time before the area was cool again. Fred’s clothes hadn’t fared much better and his shirt was drenched. Jayne had suggested he remove it, but he adamantly refused.

“I’m almost there,” he muttered. “I need only a few more minutes to finish.” He tapped code out with painstaking concentration but lasted for about a minute. This time, instead of jerking awake, he toppled and crashed to the floor.

Jayne hurried to his aid. “Fred, are you okay?”

He pushed himself slowly off the ground and felt something wet against his hand. His gaze settled on a small pool of green liquid. A small twisted metal container and shattered glass sat beside the puddle as more of the liquid seeped out. Only a small amount remained inside the compartment.

It took a moment for his brain cells to compute what had happened, then the adrenaline kicked in. He held a prolonged scream. “Fuck!”

“What is it, Fred? Are you cut?” Jayne searched him for wounds, but he shoved her away with his clean hand.

“Shit! Fuck! Fuck! That’s ten years of my life. Fuck! Where’s a sink? Where’s a fucking sink?” He scanned the room frantically. Fortunately for him, Jayne had noted the room’s layout when they first arrived. Spy training saved the day again.

She pointed to the far wall. “Over there. Fred, what’s going on? Why are you freaking out?”

Fred ran to the sink, knocking over books and clutter along the way. “I’m freaking out because I got sel-fucking-vanium on my fucking hand!”

“What did you mean with ‘ten years?’ Did you just get cancer or something?”

The echo of the running water was the only response as Fred scrubbed the affected hand frantically. Fortunately, a box of industrial strength soap powder for grease spills had been stored on the shelf above him.

Fred laughed bitterly. “Selvanium fucks with your DNA when you come in contact with it. That’s another reason it was made illegal. They say every exposure weakens your DNA and reduces your life-expectancy by—”

“Ten years?”

He barely held back a sob. “Oh, God….”

He seemed on the verge of tears and Jayne felt herself react. The last thing she needed to deal with now was Fred breaking down when he was so close to finishing the key.

“People live to be a hundred and fifty years old these days, Fred. So you live to be a hundred and forty. Big deal. That’s still plenty of life.”

Fred used one of the spill towels to dry his hands and carried it back to the work station. “Easy for you to say. It’s not your ten years.” He knelt and wiped the towel gingerly over the spill.

“Now’s not the time to feel sorry for yourself. You have to finish programming the key.”

The cackle that escaped his lips sent a chill down her spine.

He’d broken.

“The key?” he exclaimed. “The key is broken, Jayne. The key is smeared on the floor and on this towel.” He waved the item in front of her face. “Running through the water pipes.” Next, he held the broken selvanium chamber out for Jayne to see. “There’s not enough selvanium in the canister to work with, and what’s left has been corrupted by exposure to air. It can no longer be linked to the selvanium in the bombs. We spent all afternoon trying to fix my screwup for nothing.”

Jayne dropped onto what she thought was an unused bookstack but thin air and concrete were her only cushions. The impact of her descent jarred her spine.

“Fuck!” She winced.

Fred took the selvanium chamber to the sink and washed the rest of the deadly toxin away. Then he rinsed the towel to the best of his ability. Once he’d finished, he placed both the container and the towel into a separate sealable storage bag. He kept some with him when dealing with selvanium. They were necessary for events like this when dealing with the toxic substance.

Jayne hoped the water would neutralize the effects of the selvanium and that Fred hadn’t inadvertently contaminated the campus water supply. Given what happened, she had to trust he knew what he was doing.

He plopped himself down in front of the optic whiteboard and stared at it with glazed eyes. It took barely a few moments for him to doze off again.

Jane shook his shoulder gently. “Fred, go home. Get some sleep. There’s nothing more we can do here.”

Exhausted and deflated, he nodded and stood. He grabbed the bag and its contents and shuffled out of their work area without bothering to say goodbye.

“I’ll call you if I think of anything,” she promised. “It’s not over yet. The police might be able to take care of things.”

Fred showed no signs that he’d heard her. A few seconds later, Jayne stood alone with her thoughts. She stared at the optic whiteboard crammed full of what had proved to be completely useless programming.

She fought back the urge to scream, which would simply be unproductive. Instead, she considered the only thing that made sense. She would have to try to go in person to disarm a bomb she had no experience with, which likely meant she would die or get arrested. If she really was about to die, she needed some last words.

Jayne drew up her contacts list on her tablet and hit the call button.

Her mom answered on the second ring. “Hey, sweetie! How’s—Rusty! Down!” Jayne could hear her family dog barking. She listened to the familiar drama of her mom quieting the dog down with a treat. “Sorry, sweetie. How’s spy school?”

The cheerful and familiar voice forced Jayne to smile. “Hey, Mom. Spy school’s good,” she lied. “We’re learning to disarm selvanium bombs.”

It was better that she didn’t know the current downward spiral of her life.

“Oh, how exciting! Will they send you on another training mission soon? If they do, tell them not to send you to one of the conflict moons. Those zones are no place for a trainee.”

The knot in Jayne’s gut loosened. Moms always knew how to help a girl feel better.

“They’re going to send me to Armaros. I’ll go undercover as a student to infiltrate an arms-dealing organization.”

“Oh, that’s good. You know they’ve got a bomb situation going on there right now? It’s all over the news. You be careful when you get there. It might be a school, but that doesn’t mean it’s not dangerous.”

“I’ll be careful, Mom,” she lied yet again. “Look, I gotta go. I’m about to walk into cryptology class. I love you.”

“Love you too, honey. Goodbye.”

“Bye.”

Jayne hung up and lowered her head. For the first time since she’d left the counter-intelligence academy, she wished there was an instructor to go to for help.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Armaros Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

A familiar acrid-sweet smell snapped Jayne out of her melancholy. She popped her head up and listened. Sure enough, there was the sound of footsteps shuffling across the ground before Vlad appeared in front of her.

He took in her dejected appearance and glanced quickly at the optic whiteboard behind her. “Huh. A little privacy away from roommates, if I recall correctly?”

She flushed at being called out. “A good cover.”

“Eh, not really. You guys didn’t exactly strike me as being involved.” Vlad held out the joint. “Want a hit?”

Jayne took it. Spy school had prevented her from ever “getting into” drugs, with exception to being trained in their use. You never knew when you might have to get fucked out of your head to maintain your cover. She had gotten stoned for class several times and liked it. The offer of a joint could not have arrived at a better time. She took a deep hit and blew it out smoothly. The mellow buzz settled in instantly and her load lightened.

She smiled without realizing it.

Vlad took the joint and stepped closer to the board to inspect the code Fred had left running across it. “Not bad,” he muttered, his gaze darting from one side to the other.

He stopped. “It didn’t work?”

Jayne shook her head. “We broke the selvanium canister we were going to use for the pairing.”

Vlad nodded knowingly. “That’ll screw it, all right. I don’t even want to know what a couple of kids like you are doing with selvanium anyway.”

Morosely, she replied. “Trying to stop a bomb.”

Smoke trailed from Vlad’s lips as he spoke. “I can see that. I mean, I don’t want to know why you had it before you decided to use it to deactivate some bombs.” He raised a restraining hand. “No, no. Don’t tell me. I prefer not to get involved in student drama. Always ends badly.” He pointed at the screen. “So now what? You’ve given up?”

It would be easy to call it quits because she had no good moves left. But quitting wasn’t in her nature. She shook her head and stood. “Just taking a breather.”

Vlad smiled. “Good, because I might be able to help. Since you were coding a pairing sequence, I assume you have schematics on the bombs?”

She nodded. “They’re on there. We don’t have anything on the actual bombs, but their selvanium cores come from weapons that we have the full schematics and IDs on.”

Vlad closed out the program Fred had spent so much effort and time creating. “That’s a good thing.” He opened the files containing the weapon details and skimmed through them.

Jayne sidled up behind him, more curious than suspicious. “What are you looking for?”

Vlad hummed. “The size of the selvanium cores. Based on that I can figure out how large an explosion to expect from each bomb. Hm?”

Jayne scrunched her brow. “What good will that do? The police already have all the sites evacuated and cordoned off.”

“Well, if the cores are small, they aren’t really that dangerous so long as nobody is around. But if they’re big, they could take out buildings or even entire chunks of the city. It’s possible the police cordon isn’t remotely large enough. Get enough of the stuff cobbled together and you essentially have a mini nuke.”

Vlad suddenly stopped scrolling. His eyes widened.

“Shit. They’re big. Too big. Let’s see…” He focused on the left and waved his finger in the air, presumably performing advanced calculations in his head. “Okay, so this isn’t good. The bombs are placed in such a way that they’ll destroy seventy percent of the campus as well as some busy and important neighboring areas, including the air purifiers.”

Vlad raised his hands above his head and stepped away from the optic whiteboard. “Well, we have two choices.”

“What do you mean?” Jayne asked.

He took another hit. “We can either set off four EMP’s at each of the bomb sites. Or we can set off one giant EMP.”

She blinked in surprise. There were billions of credits worth of data and electronics in the area. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. We’d destroy all the electronics on campus.”

The professor waved his hand dismissively. “Only if we use a single large one. If we use four small ones, I’m confident we could make their effective radius small enough to only affect the bombs and maybe a small area around them. It’s a far more preferable alternative to having the entire campus vaporized in a selvanium blast, hm? Don’t you agree?”

A good point, but perhaps moot. “How long will it take you to build them?”

“A few days,” Vlad replied.

“Well, that’s pointless, then. The bombs might go off at any moment, and they’ll definitely have gone off within that time period.”

Jayne kicked a pile of textbooks, sending the stack toppling. “Isn’t there anything else we can do?”

Vlad rubbed his goatee furiously. “Uh…Hm…” He snapped his fingers. “You know, they said the bombs have a timer that hasn’t been activated. And since the bombers obviously won’t return to the sites in person to turn them on, that means they have to be activated remotely. I could build a jammer that blocks their signal.”

“Effectively deactivating them. That’s brilliant!”

“Exactly. But I’ll need the right equipment. Most of the materials should be either down here or scattered throughout the building. You might have to make a trip to the metal shop across campus, though.”

“Not a problem. But how long will this take? If you say a few days…” Jayne allowed the words to trail off meaningfully.

Vlad smiled, exposing dimples hidden in his cheeks. “We’re talking hours, not days. Assuming you can get what I need fast enough, we’ve got a good shot at getting this done in time.”

She nodded, looking him square in the eyes. Unlike earlier that day when a slight pink tinge ringed his cornea, the whites of his eyes were now completely red.

“Are you sure you’re up to this?”

He cocked his head and gazed at her, confused for a moment before the realization hit him. “Oh. Because I’m stoned, you mean. Yeah, I’m fine. I do everything stoned. It’s my baseline.”

The professor shoved boxes of textbooks aside, clearing a space in the middle of the basement. “You should see me when I’m off my high. I’m too genius for reality to handle. Or to handle reality. It’s one of those two. I can never decide which.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

A hand shaking her shoulder brought Jayne out of the slumber she had fallen into. She moaned and pushed the hand away, too tired to wake up.

“Jayne!” More shaking followed. She blinked her eyes open. They didn’t want to work and it took them a moment to focus. A handsome man leaned down over her, a man with pepper-gray hair and a five o’clock shadow.

A name came to her. Vlad.

The bomb!

Jayne thrust herself upright, trying to banish the grogginess from her mind. “Shit! Sorry. I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” Cardboard boxes crumpled under her weight as she flung herself off the makeshift bed. Grabbing the materials he needed had sapped the last of her strength after a long sweltering afternoon of programming.

The room had finally cooled off, but her energy hadn’t recharged. Even knowing she had to stop a bomb, her body still demanded sleep.

“It’s okay. You needed sleep,” Vlad said simply. “Look.” He pointed toward the middle of the room. A hot mess of microchips and antennae had been soldered into an ugly steel frame that now plugged into what she assumed to be the professor’s phone.

“Does it work?” she asked, trying to suppress her expectations.

It probably didn’t. Nothing else had worked that day.

He smiled. “Oh yeah, it works. It’s blocking all incoming signals. Well, almost all. The global XaaS cloud can still beam in from satellite. Try using your phone.”

If the XaaS is still up, though… Jayne’s thoughts were sluggish. She forgot what she was thinking about and retrieved her phone. A blank screen greeted her.

“It’s dead,” she slurred, unable to shake off the fog of sleep.

Vlad walked over to a stack of boxes and picked up a phone laying on top. He tapped the glass and it glowed. “Here. Use this one. I found it while I was clearing the space.”

Fred’s phone.

He must have left it when he stumbled off. Jayne took it and rolled her eyes. Fred’s wallpaper was a half-naked anime girl. Of course it was. In the very top right corner of the phone, the reception meter had full bars with a little x next to them.

“XaaS is still providing a signal,” Jayne scoffed in disgust. She tossed the phone back on the pile of boxes. Yet another colossal waste of time. “Vlad, what good will the fucking jammer do if they can use XaaS to trigger the bomb?”

“It stops the radio signal,” Vlad said, “and you’ll like this. I thought we’d hack XaaS and crash the entire thing at first.”

Jayne rolled her eyes again. That was fantasy talk right there.

He continued. “But while I was jamming the signal, I tracked all the traffic in the area and found one device that had been passively broadcasting to all four bomb sites in search of a connection. I believe this to be the one the bombers plan to use to detonate the bombs.” He pulled a new joint out of his shirt pocket. “And I have a lock on it. We merely need to hack XaaS and sever this one device’s access and they should have no way to trigger the bomb.”

“Unless they have another device that can send the signal,” Jayne countered.

Vlad scrunched his brow and looked at her as though she was crazy. “Who’s going to program and carry two trigger devices? This isn’t a matter of copying a file from one to another. Those are dirty bombs. Each one would have to be programmed manually to respond to any triggering mechanism. I guarantee they only have one device that the bombs can receive detonation commands from.”

Jayne suppressed an exasperated sigh as she squeezed the bridge of her nose between her fingers. “Vlad, any bomber worth their shit will have multiple detonators. We’d have to shut down XaaS throughout the city.”

The professor lit his joint, inhaled deeply, and nodded. “Okay, do that then. Increase the panic and have the police hunting for us.” He shrugged and exhaled smoke. “Or, instead of making things worse, you can block the detonator program’s access to XaaS. I’m completely confident that you can hack the system and blacklist the device.”

Now why would he think she could hack XaaS?

Jayne gave herself a second to process what he’d implied. She didn’t like what he was getting at.

“Vlad, why the hell do you think I can hack XaaS? They probably have the best security on the planet. And I’m an…uh…” She blanked momentarily as she tried to remember her new field of study. “An ethics major.”

He sat on his stool in front of the jammer and twirled to face her. “Come on, Jayne. You reek of special training more than I do of weed. You’re either military, a Torsa System spy, or a federal operative. I’d put money on federal operative.”

Skewered, just like that. She’d have to split, find a new place to settle, and build herself back up.

Fuck!

“I think you smoked a little too much pot, Professor. I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Playing dumb won’t help you,” Vlad said as he rested his cheek against his hand. “I’ve spent time on the space station, stayed in hotels near the academy, and drank in bars off the campus. I’ve seen your type all around there. I even supplied the academy with—” He stopped himself.

Jayne cocked her head and arched her eyebrows. “With?”

He forced a cough and wiped his hands on his pants. “Anyway, what I was getting at is I’m sure a trained spy can hack XaaS. And don’t worry, I won’t blow your cover. Your secret is safe with me.”

My secret is safe with me, and no one else, Jayne thought, but she forced herself to smile at him. If he could keep his trap shut, at least she wouldn’t have to get up and go.

“So, what’s the verdict?” Vlad took a hit and blew out smoke rings. “Can you hack XaaS?”

Jayne grumbled. It wasn’t nearly so easy a task as he made it out to be. But he did have a point. She was trained to do it. Then again, she might not have to.

“Why don’t we inform the police and have them block the program’s access to XaaS themselves?”

A slow melancholy sigh escaped her companion’s lips. “Maybe on another planet. But this one is run by the corporations. The police have no power to influence anything. You’d have to convince XaaS yourself. And considering that they’re a mega corporation based on another continent, good luck even getting a meeting.”

“That is a fucked-up system of government,” Jayne said acidly before changing to a softer tone. “I can give hacking XaaS a shot. But first, kava. Otherwise, I’ll fall asleep before I’m even five minutes in.”

“Perfect,” Vlad agreed. “I’ll stay here with the jammer. You take this tablet.”

He pulled the device from his pocket and handed it to her. “Go to the kava place around the corner, have a cup of Joe, and shut down the program’s XaaS access before the bombers can blow us all to hell.”

The possibility of bombs exploding and killing her was the type of thing she was trained to ignore in order to succeed in a mission.

Might die?

No sweat. So long as she was active.

She left the building with the tablet tucked under her arm. I did only get a C last semester in Deep Infiltration Hacking, though.

She pushed the worrying thought away and headed to the nearest kava joint.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Kava-Kava Kava Shop

 

The soft yellow glow from the shop had long been a beacon for night drifters. Two drunk couples made out on couches in the back corner. Whenever they got too loud, the barista walked over and whispered that they needed to keep it down. Jayne caught one of the drunk girls slipping the barista a kiss during one of her warnings. The staff member giggled and looked around guiltily. Apparently, the drunk make-out party was part of her social circle.

Four students sat on stools at a counter facing the windows. Their optic monitors were open before them and they scrutinized the contents with an intensity that bordered on pyrokinesis. None of them spoke. There was no time for talking when you needed to get an A+++ .

A stoned student sat at a table reading On the Hyperstream. He snacked absentmindedly on the kava shop’s mini-muffins. At four credits a pop, he spent a lot of money to do something he could as easily do at home. There was something pleasant about being around other people, though.

Two tables away from the stoner, a goth sipped kava and looked casually at porn while tisking in distaste at everything she saw.

Just another 3:30 a.m. night at the Kava-Kava Kava Shop.

Except for the expelled spy trying to hack the planet’s biggest corporation in order to prevent everyone within a mile radius from being blown away by a selvanium bomb.

Unfortunately for Jayne, while her kava did its job just fine, she didn’t.

The hacking program she used couldn’t get around XaaS’s firewall. Every time she made a change to her attack software, the end result was the same: an annoying bloop on the XaaS app and a message that read:

Oops! Something went wrong!

Would you like to report the issue?

No, Jayne did not want to report to XaaS that she failed to hack their system.

With her latest adjustment completed, she crossed her fingers and hit enter.

Bloop.

“Mother-fucking…” she muttered, putting her head in her hands to keep from screaming. She really should have applied herself more in her hacking classes. It wasn’t something she imagined herself specializing in, though. Spies were supposed to have teams, and she always figured she’d have a specialist on her crew for the really tough cracking jobs.

The sound of a chair being pulled out beside her snapped Jayne out of her sulk. She glanced up and saw the goth, the porn still playing on her tablet. She was dressed all in black with black hair, lipstick, nail polish, and heavy eye shadow. She was wearing a t-shirt for the 1000th anniversary hologram Marilyn Manson tour. The girl pushed her hair back behind her ears and Jayne noticed her knuckle tattoos: “LIFE” and “SUXX”.

“I’d recognize that sound anywhere,” the girl said with a grin. “It’s the sound of the XaaS firewall telling you to fuck off.”

Jayne blinked in surprise. “How did you—”

“Experience,” she said dismissively as if it was nothing, but her grin spread. Cocky little girl.

Jayne quickly sized up the goth. She hated hasty judgments, but there was no time for subtle interrogation tactics. “Do you know how to get around the firewall?”

“I can do it in my sleep.” The girl’s eyes lit up and she minimized the porn on her own tablet and opened a file.

Jayne’s tablet pinged as she received it.

“How did you know which device was—”

The goth shrugged and leaned across Jayne to open the file. “I hack everyone who comes in here. I like to see what they’re up to.” With a couple of taps, the girl had the file program open and running. Her fingers flew, and she initiated a pre-programmed command. The XaaS firewall dropped, and their system back-end opened to them.

“Holy shit,” Jayne uttered, impressed.

Her companion smiled. “Yeah, I know. I make it look really easy. So, what are we doing now that we’re in?”

“We?” Jayne asked, taken aback by the girl’s self-inclusion.

“I could always leave and turn the firewall back on if that’s what you want.” The girl’s eyes were alight with playfulness. They both knew Jayne wouldn’t go back to being on the other end of the firewall.

“‘We’ it is, then. I don’t suppose you know anything about blocking a program’s access to XaaS, do you, uh…”

“Merry,” she responded. “My parents named me after the traditional greeting of an ancient pagan holiday. And yes, I do. But you’d better be sure you want to do that. It’s a big girl task with big girl risks.”

Jayne nodded, ready to get on with it already. “I guarantee you this won’t be the biggest risk I’ve taken today.”

Merry lowered her voice and leaned in. “I’m talking, like, jail. Or more likely, being chrono-frozen for a couple of hundred years. You sure you want to do this?”

Jayne never gave consequences a whole lot of weight. It was one of the reasons she was such an optimal fit as a spy. Going deep undercover on high risk missions took a certain boldness that most people lacked.

“Oh, I want this,” she said. “How long will it take?”

Merry pulled Jayne’s tablet from her, beginning work before answering. “That depends. Do you want me to block its access for a few minutes, a few hours, or a few days?”

“At least a few hours. Longer if you can. But we don’t have a lot of time.”

With her gaze already lasered into the screen, Merry nodded. “No sweat. Pay my bail if I go to jail.”

“Deal.”

She handed Jayne her empty cup. “And pay for my next cup of kava.”

 “Yes, sure.” Jayne headed to the counter. She would have to do a background check on her later to figure out her history, but Merry seemed like the real deal. In fact, she might be trained, same as her.

The barista was missing, and a quick glance told Jayne that the girl was making out with the same drunk girl from earlier.

“Two sugars,” Merry called, and the barista looked up. She blushed deeply before scurrying back to the register.

A few minutes later, Jayne sat sipping kava as Merry continued ripping the guts out of their XaaS access. As she worked, the girl chatted away. The endorphin rush of hacking combined with the kava had given her motor-mouth.

“I hack corporations all the time, but for them. They pay me seriously good—like stupid good—money to hack their systems and then tell them what’s wrong with their security in simple terms. Staying away from complex issues they won’t understand. It’s boring, really. Anyone could do it. You could do it. The barista could do it.”

She paused. “Well, maybe not you, but the barista? Sure. Why not? She’s probably used a tablet before.”

Jayne smiled at the friendly dig. The academy was full of good-natured ribbing. She missed it. “But hey,” Merry continued as she delved deeper into the XaaS back-end. “What do I care if they want me to deliver dumbass, dumbed-down reports that they still struggle to wrap their bald heads around?”

Then she sang, almost to herself, “The best things in life are free, but you can give them to the birds and the bees. I want money, that’s what I want.”

Jayne laughed. She liked Merry. The girl was weird, capable, and fun. A good asset to have around. And then Jayne caught that thought. She felt a pang of guilt for thinking of Merry as an asset. The girl hacked for money, but she was helping Jayne for free. Whatever, Jayne thought. Friends only lead to trouble.

“So...” the hacker said after her song. “I’ll be done with this pretty soon and I’m kind of sick of sitting here watching porn. I could hang out with you until you’re done with whatever it is you’re up to. I don’t need to know any details or anything, but I want in on the fun.” She grinned eagerly at her companion. “I could be useful. You never know when you might need some more hacking.”

Jayne didn’t need any convincing. She would carry this girl around in her pocket if she could. “Yeah, you can tag along. But things might get a little…fucked up. And you’ll have to do what I say. Cool?”

Merry nodded. “Not a problem. I’m used to fucked-up. When you really look at something and break it down, you realize every single thing in the universe is fucked up, including you and me.” She held up her knuckles. LIFE SUXX.

Oh yeah. That’s right. She’s a goth.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Administration Building

 

With a bomb expected to blow at any moment, the police had cordoned off a large area around the administration building and maintained it zealously. The rest were busy worrying.

Like the other three bomb sites, a host of reporters had entrenched themselves at the edge of the cordon. Their cameras were focused to capture the explosion when it happened.

And then there were the students—hundreds of them, treating the event as though it were a party. Drunk couples made out, music blared, and a flash-mob of photos drove the almost festive vibe. It bore all the hallmarks of a good time.

Most students were wise enough to keep their partying to a reasonable level but a few had been arrested for disorderly conduct.

A pretty, tanned reporter with long, flowing black hair and a red coat stood with her back to the gathering and spoke into her drone camera.

“This is the scene at the Tesla University Administration Building, where hundreds of students have gathered to celebrate the possible destruction of the school’s center where disciplinary meetings are held. And I do mean celebrate. As you can see, the students here don’t even attempt to conceal their revelry. Bottles are passed, and a new keg of tek is wheeled in as soon as the first runs dry. Needless to say, they are passing around hand-rolled cigarettes that I dare say don’t contain tobacco.”

The reporter turned and the camera followed, panning toward the building itself. “As for the inherent danger, the police cordon should be large enough to protect anyone from harm. However, the loss of the six-hundred-year-old building would be devastating for the university. Police claim to be doing everything in their power to disarm the bomb, but after a full day with little progress, it’s not only citizens who are beginning to doubt their chances.” The camera panned to the police tent to take a shot of all the officers standing around doing nothing.

“That’s all for now from the Tesla University Administration Building. Stay tuned for live updates. For channel six, I’m Rhonda Bennings.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Federal Building

 

Police Chief Bjornstrom stood at the cordon to address the media again. The sun was on the rise and reporters wanted to know what to tell people as they woke for day two of danger.

The chief was calm and collected. Some of the newer reporters took comfort in that, thinking it a sign that things were well in hand. Those who had been around long enough knew better. The chief wouldn’t break a sweat even if she had to announce that a meteor was heading for them and they were all about to die.

Unlike her previous statements, Chief Bjornstrom allowed a couple of quick questions from the gathered reporters.

The first question was inane. “How long until you disarm the bombs?”

The chief took the question with a clinical calmness. “I covered that in my original statement. We’re working on disarming the bombs as quickly as possible. Suffice to say, I don’t think I’ll be standing here answering that question again tomorrow.”

One of the reporters shouted from the back of the crowd, “Because the bombs will have exploded by then!” Despite the loudness of the accusation, Bjornstrom showed no signs of having heard.

“Last question,” she said. Every reporter shouted at once until the police chief pointed at one of the more reputable ones from the national media – she was careful to pick a reporter from the only outlet that gave her positive coverage for her handling of the now infamous Dreason-880 Hostage Crisis.

“Given the difficulty in disarming the bombs, is it possible that there is no way to do so without codes that only the bombers have?”

“Anything’s possible, Chuck. But I will say, we don’t exactly make plans that require cooperation from criminals. So that’s never something we’d take into account. That’s all for now.” Chief Bjornstrom strode away from the podium, a slew of questions following.

“Do you have any leads on who the bombers are?” That final question was drowned in the tumult of the competitive media.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

Jayne returned to the cluttered physics basement with her new hacker pal in tow to find Vlad had gone. The spacious basement was quiet except for the humming of the makeshift jammer he’d built. It sat alone on the metal table where anyone could disturb it.

That fucking stoner. Did he seriously leave?

“Vlad!” Jayne shouted. The name echoed through the cavernous space. Thousands of lives were on the line and he had decided to split. She’d have to remember that he wasn’t completely reliable if she needed to use him in the future.

The sound of clutter pushed aside scraped from her old work area near the optic whiteboard. So he was there. She had been too harsh in her earlier assessment. Nobody would be stupid enough to leave when—

Fred stepped out wearing the same clothes she’d seen him in last. He had bags under his eyes but he was clearly more rested and alert than he had been before.

“Fred. You’re back.” She was more than a little surprised. He’d seemed so defeated yesterday.

He rubbed his eyes. They were slightly less bloodshot than before. “Yeah, I got a few hours of sleep, but I can’t ignore what’s going on.”

Jayne nodded. She understood the need to see things through, unlike certain stoned professors she could name. When this was all over, though, she would crash hard. Hopefully Jess wouldn’t disturb her.

She smiled as she prepared to give him the good news, though it would be a hit to his ego. “You don’t need to worry anymore. We got it taken care of. Merry and I—” Jayne turned and gestured to Merry. “This is Merry. Merry, Fred.”

The goth looked at Fred flatly, her way of smiling. “Hi, Fred.”

He clammed up immediately and nodded slightly in acknowledgement.

“Anyway,” Jayne continued. She rolled her shoulders to loosen the tension that had built there throughout the day. “Merry and I hacked XaaS to block the device the bombers are using to send the detonation commands from receiving the signal. And Vlad built this jammer for local frequencies, so there’s no way for the—”

“Yeah, he told me all about it,” Fred interrupted. He began picking at his fingernails as he scowled. “He left me to make sure it wasn’t disturbed and headed out. Said he had to teach a class.”

Merry rolled her eyes. “Oh. They would do that here. School about to be destroyed? Too bad, it’s the start of the semester. Get to class, peons. You have brains that need to be programmed.”

It was a fair assessment, but Jayne suspected that Vlad might have made up an excuse to leave. She stepped closer to examine the jammer which didn’t look very reliable. It was poorly soldered in places and produced a ton of heat. There was a good possibility it could fail at any moment.

Fred was briefly distracted as he checked Jayne’s body out once more. He had a momentary flashback of her topless back at the dorm, felt the blood flow in response, and willfully pushed the memory away. There were more important things to focus on.

He cleared his throat and spoke. “Yeah, well, it’s worse than that. The jammer works fine but the stoned buffoon cut corners on his math. I looked at the optic whiteboard to double check his work, and it turns out he didn’t even use it.”

“He was doing it all in his head,” Jayne said, recalling the professor’s mental calculations. Looking back on it, she probably should have insisted he use the optic whiteboard, but time was of the essence and he seemed completely confident in his abilities.

Fred took a slow, deep breath and sighed. He spoke as calmly as he could manage. “That’s incredibly stupid and egotistical. He’s lucky I arrived. We all are. I double checked everything using the optic whiteboard, and his jammer only has the range to stop three of the bombs. The one at the federal building is too far away from the rest and can still be remotely triggered. Even if we moved the jammer to the center of all four bombs, which is probably a bad idea considering how rickety it looks, it still wouldn’t reach the last one.”

Like Fred’s chronic dandruff, this bomb situation simply would not go away. All the plans, all the work…and there she was again, back at square one. She gripped the edge of the table and suppressed a scream. “Fred, I could rip your balls off for selling those weapons.”

His gaze flashed to Merry. She raised her eyebrows at him as their gazes met briefly before Fred looked away, shamefaced.

“Jayne!” he hissed, “watch what you say in front of other people.”

She dismissed his concerns with a wave of her hand. “Too late to care about that. Besides, she’s with us. There’s still one bomb we have to stop, and now, we have to do it the old-fashioned way.”

Merry moved her hair behind her ears. “What’s the old-fashioned way?”

Jayne grinned. That happened to be her specialty. “We track our bombers down and I kick the living shit out of them. I wanted to do it right away, but since they have the trigger device or devices, the risk of them detonating the bombs was too great. Now, we have no choice, though. And at least we can limit the risk here…” She motioned to the contraption in the middle of the basement.

A sadistic fire danced in Merry’s eyes. “Can I watch?”

Jayne shrugged. If Merry got all hot and bothered by watching people get pummeled, it didn’t bother her. “Sure, but we need to catch them first. Can you help?”

“Can I film it?” The fire built into a proper inferno now, leaving the goth looking slightly manic.

“What do you need to film it for?” Jayne asked sharply, although she had a pretty good idea. After all, the girl had watched porn in public when they first met.

Merry looked at Jayne, unsure why she had to ask. “So I can watch it later?”

That confirmed Jayne’s suspicions.

“Does any of this matter?” Fred broke in. “Film it if you want to, but we have to find these assholes first.”

“Cool,” Merry said, satisfied, as she walked to the phone plugged into the jammer. Her dress brushed up against Jayne. “This is the control device?”

Jayne nodded as she stepped aside to give the goth more room. “Yeah. That controls everything. Whatever you do, don’t stop the jammer from working.”

Merry tapped on the phone and scrolled through the professor’s code.

Fred stepped forward in alarm. “What is she doing? Nobody should mess with that.”

Jayne blocked the overreactive arms dealer and put her hand on his chest to calm him down. “Relax, Fred. She knows what she’s doing. She shut down the detonation program’s XaaS access throughout the entire system. Let her work.”

Merry smiled in her own way as she cracked her knuckles. “That’s right. I’m a professional badass.” The screen’s light reflected off her eyes as the data scrolled across the glassy surface. “At first glance, it looks like you guys already IDed the device that was communicating with the bombs. I should be able to locate them based on that, but it’ll take some time.”

“We don’t have time. That bomb can blow any second.”

“Then go out and call out their names like you would a lost dog. I’m sure you’ll have good luck finding them that way,” Merry said.

Jayne sighed as she headed toward the door. “I’ll leave it to you. Do what you can. I’ll be back soon.”

“Where are you going?” Fred called after her.

“I’ve got an errand to run.”

“Are you kidding me? In the middle of trying to disarm a bomb? What is it with all of you?”

Jayne stopped and shook her head at him. “Keep your cool, numb nuts. I’m not stepping out for a pack of Camels and never coming back like your dad. I’ll be back soon. Until then, help Merry with anything she needs.”

With that, Jayne left the basement, leaving Fred dismayed at the prospect of having to do whatever the hacker said. To be honest, goths intimidated him.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Campus Grounds

 

Campus was busier than usual for such an early morning. Despite the bombs, the university adhered to its normal schedule, making this the first day of teaching. Many traveled to various on-campus cafeterias and breakfast joints to eat before heading to their first class of the semester. Others stumbled back to their dorms, having partied all night on the outskirts of the police cordons. At various junctures on the greens, students lay passed out, usually alone but sometimes in clumps. One group of upperclassmen laughed as they drew dicks on the faces of the unfortunate students and took pictures.

None of it mattered to Jayne. She never even registered for classes. She had no schedule, Even if she did, she wouldn’t care if she missed her first class—or her first fifteen, for that matter. So long as she didn’t get kicked out, she would be fine, and she had more important things to worry about. She spotted a secluded, sheltered location in the shade under a tall oak tree. Once she had claimed the spot, she sat on a small half-wall under the shade, pulled out her tablet, and called Alfonso.

“Hey, Jayne, how’s the co-ed life treating you?” Alfonso greeted her cheerfully. Jayne sighed.

“Alfy, did I tell you what school I was going to when I called you all shit-faced the other night?”

“No. Why? Is it an all girl’s school? If it is, don’t be too glum,” he teased. “I recall a couple of weeks where you had quite the sapphic, mmm…friendship with a girl a year above us. You seemed as happy with her as with any of the guys.”

Of course. Leave it to Alfonso to bring up that relationship. “Alfonso, that was a mission. She was suspected—wrongly—of being a double agent. The brass wanted to test my limits at the same time as confirming her loyalty.”

There was silence on the other end for a moment as he absorbed the revelation. “Oh,” he said finally. “I didn’t know that.”

“Well, she might not have been who I would have chosen to date but I can’t say I didn’t have fun.”

They both laughed but she knew she couldn’t afford to let this go on. She plunged right into the issue. “Alfonso, I’m attending Tesla University.”

“Oh... Oh shit! With the bombs? Wait… Is that you?” Jayne could hear the astonishment in his voice. He always jumped to the wrong conclusions.

“No, it’s not me, you jackass! Why would I bomb this place? I’m trying to stop the bombings.”

“Oh. Ok, whew. That makes much more sense. Shit, Jayne. How’d you get yourself mixed up in that?”

She pulled the zipper of her jumpsuit down a few inches to get a little airflow before answering. Despite the nanotech weave, she’d sweated in it for over a day and it now felt gross. “Random chance paired with bad luck? I don’t know, Alfy. This kinda shit follows me around. Maybe my great-grandmother wronged a witch. The point is, the local cops here don’t seem to know what they’re doing, and I feel like it’s all up to me. I’ve managed to disrupt the signal for three of the bombs, but the fourth could blow at any moment. They’re selvanium dirty bombs. If this thing goes, it’ll be real ugly down here.”

“Burning stars, Jayne—you’ve already stopped three bombs? Man, did they ever fuck up by kicking you out.”

Jayne grimaced at the backhanded compliment. “No need to tell me that. I’ve tried not to think about it too much. In a sick way, this whole bombing thing has been a good distraction. Alfy, I might have to disarm the last bomb myself.”

Sensing her unease at the possibility, Alfonso responded. “Jayne, you’re the one who tutored me through bomb deactivation classes. I’m sure you can do it. And if you can’t, you should leave. Don’t get yourself blown up over something you can’t stop.”

A group of chatty girls passed on their way to breakfast and Jayne lowered her voice. “We never covered dirty selvanium bombs in class. That was part of a specialty elective I never got around to taking. So…”

“Jayne, I don’t like the sound of that ‘so’.”

“Alfy, I need—”

“Jayne, don’t.”

“I need you to get me intel on how to disarm it! I know the basics but need to know how it changes with that particular material acting as the catalyst. I’ll try either way, so please tell me you can get me some info. Please? Think about the time I hooked you up with Drae”

He sighed. That was and always would be the ace up her sleeve. “Ok, fine. I know the instructor who taught that elective. I took her Emergency Detonation Devices Aboard Starships intensive. She’s…uh, interesting. You know, I’ll simply swipe the info from her files. If I had to ask her, she might get curious about the details and refuse to help.”

“Do what you have to, Alfy. Break in, steal it, hack it, I don’t care. But please get me that info.”

“I will, Jayne.” Alfonso paused. “You know they’re placing us, right? I’ve requested to be an incursion and infiltration specialist. Based on my class marks, I think I’ll get it, although I’m worried they’ll stick me in as a deep sleeper since my marks for that were high too.”

“I’m sure you’ll get what you asked for. You were always the best at breaking into places. Well, second best.” Despite her desire to keep talking, Jayne knew she had to wrap the call up.

“What would you have chosen, Jayne? You had top marks in over half the categories. You could’ve picked practically anything.”

Yeah, she could have, but she didn’t get the chance. Alfonso should have known better than to bring that shit up with her. The only reason why he would say anything about it was that he must have been starving for conversation without her there. Plenty of people were friendly with him, but no one else was his best friend. “Alfy, I don’t know. Maybe subversive spy or Torsa saboteur. Fuck, I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. Look, I really need that bomb deactivation info. I’m about to go rough some guys up to try and figure out how to disarm it, but if that goes bad or they don’t know, I need a plan B. Okay?”

“I’m on it. I just tried hacking the data from the cloud, but I can’t find it anywhere. A deep scan for her devices pulled up nothing either. Whatever software she has that’s making her devices dark is better than the infiltration software I have. Don’t worry. If I can get my hands on her optic board or phone, I’ve got a special little something that can crack it. I’m heading out as we speak. Unfortunately, I’m in the middle of the space station at a café, so I’m not really close to the academy. There’s a jetpack station nearby, though. I’ll zoom over to Professor Livitsky’s quarters in no time.”

“Thanks, Alfy,” Jayne said tenderly. “I can always depend on you. Just one more thing. Do you know anyone in Theron Techcropolis who can get me a gun and a government ID? Something that could get me past the police cordons and in with the bomb squad?”

“Uh…” Alfonso sounded unsure. “Yeah, I know a guy. But…try not to use him for more than this. He has a way of sticking to people and getting them dirty, then using that dirt against them.”

“I’m rolling in shit down here, Alfy. I don’t mind a little dirt. Look, I’m gonna hang up now. Otherwise, we’ll chat all day and the bomb will go off. Send me your contact’s details and get me that bomb deactivation intel as soon as you can. Love you, Alfy.”

“Will do. Love you too, Jayne. Bye.”

They hung up and a minute later, Jayne’s phone pinged with a message.

A name and an address. She had her contact.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

Vlad Volstock—Professor Vlad Volstock—was disappointed by the number of students who attended his first class of the semester. He knew there was a bomb threat. After all, he was working on stopping it. But still, four students was…insulting.

Since when did Thermal-Dimensional Schism Theory get so unpopular? When did he get so unpopular? His classes had always been full. Even if what he taught wasn’t the most sought after subject with undergrads, his classes always attracted a large number of young women, many of whom weren’t even physics majors.

Four students. Four!

Vlad stomped into the basement to get high and check on the jammer. All he knew was things had better pick up after the bomb threat. If he had to teach only those four every Monday and Wednesday morning… Only one of them was a pretty young girl. It wouldn’t do.

As he sparked the joint and turned the corner through the clutter, he saw a goth girl fiddling with his Jammer.

What the fuck?

“Hey! Don’t touch that,” he called around the joint in his mouth. He hurried to her, pulled the joint from his mouth, and exhaled a large amount of smoke all over the stranger. “That’s an important faculty experiment. What are you doing? Go away. Get a tan or something, you’re freaking me out.”

She took the joint from him. Her green eyes were astonishingly sharp. Maybe if she was a student of his and wasn’t wearing all that black makeup… But then again, the makeup was kind of hot. She hit the joint.

A rather harried Fred emerged soon after from the clutter surrounding his whiteboard. That stressed expression soon changed to pure lividity. “You fucked up, Volstock. Your jammer isn’t strong enough to stop the federal building from receiving signals.”

“What? No. That can’t be—” Vlad ran the numbers through his head, waving his finger quickly through the air.

This time, it didn’t add up. The radius was too small. How… Ah. He’d used a five when it should have been a four. That would do it. Whoops.

He chuckled. “You’re right. See, this is why I always say students are smarter than professors. So, what are we doing about the fourth bomb?”

Merry took a drag from the joint, puffing as each new idea popped into her head. Her fingers flew over the tablet next to the jammer’s controls. She exhaled a cloud of smoke in a gusty sigh. “I’m tracking the location of the bombers through their XaaS access. There are some annoying security measures in place that make it harder than I’d prefer, but hey—that’s the name of the game. You hack it, they patch it, you hack it again. The cycle of life.”

She had nice lips—big and soft—and wore a loose shirt, a clever move on her part. It kept perverts from checking out the goods. And she was smart. Vlad’s attention had drifted, but based on how calmly she employed her skills, he could tell she knew her shit.

“And that way, we’ll be able to find them before they can set off the other bomb.”

It was a good plan. At least he assumed it was. He hadn’t exactly heard the whole thing, what with sizing her up and all. Vlad put his hand on the goth’s shoulder and smiled at her. “Well done. I’m Vlad, a professor of physics here. You are?”

The girl met his gaze. “Merry. Pleased to meet you, Prof. And thanks for the weed.” She hit it again and held it out to Fred, who shook his head and paced in a circle around them.

Vlad took the joint and enjoyed a drag as his stomach rumbled.

“Uh-oh. Someone needs food,” Merry said without a trace of empathy for Vlad. “And by someone, I mean me. Hey, Professor McHotty, do you think you could order us some pizza? I don’t work well when I’m hungry.”

McHotty, huh? Vlad grinned. “Anything for the amazing hacker goddess. Pepperoni?”

“Blech.” Merry stuck her tongue out. “I’m a planet specific vegetarian. A good Armaros pizza needs mushrooms, ganticones, feta cheese, and spinach.”

“And pepperoni,” Vlad added.

Merry was stone faced.

They locked eyes and smiled at each other. Vlad’s hand was still on her shoulder and he had subconsciously begun to rub it in a small circle. He wasn’t getting a rise out of her. “Fine, no pepperoni.”

“Get some anchovies on there too,” Fred added.

“No!” the geniuses snapped in unison. They looked at each other. Merry actually smiled.

Fred paused and eyed them suspiciously. They were both totally stoned and staring at each other with goofy expressions. Vlad was literally drooling while he continued to rub her shoulder with one hand while the other clung to a now-dead joint. It almost seemed like they were about to kiss, but that was preposterous. All the same…

Fred cleared his throat and the two finally looked away from each other. “The hack?” he asked pointedly.

Merry blushed and returned to the tablet. “Right. The hack.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Stoke-Dorchester Hotel

 

The city beyond the campus was a mass of towering skyscrapers with a complex network of bridges and walkways that connected them all to each other every twenty levels or so.

Without the university’s massive air purifiers, the lower levels of the rest of the city were choked in yellowish-green smog. The vast majority of the lower thirty levels were uninhabited. Without a solid airlock and private air purifiers, living in those levels would cause cancer in a matter of years. And who wanted to go into massive debt paying for treatment? Just because they’d found the cure for the disease didn’t mean it was enjoyable. There wasn’t much to do while floating in a plasma bath for a few days while the doctors did their work.

Those who did dare to live on the lower levels tended to be social outcasts. They wore respirators outside and sometimes, even indoors. According to rumor, some large crime syndicates had taken quarters in the lower levels to avoid police detection. Without supervision, it would be a simple matter to turn those abandoned buildings into a luxurious thieves’ den, complete with filters, purifiers, and exterior camouflage. Pretty girls with debts to pay ran around in bunny suits and saw to every gangster’s need. Of course, those were merely rumors.

The lower class lived in small studios and apartments above that smog layer. They still had to deal with some fumes, but nothing nearly as deadly. The districts usually included moderately effective air purifiers provided by stingy landlords, and they didn’t get cancer nearly as often as the outsiders living below them—the mob excluded.

The middle class lived higher still in condos and lofts with large glass windows that looked over the smog layers below. Their air was only a little hazy. Large public parks hung suspended between buildings where residents could picnic or jog. Families walked about free from the worry of cancer, and if by chance they did get it, they could at least afford the treatment.

Things became more exclusive above the middle-class levels. Clear air and enormous living quarters mingled with fancy dining, boutique shopping, live theater, concert halls, two separate red-light districts—one for men and the other for women—and four-star hotels.

A dirty air-cab from the lower levels pulled up to the port of one such hotel, and a stunning woman in a skintight grey jumpsuit with shoulder-length dark hair stepped out. She had a toned body that her outfit accentuated, including a shapely, firm butt and large, perky breasts. The outline of her nipples poked through the thin fabric. Her skin was tanned with a scattering of light freckles on either side of her nose. Her eyelashes were thick and glossy. She was the kind of woman who could make a man forget his own name when she smiled at him. Her face and figure were most definitely welcome in this part of town. Her garb, however, raised a few red flags.

She wasted no time and strode into the hotel while her cab waited outside. A wealthy couple pulled up in their air-yacht. The man was able to catch a passing glimpse of the woman. Ah, but a glimpse to a man seems like an ogle to his wife, and she made sure her sentiments were known in no uncertain terms.

Twenty minutes later, the young woman left the hotel, entered her waiting cab, and returned to the surface.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Location Unknown

 

Most of the ground floors in the skyscrapers had been abandoned and boarded up with no stair or elevator access to upper levels. If someone was too poor to afford an air car, the odds were he or she wasn’t the type of person neighbors would want in their building. It was fairly sound logic, since most people who lived on the ground floor of the city would gladly drug the first person they came across and steal their identity. All a person had to do was dig out the ID chip in a resident’s hand and put it in their own. At least until the person who got jacked was reported missing and the police used the chip to track the thief down. Still, those few days in the sky represented a chance for more crime and to escape the crushing doom of ground-floor living.

Three would-be-bombers now congregated in such a place. The smog outside provided the perfect cover, and the relative distance of the warehouse from the campus allowed them the safety they required to avoid the effects of the explosion. A large array of tools including a welder’s torch, a variety of microchips, and spare armor casings lay scattered on the floor. A few other pieces were laid gently to the side or tossed into wadded balls in a corner together with some loose clothing, a watch handed down from a grandfather, a few photo cubes filled with the faces of loved ones, and whatever else they owned, at least on this planet.

They’d stayed in this place for months now. Three cots lay folded against a wall, waiting to be used again. Since the facilities lacked a proper bathroom, they’d been obligated to make use of the stairwell leading to the basement. The rats had built a veritable empire out of the fertile raw materials. Neither Jonah nor Terrance were fond of the place, but when Brandon told them to break their leases and move in, they listened.

“Boy, I won’t miss this place,” the large man said as he hauled a box of bomb components across the warehouse to the moving van they had rented under a false name. “I must have woken up to rats crawling on me at least three times. I’d almost rather have the cold weather back home than live in a place like this.”

Brandon “supervised” his two lackeys as they carted the rest of the evidence to the truck. “It’s all about to pay off, Terrance. The campus goes boom, he people we’ve curried favor with welcome us into their embrace, and we get to live the high life on another planet with new names. You can be George.”

Terrance set the box on the van’s bumper and looked at Brandon. “George. Ya know, I like that. You can’t really make it shorter. People always try and call me Terry, and I tell them not to, and sometimes, that makes them call me Terry even more.” He shoved the box to vent his frustration. One could hear the sound of jumbling parts as it moved. “And then I gotta knock their teeth out. I think my life would be a lot simpler if I was George.”

Jonah packed up the cheaper explosives they never had to use. “They could call you Geo,” he said.

“No, they wouldn’t do that. People don’t call Georges Geo.” Terrance frowned as he looked at Brandon. “Boss, do people call Georges Geo?”

“No, Jonah’s only riling you up.” Brandon crossed his legs to stave off the stiffness that settled in from inactivity. “Georges are called George. Now keep moving. We’ve got a lot of shit to pack up.”

“You got it, boss.” Terrance grabbed another box and moved it to the van.

In the silence that followed, Brandon daydreamed of what it would be like when the gig was done. They’d hit the big time. First thing he wanted to do was buy a fancy suit. The kind a tailor measures out specifically for you. He had already picked out the color and model air car he wanted. He’d keep it parked outside his personal gym. Once he was living the easy life, a strict fitness regimen would be needed to maintain the muscles necessary for the sexy women draped on both his arms. No more taking shit from small-time academics. No more worrying about student loans. No more worry at all. Simply the good life.

Jonah couldn’t stop thinking about the students he’d come to know at the school. He could practically hear their screams. If they went through with this, and they probably would at this rate, he might never sleep again. He knew he would regret it, but he had to try at least one more time.

He spoke tentatively at first. “I just… I feel like we should stop while we still can. The university has insurance. All we’ll do is kill a bunch of innocent—”

“Shut up!” Brandon snapped. “I had to hear this shit all fucking day yesterday. And now you’re doing it again! Did you think we were playing these past two months? Did you honestly think I’d get cold feet and back out when we’re this close to getting everything we ever wanted?”

Jonah clenched his hand around a wrench and threw it across the room. “You’ve twisted my arm every fucking step of the way. ‘Do my essay for me.’ ‘Hack the grade files for me’ ‘Do this, or you’ll regret it.’ ‘Defy me and I’ll have your face beaten in.’ Sound familiar? You burning stars well know I wanted nothing to do with this. But like every other time, you see a way to get what you want quick and easy and you’re willing to sacrifice anything and everything to get it. It didn’t work then and it won’t work now. What even makes you so sure your ‘friends’ will let us join their little crew? And even if they do, what do you think they’ll have us do? Do you know why they hire people like us?”

Brandon didn’t say anything. He had his gaze fixed on the chip in the wall left by the thrown wrench.

“Do you? Because I have a pretty strong theory! Guess what happens if we fuck it up? Just guess. Think ahead a little more this time and pull your head out of your ass for one minute. We’re the fall guys, Brandon. We’ll take the blame for everything. Just like that test. Only this time, we won’t get kicked out of school. No, we’ll serve life sentences in jail. And your ‘friends’ will make sure to take care of us, right? Of course they will. After all, we held up our end of the deal. It’s not our fault the tech malfunctioned. It’s not our fault we can’t access all the bombs. Yeah. I’m sure they’ll see it that way. A random stabbing or maybe an exotic seasoning in our food will really brighten our day before we die.

“Oh yeah, and assuming we don’t fuck it up any more than we already have and they somehow decide to take us on, we’ll start at the bottom of the totem pole. And who’s at the bottom of the totem pole? The thugs. What do they do? I’m sure it’s more of the fucking same thing. You arrogant, self-entitled piece of shit. I’m done taking your orders. I’m done following your rules, and I am fucking done being the lackey. You’ve blackmailed me into going along with every crackpot scheme you’ve come up with, and all it’s done is dig us deeper into the hole. Well I’m not digging any deeper.” Jonah glared at Terrance, who was loading yet another box into the van. “Terrance, put it back. We aren’t going anywhere.”

Terrance froze. He lifted the box off the back of the van and turned toward the warehouse despite his disappointment. “We aren’t leaving? But I hate this place.”

“Terrance,” Brandon said coolly, “put the box in the van.”

The huge man stopped and opened his mouth to complain, then shook his head and turned once more. Some people couldn’t make their minds up.

“Stop, Terrance,” Jonah commanded. “Do you really want to kill all those people? Do you really want to be a mass murderer?”

Even holding the heavy box, Terrance managed a shrug. “It didn’t bother me when I did it before.”

Brandon and Jonah’s mouths both fell open in shock.

“… Before?” Brandon finally asked. He leaned forward on his tire perch. He’d always thought of Terrance as a small-time bully perfect for ordering around. This was something new.

Terrance shifted the box to get a better grip and nodded, completely calm. “Yeah. It’s how I got off my home planet. The place was a real shithole with nothing to eat but bitter vegetables that grow in the freezing ground. And it’s so cold, you can’t go outside without a full warmth suit.” He shook his head to clear the memory. “Man, I hated that place. I can’t tell you how hard it was to get off that rock.” He sighed and shrugged. “I wish I’d had a plan, though. It probably would have been a lot easier than killing the people who got in my way.”

“Burning stars and black holes, Terrance,” Jonah swore.

Brandon, grinned gleefully. “How many people did you kill?”

“I don’t know, boss. It wasn’t like I was counting. Seemed like a lot, though. And there was the whole explosion on the base. And once I was in the air, I had to shoot down a couple of defense carriers… Look, what do you want me to do with this box?”

“Holy fuck. I heard about that on the news! That was you?” Jonah muttered incredulously.

Brandon homed in on the revelation. Now, he had a greater hold on Terrance than Jonah did. Like Brandon, he was willing to kill. Two against one was always better. “Put the box in the van, Terrance. We’re sticking to the plan.” He looked smugly at Jonah. The only reason the man was still breathing was because his brains were useful and he had good instincts when it came to reading a situation.

Read this one, mother fucker.

Terrance took the box to the van.

Jonah tried to voice his protest one last time. “But—.”

“But nothing,” Brandon interrupted. “I’ve already sent the auto-arm signal. Those bombs will go off in less than two hours and there’s nothing we can do to stop them. Now I’m telling you, Jonah. Don’t question my orders again. After this, you can forget about going back. Those bridges have already burned. Either you move forward with me or we kill you here and now. What’ll it be?”

Jonah’s shoulders slumped helplessly.

“That’s what I thought.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Campus Grounds

 

How Merry and Vlad found time to flirt and track Brandon and the others simultaneously, Fred had no clue. Things were a little too personal in there for comfort, so he stepped out for air. The familiar smell of kava soon drew him toward a local coffee shop. Yes, a little caffeine would provide the perfect pick-me-up, just what he needed.

Suddenly, a massive concussion ripped through the air and he staggered. A swirling green fireball of acid melted the arts building. He watched helplessly as people disappeared in the fog. He heard their dying screams and the terrible silence that followed as the roiling green poison expanded, swallowing the PE building as it grew. Toxic vapors tickled the inside of his nose. Students and professors alike fled in panic, but those closest to the selvanium cloud couldn’t outrun it.

A distant explosion boomed from somewhere behind him. Fred turned and saw another acid cloud blossom in the distance. The megascrapers’ exteriors couldn’t handle the corrosion. The walls gave way, and the three-hundred-story steel complex crashed, destroying everything nearby while simultaneously dispersing the deadly cloud across downtown in a lethal rush of wind.

In a matter of seconds, the city had become a parlor of death.

And it was all Fred’s fault.

The noxious cloud headed his way. Fred stopped gawking and turned to run at full speed. He sprinted past the library, watching helplessly as a black-pantied, topless Jayne stood beside a bomb on the building’s steps. It looked like she was talking to someone, but Fred couldn’t see anyone else there. A few strides brought him within hearing distance.

“I just need you to turn off and everything will be okay,” Jayne cooed to the bomb.

“I have a job to do. I have to go off. That is my purpose,” the bomb responded.

She stroked the side of the armor casing tenderly and whispered into its display. The tips of her nipples brushed against the countdown screen when she leaned over.

Didn’t she know you couldn’t seduce a bomb? And the timer was so close to zero. She was too busy sweet-talking to realize the danger.

The cloud reached him and the clothing melted off his body. His skin began to peel in unbearable, searing pain.

The last thing he saw before his eyes melted in their sockets was Jayne kissing the countdown timer as it hit zero. The bomb shouted, “I’m cumming!” and the metal casing burst forth in a gargantuan green ball of acid.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Physics Building, Basement

 

Fred woke with a horrible scream. Sweat clung to his skin and stung his eyes. His pupils had dilated, becoming wide and expressive. He panted as he got his bearings and realized he was in the physics basement. Merry and Vlad were still staring at her screen as she tracked the bombers. They didn’t even look his way.

Jayne dashed into the room, ready for a fight. When no enemy presented itself, she rushed to Fred’s side.

“Fred, are you okay?” she asked.

He groaned and curled up on the floor.

Jayne called to the two geniuses, “Guys, what’s wrong with Fred?”

Vlad waved his hand dismissively. “I had to give him something to relax. He was freaking out too much. Don’t worry about him. He’ll be fine.”

Jayne pulled Fred’s eyelids open only to see glazed-over whites. He mumbled to himself and drooled on the floor. “Burning stars, what did you give him, Mantar tranquilizers?”

The professor’s brows lifted. “Ooh, no. But do you know where to get some? I haven’t done tar-tran since I was your age.” His gaze drifted to the ceiling as his mind played an electron loop from his youth. “Now that’s a high I won’t forget. I fell in love with the most beautiful girl. We cruised around low orbit looking at the lights of the planet and made love. It wasn’t until the high faded that I realized she was a figment of my imagination. Oh, she was perfect.”

His story piqued Merry’s interest and she looked up from her tablet. “What was she like?”

Vlad’s voice softened. “I don’t remember.”

Her brow twitched into a slight frown.

“Well, what did you give him then?” Jayne asked irritably.

“Vlad gave him weed gummies,” Merry responded. “He’s super stoned and maybe experiencing some mild hallucinogenic effects. He’ll be fine.”

Fred muttered something that eventually translated to, “You said it was candy. Not cool.”

Jayne shot the professor an accusing stare, but he was unmoved. “See? He’s fine. Talking in full sentences and everything. Well, mostly. And now his nervous energy isn’t distracting us.”

Jayne wasn’t a big fan of drugging allies, although she had drugged numerous people in the past on various missions. Just not people she worked with. And usually with something less fun than weed gummies. No time to fret over that now, though. They still had a bomb to take care of. She strode to the jammer and hunched over Merry’s shoulder.

“How’s the trace coming? Any signs yet?”

Merry grinned. “You got here just in time. I burrowed past the security program that caused the delay. And now, with my new hack in place…” Merry entered a command into her tablet. A few seconds later, a map of the city appeared with a glowing red dot pulsing in the middle. “And there they are. 157th street and Arbash, surface level.” She pushed herself back on the rolling chair Vlad had been kind enough to unearth from all the junk and spread her arms wide, beaming in success.

“Nice job!” Vlad squeezed her shoulder.

“You’re sure this is accurate?” Jayne didn’t have time for any more fuckups or failures. No one did.

Merry smirked. “Yeah, hot stuff. It’s accurate.” Her gaze lowered to Jayne’s hip, where a handgun was tucked into a black leather men’s belt. “Whoa…you’re packing heat. Are you going to like—” She mimed shooting a gun.

“I’m sure as hell not wearing it as a fashion accessory. Look, I’ve got to go. You’re coming with me in case they move. Bring your tablet.”

Merry froze, her jubilation fading instantly. “Uh…I prefer not be in the line of fire. You can take my tablet and—”

“This isn’t a negotiation, Merry. You’re coming with me. You can hang back when I go in and neutralize them.”

Merry sighed reluctantly and grabbed her tablet. “Fine. But once you’ve got them all restrained, I get to fuck with them, okay?”

It was an unusual and somewhat concerning request, but Jayne didn’t have time to argue. She shrugged and helped Fred to his feet. “You’re coming too. You know these lunatics. That means you can help us figure out if they’re telling the truth or not when we question them.”

He nodded, his high shifting into a mellower phase. “Yes. Okay. I am feeling very good about this.” Suddenly, he hugged Jayne. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

She pushed him away after an awkward moment. “Right. Erm…do me a favor? Let’s hold off on the hugging until this is all over.”

Fred nodded bashfully.

Vlad sparked up a half-smoked spliff. “So, I stay here and hold the fort?”

“That’s right,” Jayne confirmed. “And this time, don’t leave. I don’t care what type of class you might have. Stay here until you hear otherwise. Got it?”

The professor took a hit and gave her a mock salute. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

She shook her head and looked at her makeshift hit squad. A porn-loving goth, an irresponsible stoner professor, and a dweeb who sold weapons, had a crush on her, and was so stoned he had gotten distracted pulling the drawstring on his hoodie back and forth.

“I bought this hoodie used… Imagine the lives of all the people who wore this hoodie.”

Jayne rolled her eyes. Oh, boy. “Let’s move!” she ordered and strode across the basement. Merry and Fred hurried to catch up. They might not have been academy trained, but so far, they’d done pretty well.

Now, they merely had to find and disarm a dirty bomb.

 

+++

 

Avalon Space Station, Espionage Academy

 

Alfonso soared through the air with a jetpack strapped to his back. Wind rushed by as he flew past the buildings on the outskirts of the academy. Bars and brothels mingled with embassies and corporate offices. The space station was a hub of politics and business and wherever there were rich and powerful people, there were establishments to cater to their desires and their exceptional income. Many important—and often illegal—inter-government deals were made over drinks at one of these bars. Many important and often horny men rid themselves of their stress with the pleasures of the flesh in the brothels.

All the fucking and illegal deals made for a great place to learn espionage. There were ample opportunities to train cadets in blackmail, extortion, seduction, and surveillance. Alfonso himself had an alter ego as Linden Harmony, the man who could get you whatever black-market item you desired. All those secret dealings gave him plenty of info and leverage should he ever need it.

The academy itself was an open secret. Technically, it was a government training facility, and its students were training for high-level bureaucrat jobs. Tourists and people passing through thought nothing of it, but all the locals knew the real deal. The academy was home to the federation’s spy training program, and many of the top retired agents taught there.

Agents like Professor Ana Levitsky, more commonly known as the Sapphire Heart Eater. She’d spent years undercover as a Torsa extremist, designing bombs for them while secretly mapping out their operational structure. The raids on Nadilar and Therocule Six that resulted in the complete eradication of the Torsa movement on those planets were due to her work. But so were the bombings of many, many other cities. Most people thought the galaxy would have been better off if she had never infiltrated the underground, but she had her orders, and she followed them.

Alfonso slowed and lowered altitude as he reached the academy grounds. No unauthorized flight was allowed over the campus. Levitsky was a harsh instructor and she’d given him a B in his intensive when he deserved an A. When he told her that, she’d scolded him outright.

“If you deserved an A you’d be in the field, not the classroom. You got a B. You understand the material, but you aren’t an expert. Learn more, and when things count, you’ll stay alive.” It was a flawed argument, but she held all the power as the teacher. And unlike Jayne, he wasn’t one to ruffle feathers unnecessarily.

Alfonso checked his rented jetpack in at the academy gates’ pack hub. “Whatever company owns the things must make a fortune,” he grumbled. The quick trip to the academy had cost him eighty-seven credits.

As he entered the hub and walked through the academy, Alfonso smiled and nodded at people. He’d cultivated many friendships, believing people were more likely to do what he wanted when they liked him rather than when he tried to strong-arm them into it. It was another example of how he differed from Jayne, who always insisted on doing things herself. The fact that she called in a favor from Alfonso at all gave him hope that her outlook was changing.

He soon reached the far side of campus and took a lift to the upper floors. He stepped out onto a level reserved for instructors’ private residences. He checked down the corridors, checking for anyone who was milling about. If he was seen there, it’d be a problem. Many instructors slept with their students. It could give someone leverage over him, whether it was true or not.

Luckily, the hallway was empty and Alfonso walked calmly to Professor Levitsky’s quarters. The wall pad that controlled her door was supposed to be unhackable, but that merely meant a challenge to cadets. Alfonso had always preferred the hands-on, boots-on-the-ground approach, so had never developed a knack for hacking. Fortunately, he knew plenty of cadets who were, and in his first year he’d traded some coke for an app that used statistical averages and probability to generate the most likely codes built into the locks programming. Every few months, the app would require an expensive upgrade, so he would trade another eight-ball for the update. He’d figured out that the same person trading the app was responsible for the upgrades in the first place. It was a pretty good scheme, and Alfonso could afford to let it slide. There was no need to cause a fuss when he could keep things smooth and reap the benefit.

He held his phone over the pad. The app scanned the lock’s inner-hardware, and quickly ran through several million 12-digit number combinations. Even with basic lock pads, this process could take several minutes. Alfonso checked up and down the hallway and carefully listened for footsteps. Being suspected for sleeping with a professor was one thing. Getting caught breaking in was and entirely different ball game. The randomizing series of numbers slowed down and finally stopped on the numerical signal. The lock beeped and turned green.

The door opened, and Alfonso disappeared into the private quarters of the Sapphire Heart Eater.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Downtown Surface Level

 

Jayne, Merry, and Fred sat in the back of an air-cab that smelled of spoiled milk, while their driver snoozed up front. The thick brown smog on the surface of the city cut visibility down to mere feet, and the taxi driver opted to use the auto-driver instead of white-knuckling it.

Merry had her tablet open on her lap. Jayne could see that the red dots hadn’t moved. After a few minutes, the cab pulled to a stop. Visually, it was impossible to tell where they were thanks to the smog. According to the tablet, though, they were outside the bombers’ current location.

Jayne opened the cab door and stepped out into the cloud, followed by Merry and Fred.

 “Keep the meter running.” And Jayne shut the door, leaving the cabbie to take a lucrative nap.

“I hate this shit,” the goth grumbled. She put her black sleeve over her mouth and nose in an attempt to filter out the pollution.

“We won’t be here long,” Jayne whispered as she walked slowly toward the building indicated by the red dot on the map. The outline of a skyscraper emerged through the noxious haze. “Stay here and keep it down. I’ll call for you when the coast is clear.”

Merry nodded. And Fred…well, she couldn’t see Fred, but she assumed he heard her.

Jayne drew her gun and crept forward. She edged along the perimeter until she reached a metal door with a window. The glass pane was caked with dirt and grime from years of unfiltered pollution.. Jayne wiped it with her forearm to create a small blurry circle to see through.

Inside, she saw the muscle-man Terrance moving a box across the cluttered floor to a van parked in what looked to be some sort of warehouse. She could see the back of a tall, thin guy, you must be Jonah. The limited view gave her no line of sight on Brandon.

So, two hostiles identified. Jayne tested the door. Locked. She slid two small rods out of a thin pocket hidden in her sleeves. She unfolded the rods into a pick and a tension wrench and quickly got to work. The aging mechanism gave in a matter of seconds. She eased the door open and crept in. Unfortunately, the old hinges hadn’t been to spy school like her and squeaked loudly. Fuck it, Jayne thought. You were never the quiet type, anyway.

Jayne raised the gun in front of her and strode inside.

“Hey, piss for blood!”

“What the fuck?” Terrance shouted from the middle of the warehouse. A snarl replaced the affable goofy expression he’d worn when she’d flummoxed him back in the school’s hall barely days before.

“On the ground—now!” Jayne ordered.

Terrance spit in her direction. “Fuck you, cunt. You think because you got a gun I’m gonna—”

She didn’t give him time to finish and instead, fired a round at his foot. The box dropped with a crash and the thug howled in pain as he curled on the floor beside it. He clung to his ankle with both hands as blood seeped from the wound.

“You bitch. You fucking bitch!”

Jayne ignored the brute and put Jonah in her sights. His eyes grew wide in fear and he raised his hands and dropped slowly to his knees.

“I’m cool. You don’t need to shoot me. I’m getting down.”

Jayne saw a blur of motion out of the corner of her eye and stepped aside. A lead pipe swung through the air where she had stood moments before. Brandon stumbled as the laws of momentum caught up with him. Jayne gave him no chance to recover. She lunged and punched the leader in the throat, then struck him calmly on the back of the head with the butt of her gun. Brandon’s eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed.

“You fucking killed Brandon!” Terrance screamed.

Jayne aimed her gun at him. Even if this meathead is wounded, he might still try something. I know I would.

“I didn’t kill him.” Jayne halted. It was definitely possible she had killed Brandon. She cocked her head to the side and used her peripheral vision to confirm the steady rise and fall of the small-time gang leader’s chest. “Okay, yeah. I didn’t kill him. He’s still breathing. Now, if you want to keep breathing, you’d better keep still and do what I say. Both of you.”

Jayne heard footsteps race at her from behind.

She swiveled, her finger on the trigger.

Merry and Fred both came to a sudden halt and their hands raised instinctively.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Fred cried.

Jayne scowled and immediately turned back to her hostages. Jonah still lay splayed on the ground, and Terrance clutched his bleeding foot.

“Damn, Jayne. That didn’t take you long at all,” Merry declared, almost impressed.

“It never does,” Jayne confided. The thrill of the encounter left her on a natural high. She hadn’t felt this good since the academy. She turned to Fred. “You sell these,” she said, nodding at her weapon. “You know how to use them too?”

He hurried forward. “Of course. What arms dealer doesn’t know how to shoot his own stock?”

“Great. Keep it trained on them. If they so much as move, shoot.” Jayne tossed him the gun. Fred was still pretty stoned. He swiped both his hands in the air and missed the toss by a mile.

He ran over to the gun and picked it up, smiling. “Got it.”

Beggars can’t be choosers, she thought. Jayne crossed the room to retrieve a convenient bundle of strong twine the thugs had evidently used to secure various bundles.

Two minutes later, all three bombers were tied up safely. Brandon was still unconscious.

Good. Cut off the head and the body stays docile. Time for some good old-fashioned interrogation.

She knelt beside the other two. “Now, I have some questions. And if you don’t answer or if you lie, I’ll cut your dicks off. It’s only fair to warn you that I have an implant, so I’ll know. There will be no more warnings and no second chances. One lie, one refusal, and your dicks are gone. Got it?”

Terrance scowled, but Jonah bobbed his head up and down. “Yes, of course. I’m glad you’re here. I tried to stop him. I really did. Terrance, tell her.”

Terrance merely glared at them.

“Okay, first question. How many bombs?”

“Four,” Jonah replied promptly.

Jayne looked at Fred. He nodded. “There’s no way they could have made any others without another selvanium charge. Although they could have made a more traditional one.”

“Only the four.” Jonah said, looking Jayne square in the eyes. His relief was calming him down, but that didn’t stop the sweat dripping liberally from his brow. “I promise.”

Jayne nodded. Fear always was a good motivator. “Good. Next question. Are you working with anyone else?”

Jonah shook his head. “No, it’s the three of us, but Brandon had support from someone in power. I don’t know who. He didn’t share the info with us. We did what he told us to do.” He sobbed with fear and what might be frustration. “That idiot already sent the signal. The detonation timer’s started.”

Jayne’s body tensed. “Last question,” she growled. “And this is the most important one. How do we disarm the bombs?”

Terrance shouted before Jonah could answer. “Don’t fucking say nothing, you shit heel!”

Jayne leapt to her feet and drew a knife sheathed at her waist. She cut Terrance’s belt off with cold precision and yanked his pants down. Then, she yanked out his dick.

His face paled. He wiggled futilely and screamed.

It was Jonah who interceded. “You can’t disarm the bombs! You can’t disarm them. Oh, God, don’t cut his dick off!” he shouted frantically.

Jayne held the flesh taut with the edge of her knife against the base. The sight and feeling of blood dripping from the spot left Terrance frozen in place. One false move and he could say goodbye to his manhood.

She gritted her teeth and stared deep into his eyes with a look of intense hatred. “Is that true?” she asked.

His head bobbed frantically. “Y-yeah,” he finally panted. “It’s true. Please, don’t cut my dick off.”

She held his gaze a moment longer and watched as the tears welled up in his eyes. She released him and Terrance sobbed with relief.

Merry pouted at the sight. Her phone was recording the whole thing. “Aw, I wanted to see you cut it off,” she complained.

Jayne shrugged. “Stick with me and I’m sure you’ll see it happen eventually. I don’t fuck around with my interrogations.” She turned from the bombers and pulled her phone out, then handed Merry the knife. “You two keep an eye on them. I’ve got to get to the bomb site. Punish them if they try anything but leave their dicks alone.”

She glanced at Terrance. “He’s actually got a pretty nice one.”

Jayne left the warehouse and typed rapidly on her phone.

“Now we’ll have a little fun. Fred, hold my phone and record this.”

“Burning stars, both of you girls are seriously scary. Remind me not to get on your bad sides.”

Jayne reached the main entrance and pushed it open. As she stepped out into the smog, she sent her message.

Alfy, need that bomb disarming intel.

OMW to the site now.

Don’t want to go boom.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Theron 6th Sector Precinct

 

The media buzz still hadn’t died down. In fact, more journalists and drone operators had flocked to the scene and the officers at the cordon were hard-pressed to hold them all at bay. Word traveled fast between newshounds. Something had happened inside the cordon that sent the police into a frenzy and the reporters were desperate to find out what.

Jayne stepped out of her air cab and braced herself, taking on an air of command. She wove deftly through the mob of reporters until she reached the green tape, pulled out her ID badge at the same time she ducked under it, and flashed it at the officers.

“Nissa Caldwell, Federation Emergency Response. Where’s the bomb?”

The guards scrutinized her badge, then her face. She seemed a little young to be a fed agent. Then again, they recruited young these days. One more expert on the field wouldn’t be unwelcome given how tense the rest of the bomb squad were.

“This way.” The officer left his companion to hold the line and led her past the gathered cops toward the building. “They sent you to disarm it?”

“That’s right,” she confirmed casually. “Just got in from Yonitrue. The flight took damn near a full day at maximum speed. Honestly, I figured this thing would have worked itself out one way or another before I even arrived. Fortunately I was able to sleep on the flight.” Jayne had always been proud of her bullshitting skills.

The officer grunted as they stepped onto the stairs at the entrance. “We all thought the same. But shit’s going down now. The countdown’s already started. You got here just in time.”

Jayne felt her stomach churn though she was well aware of that.

They reached the door to the precinct. A man in a camel trench coat held up a hand. “Get this rookie out of here. No unauthorized personnel.”

Jayne batted her eyelids and gave the man her most condescending smile. Then she pulled out her fake ID and held it in front of him. “Agent Caldwell, Federal Emergency Response. Who’s in charge here?”

One look at her ID and the man’s demeanor shifted. “Right. My apologies, Agent Caldwell. It’s a bit of a clusterfuck in there. I’d say the head of the bomb squad is the one in charge at the moment. You’d best report to him.”

She brushed past the man and stepped into the building. “Great. Bring me to him.”

“Watch the door,” Trench Coat said to her earlier escort. Then he turned and led her back the way she’d come.

They strode down the oversized stone stairs and past a fountain toward a large tent on the grass. He briefed her as they walked. “The bomb is on the third floor. The building is empty except for one member of the bomb squad. The rest of them are in here.” Trench Coat ducked inside the flaps and Jayne followed. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Agent Caldwell with the Federal Emergency Response,” he introduced her.

The whole squad perked up and a man sitting in a chair in front of a deck of monitors swiveled to face her. “Tell me they sent you to disarm the bombs.”

Jayne smiled icily. “Show me the way.”

“Blue Eyes, get that agent up there immediately.”

A tall, handsome man with bright blue eyes and in a police uniform stood and smiled at her. Jayne knew that smile. She’d practiced it for hours on end at the academy. One had to be charming to disarm one’s target at times. This meant one of two things. Either he came by this skill naturally or he was deliberately testing her.

She didn’t drop her guard.

“Follow me.” Blue Eyes brushed lightly against her as he stepped outside.

Jayne forced herself to suppress the giddy rush that coursed through her and barely managed to keep a smile from spreading across her face. Now was not the time to think about scoring men, no matter how attractive. Maybe he can be the reward I give myself for disarming the bomb.

That is, if Alfonso would ever get back to her with the intel. Things were coming to a head one way or the other. Ideally, she’d like to know what the fuck she was doing.

 

+++

 

Avalon Space Station, Espionage Academy, Levitsky’s Quarters

 

A quick glance around Professor Levitsky’s living room revealed little about her personality.

A black leather couch stood in the middle of the rectangular room with a round glass coffee table in front of it. Some unused tissues and a television sat atop its surface. The floor was the same gray metal from the hallway with not a rug in sight.

At the back of the room, a large window overlooked the academy grounds. In front of this, an optic rested on a metal desk with no drawers. The whole thing looked rather bland for such a famous agent.

But Alfonso didn’t have time to waste wondering about the plainness of it all. He quickly got to work. The first place he looked was the most obvious. The optic board on the desk woke easily from its energy-saving slumber, but a password screen greeted him.

He withdrew a cracker stick from one of the pockets in his navy jumpsuit. The device was small, thin as a sheet of paper, shorter than his thumb, and was the lexiconical equivalent to his lock-picking app. All he had to do was place it beside the optic and let it do its work. He prayed it would be an easy one. A strong password could take hours to crack, and he didn’t have that kind of time.

He’d acquired the little device the previous year on a training assignment in the Torsa system. His cover had been a bank heist specialist with a crew planning to rob one of the Federal Bank’s outlying hubs. The mastermind of the plan, an old Torsa grafter with a snaggletooth who went by the name of Narthan, had given it to him to use on the bank’s main computer. Of course, things never got to that stage since Alfonso’s handler had them all arrested the night before the heist. Knowing he was in possession of a valuable commodity, the agent kept the cracker stick a secret and said nothing during his debriefing.

While the device cycled through possible passwords, Alfonso investigated the other rooms in the professor’s quarters. Her kitchen cupboards contained four full sets of brown plates, bowls, and glasses, but no food. Her fridge only held a couple of bottles of white wine. One look at her stove was all he needed to know that she never used it. Levitsky either ate every meal out or ordered in. She certainly never prepared her own food.

He ventured into the bathroom next.

It looked normal for the most part. Mirror above the sink. Toothbrush, floss, toothpaste, and comb next to the hand soap. Medicine in the cabinet—a bottle of pain relievers three years old and one of sleeping pills three weeks old. The toilet was clean, as was the shower with a loofah hanging from the nozzle. Bottles of pink shampoo and conditioner rested in a built-in slot. What he hadn’t expected was the two dildos suction cupped to the shower wall, one right above the other.

While these and their DP implications came as a surprise, finding sex toys was nothing new to Alfonso or any spy, really. He made a mental note of it and left the bathroom to check on the cracker. It was still cycling through.

He was ninety percent sure that any intel on disarming a dirty selvanium bomb would be on her optic monitor. The rest of what he was doing would likely prove pointless. However, no good spy didn’t exercise proper thoroughness in an investigation. Vital intelligence was often hidden in the most unlikely of places. She might have a phone, an optic drive, or another monitor somewhere in her quarters, and that didn’t even begin to cover the possibilities of hidden compartments and other potential hiding places.

If the initial sweep failed, he’d need to do a deep search.

Levitsky’s bathroom was a warm-up for what he found in her bedroom.

Handcuffs dangled from the headboard and a strap-on hung from the knob of the footboard. Her dresser was lined with dildos and vibrators, small and large. A full-length mirror mounted to the wall above the dresser reflected the bed. A ball gag and bottle of lube rested atop a taller, thinner dresser, along with other items whose purpose Alfonso really didn’t want to know.

In the far corner, a camera on a tripod was aimed at the bed. He turned it on quickly, cued the last recorded clip, and hit play.

Levitsky and a person wearing a fur cat costume visually demonstrated the collection’s usefulness with obvious enthusiasm. Alfonso hit stop and closed his eyes in an attempt to erase the images from his mind.

He held his phone up to the camera. A few seconds later, all the data stored on her device had transferred. One never knew when one might need a little leverage, even if it was mentally scarring.

Looking through her drawers and closet revealed much of the same—sex toys, kinky outfits, several fur suits, devices he thought were for torture, and finally, some regular attire. A number of tight black skirts hung beside button-up blouses, and an assortment of high heels lined the floor. Her underwear varied from normal everyday wear to red crotchless panties. She didn’t have any bras, but given the point-eight Gs of the space station, she probably didn’t need them.

While discovering her kinky side was surprising, it wasn’t remarkable. Most operatives who took a desk or teaching job after years in high-risk situations developed at least one form of extreme outlet. For many, it was drinking, drugs, or extreme sports. For others, like Levitsky, it was sex.

Judging by the strait-laced appearance of the living room, Alfonso guessed she wanted to keep that particular aspect of her life private. The dildos in the bathroom were sloppy, though. Even if they were placed there recently or she wasn’t expecting any guests, the bathroom should always fit with one’s cover.

The front door opened with its usual whoosh and heels clicked along the hard floors. Levitsky had returned home.

Alfonso froze in the bedroom. If she so much as laid eyes on him, he’d be through. Hell, she might even kill him. The academy would cancel his placement and likely launch an investigation into him personally. He’d be incarcerated, questioned, and possibly tortured.

In short, he needed to get the fuck out of there.

There was no way to slip past her unseen and as little chance she wouldn’t come into her room. With no other choice, he quickly slipped into the closet and closed the door, allowing himself a thin crack to peer through. He heard something tossed on the couch in the living room, and then the increasing volume of footsteps as the professor walked into the bedroom.

Alfonso forced himself to breathe slow, normal breaths. Often, the difference between being caught or escaping came down to remaining calm. He was trained for this. It was no big deal

He peered through the miniscule gap as Levitsky kicked her heels off and slipped out of her clothes. If she walked to the closet, he’d be fucked. He’d have to incapacitate her before she caught a glimpse of him. Knowing her reputation, that wouldn’t be easy.

Thankfully, the woman strode out of the room.

Thank the stars.

A couple of seconds later, Alfonso heard the sounds of water running. He exited the closet and tip-toed out of the bedroom. He could see Levitsky climbing into the shower as he passed the bathroom door.

He thanked whatever gods were watching over him as he hurried to the optic monitor. His cracking stick was still at work.

Sorry, Jayne. I tried.

Alfonso removed the device from the monitor and crept across the room until he couldn’t be seen from the shower. That was when he noticed what Levitsky had tossed onto the couch. Her phone was ripe for the taking.

The professor began to hum to herself as she washed.

Fuck it.

Alfonso snatched the phone and snapped it out of sleep mode. A pattern lock screen greeted his gaze and he smiled. This would be much easier to hack than a solid password. He slapped the cracker stick onto the phone and locked his gaze on the bathroom door. So long as Levitsky took a normal-length shower, he should be fine.

Seconds crawled by. Finally, the cracker stopped cycling and the phone allowed access. He copied the entire contents of the device to his.

The ring of metal scraping metal filled the room. Levitsky had finished her shower.

The exit was too far to make it there unseen. Alfonso dropped to the ground and hid behind the couch.

Levitsky wandered out, bare and dripping. She scanned the room suspiciously. She was a well-seasoned spy, even if she had been relegated to teaching. Those habits didn’t die easily. Everything seemed normal.

Her eyes alighted on her phone that now rested on the coffee table.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Theron 6th Sector Precinct

 

The bomb was larger than Jayne had expected. The materials stored in the janitor’s closet had been cleared out, leaving enough room for a person to navigate around the object. She raised her eyebrows as she looked at the keg-like device. “Burning stars. It’s big.” All the bombs she’d been trained to disarm had been far smaller, usually the size of a briefcase.

“Working out a theory?” Blue Eyes loosened his collar.

Officer Ellewood sat nearby, frozen in uncertainty. She’d cut away the armor casing on the top half of the bomb, but the wiring and inner workings left her with no clear choice. Anything she did could set it off. Finally, she spoke. “There’s a lot of fail-safes in place to ensure we don’t disarm it without setting it off. But that’s merely what we think. You’re the expert. What’s your opinion?”

Right. She was the expert. It would’ve been a lot easier to play the part had Alfonso sent her the intel she needed. It wasn’t like him to fail her like this. Could he have gotten caught?

“Of course. No bomber with a working knowledge of selvanium wouldn’t have added at least a few fail-safes. But by the looks of things, I’d say amateurs put this thing together. That would explain the size and the amount of time it took before the signal could be sent to detonate. They probably had to lug these things into position themselves. See that gob there?” Jayne pointed to a nub of metal where a wire attached to a microchip. “That’s a sloppy soldering job. Whoever did this lacked skill but was likely following a set of instructions. It looks like a poorly made replica of a Torsa dirty bomb.”

Which was true. The layout of the explosives, the wiring, and the armor casing all matched a Torsa bomb kit she’d looked at briefly while at the academy. There was a chance she could disarm it instead of triggering it, but she was only shown the bomb at the academy as part of a series of examples for identification. They never actually learned to disarm this specific type.

“A Torsa bomb?” Ellewood balked. She shifted to look at Jayne through the thick polymer plate on her helmet. “I thought we rooted them out a long time ago. There haven’t been any riots, or attacks or… Fuck. If this is Torsa, the shitstorm is only beginning.”

“It could be theirs,” Jayne allowed. “Or it could be someone who got their hands on a Torsa bomb manual. The legacy of violence. There’s no way to tell at this point.”

Blue Eyes bobbed his head. This girl knew her stuff. “Ellewood, get your cumbersome armored ass out of here. Time to let the lady get to work.”

The other woman pushed to her feet, leaving her kit on the ground. “Hey, give me a normal bomb and I’ll have it deactivated before you could eat a sandwich.” She chuckled. “And you know you like my ass.”

Blue Eyes smirked. “Yeah, yeah. Everyone likes your ass. Get out of that suit and hit the showers. You smell bad enough on a normal day. After a full twenty-fours in that suit, the smell could kill more people than the bomb.”

Jayne felt an irrational stab of jealousy at their interaction. She suppressed it just as quickly. This was no time to be selfish. Lives were on the line, and hers first.

“My tools are all there.” Ellewood gestured toward a portable bench. A series of cutters, lasers, welding utensils, and other gear was scattered on its shelving units and the floor next to the device. “Kick this bomb’s ass.”

As the technician left the small janitor’s closet, Jayne’s phone vibrated. She pulled it out, thanking the stars that she knew for a fact this bomb couldn’t be triggered by a cellphone signal.

There was a message from Alfonso.

I hope this isn’t too late.

If you’ve died because it took me too long to get this to you

I’m going to live a sad lonely life where I get a bunch of cats

And name each of them after you.

A file had been included with the message. TorsabombA.17_Disarming.

Jayne opened it and almost breathed a sigh of relief.

It was a clear step-by-step guide to disarming devices that were made following a certain manual, bombs literally like the one in front of her. She could do this. All she had to do was not fuck up.

She beamed at Blue Eyes. “You ready for this to become a piece of scrap?”

He grinned. His gaze darted to the digital timer ticking down. “Well, I’d say now is good. Or anytime within the next six minutes and seventeen seconds.”

Ellewood had finally removed both layers of her helmet. “Shouldn’t we get her in one of these suits?”

Blue Eyes looked at the timer. “There’s not enough time. She knows what she’s doing.”

According to the document, there really wasn’t too much involved in disarming it. The first step was removing the casing. Thank you Ellewood for that. Step two was to peel off the sheath around a set of wires running from the control device at the top down to the selvanium chamber in the middle of it.

Squatting over the bomb, Jayne grabbed the wire stripper from the carefully arranged tools. She placed the scissors-like blades over the wire at the very point where it met the control device and took a breath. If she severed any of the dozens of tiny wires inside except for one very particular wire, the damn thing would blow.

She turned and looked at Blue Eyes.

“I think you might want to get out of here.”

He shook his head stoically. “You’re not doing this alone.”

His presence was soothing and supportive. Jayne hoped his confidence wasn’t misplaced. Getting him killed would be a real shitty last act of her life. She laughed and broke one of the cardinal rules of any spy cover. She showed her nerves. “You know, I’ve never actually done this before.”

Jayne deliberately avoided looking at him. His reaction would throw her off her game and she only had one chance to get this right. She clamped down on the wire and twisted, holding her breath. So far, so good. Maintaining a tight grip on the handle, she slid the blades down the plastic to open it. When she reached the point where it attached to the selvanium chamber, she twisted it again.

Jayne forced a calm breathing pattern and peeled the insulation off the fine copper wires inside. A bead of sweat dripped down her forehead, narrowly missed the exposed wires, and plopped on the casing. If that had struck the wires…

“Wipe my forehead,” she instructed.

Shirt fabric dabbed against her brow. At least Blue Eyes had enough presence of mind to use what was on hand instead of disappearing in search of a towel.

Jayne held her breath as she eased the last section of the insulation away from the wiring. She handed the plastic to Blue Eyes and set the wire stripper down.

Almost there.

The last part was the trickiest. She had to track one single strand of copper from where it originated in the selvanium chamber and make sure it was the one soldered to a specific chip on the control device’s circuit board.

Then, she had to cut it.

Jayne selected a pair of long slender needle nose wire cutters from the bomb kit and leaned forward to study the multitude of identical thin copper wires. The closet light was dim and the inside of the bomb even darker. It was almost impossible to make out the individual strands. “I need some light.”

“You’ve got it.” One click later, a single beam illuminated the wires.

With a focus carefully honed over years of training, Jayne identified the strand she needed to cut. At least she hoped it was. Her eyes tracked it back and forth from the selvanium chamber to the chipboard. It went exactly where it was supposed to go. According to the guide, cutting that wire first would allow her to safely sever the rest and detach the payload from the control device that triggered the explosion.

Jayne paused and asked, “Any last words?”

“No. I’ve got plenty more words to come,” Blue Eyes said, half joking and half serious.

This guy should not be so confident in me. She steadied her hands and homed in on the wire. Her implement seized the thread and she pulled gently, separating the strand from its fellows.

“Here goes.” She exhaled a long slow breath and made the cut.

Nothing happened. The timer ticked on.

“Uh…” Blue Eyes sounded bewildered.

“Sorry. Let me say it again: here… it…”Jayne shut her eyes and gritted her teeth. “…Goes.” She cut the rest of the wires as one and the timer stopped.

She collapsed backward in relief, crashing into the arms of her helper.

“It’s done?” he asked, almost in disbelief.

Life was good. The bomb threat was over, and Jayne was in the arms of a charming, handsome man who wouldn’t bail when things got dicey. “It’s done.”

“That’s great!” he exclaimed.

His arms around her felt great too. “I’ve already jammed the other three bombs so the activation signal can’t get through. You can cut the wires on those right now without worrying about them detonating. They’re basically inert.”

“My God, you’re amazing,” he whispered.

The words ignited a spark of joy deep within her. For one of the few times in her life, she was not afraid to place absolute trust in someone. She wanted to stay like this in his arms, but she needed to get out of there before too many questions were asked. Her cover wouldn’t last indefinitely. Besides, if he kept holding her like this, she would kiss him. Better to get to know him first. For all she knew, he wasn’t even single.

Jayne pushed out of his arms and stepped to the doorway. She turned and gave him a soft smile. “Gotta report to my supervisors. You were good in there, Blue Eyes.”

“Do you want to get dinner some time?”

The invitation halted her in her steps. She did want to get dinner with him, but there were certain complications and her clock was winding down.

Jayne pulled a mini felt tip marker from one of her jumpsuit’s pockets. She took his arm and pulled up his sleeve.

“This is for your eyes only. I’m a highly classified federal agent, and no one should have my number. Don’t give this to anyone. Not even your superiors. Got it?”

She looked at him and he grinned. “Okay, Blue Eyes. I’ll pass out for a day or two, but I expect a call shortly thereafter. Don’t wait too long or I might be off-planet.” She squeezed his arm quickly.

“I won’t wait too long. I promise,” Blue Eyes pulled his sleeve back down and buttoned it. “By the way, my name is Cameron.”

“Hmm,” Jayne hummed. “Cameron Blue Eyes. I like it.”

Jayne capped the pen and strode off, not bothering to suppress the smile that shone on her face. Not yet at least. She’d wait until she was on the first floor to look serious and official.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Downtown Surface Level

 

Getting the bombers to the police station would be an issue.

Jayne had taken the air cab when she left, and even if she hadn’t, stuffing three bound criminals in the back of a cab seemed like a bad idea. So did the idea of squishing into the front seat with Merry. Fred had serious reservations about the girl, particularly after what she had done to Brandon and the others and the glee on her face when she did it.

“I say we call the cops and have them pick these shitheads up,” she proclaimed as she kicked Jonah in the ribs. “Transporting them across town is a stupid idea.”

They’d already gone over this. Why was she making this more difficult than it had to be?

“If we leave them here for the cops to pick up, there’s a chance they could escape. And if we stay here watching them, the cops will have some questions for us. And they’ll know our names. There are certain things we don’t want to be linked to.”

The bombers remained silent during the discussion. Merry had gagged Brandon and Jonah with her stockings and Terrance with his bloody sock. A strip of duct tape around their mouths sealed the deal.

Merry threw her arms up dramatically. “Fine. Call Vlad.”

Fred shot her a look. “I don’t have his number. Do you?”

She kicked Brandon. He toppled over and moaned, still groggy from his concussion. “No. Why would I have his number? I just met the dude.”

He frowned and realized he desperately wanted this over and done with. “Can you call a friend?”

Merry responded acidly, “No, I can’t call a friend. That’s a horrible idea. Just give me a sec. I’ll call Vlad.”

“I thought you said you didn’t have his number?”

Merry grinned as she pulled out her tablet. “I don’t have it. But I can get it.”

Fred watched over her shoulder as she worked. At one point, she glanced at him and scowled. He backed off and studied his former clients who now seemed docile enough.

Terrance was pale from blood loss, but Fred had duct taped the bullet hole in his foot and was reasonably sure the thug would be fine. All three looked very uncomfortable. Knowing you were facing jail had that effect. So could having a rod shoved up your ass. Merry had a perverted sense of justice.

Or humor.

Maybe both.

“Vlad!” she lilted.

Fred could hear some muffled cursing.

“No, don’t hang up. I’m not a bill collector. It’s Merry. Yeah, Merry, from the you-know-what. We need you to come here—”

Vlad cut her off and Fred made out the words ‘stay here.’

“Don’t worry about that. We got them. They can’t set off the other bombs now. But we need you to pick us up. You wouldn’t happen to have a large air car, would you?”
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Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Downtown

 

Vlad didn’t have a large air car but he did have his own air car. That solved the problem of ridesharing.

Merry insisted on sitting on Jonah’s lap in the backseat. The pressure of her weight on him dramatically increased his discomfort. None of the three prisoners could sit very easily.

Merry and Vlad passed a joint back and forth as he drove. Once again, Fred opted out of the circle. He was still coming down from the gummies. He thought it was a particularly bad idea for a stoned professor to drive to the police station in a car with an ID Merry had disabled.

Vlad simply shrugged Fred’s complaints off. “I drive better stoned.”

The student knew that was bullshit, but the man wouldn’t let him drive on the same grounds. “What about that weed gummy? I don’t think so. At least I have a tolerance.” After spending a minute trying to convince him, Fred had little choice but to give in. It wasn’t like he could walk away.

Merry noticed Vlad eyeing her through the rear-view, jealousy in his eyes.

Merry laughed. “Don’t get jealous, Vlad. I’m only keeping him in his place. Besides, I can tell when a guy likes it. These other two might have hated it, but you secretly loved it. It’s okay. I won’t tell anyone.”

“What are you talking about?” Vlad called from the driver’s seat. Trying to appear unaffected. Then he repeated the question to Fred. “What is she talking about?”

A scowl crawled across Fred’s face. He shook his head and stared out the window. For the only time in his life, he couldn’t wait to get to the police station.

The car lowered at Vlad’s command, and when they hovered five feet above the entrance to the precinct, Merry opened the back door.

“Have fun in jail, boys. What I did is only the start of your backdoor adventures.”

She used both feet to kick Brandon out of the car. Terrance was a little more difficult given his bulk. Jonah was the easiest. She merely opened the door he leant against and let gravity do the rest.

Two cops ran out of the station toward the bombers as Merry called out, “Don’t forget to keep still!” She laughed maniacally as she shut the doors and Vlad drove away at full speed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Theron 9th Sector Precinct

 

The police station was quieter than normal. Most of the officers had been assigned to maintain one of the four bomb site cordons. Others were busy filling in patrol shifts for other precincts. Plus, there was the small issue of the bomb that had recently been disarmed.

Arrests were low across the board as the police had let smaller infractions slide during the crisis. A man accused of domestic violence now kicked his heels in holding, and a girl caught shoplifting a dress still waited to be booked after being held in a squad car until the crisis had passed.

No one in the donut room cared about the prisoners, though. The talk was all about the three battered young men who had been dropped off on their steps. The note pinned to the large wounded one read, We are the bombers. We’re sad little shits who need to be locked up. You can find all the evidence you need at four-three-oh-nine Arbash, surface level.

The call had already gone out and three patrols had arrived to investigate the scene.

Two traffic cops sat at a round table eating glazed donuts, while a third washed his hands and brought them up to speed. “So we take the big guy’s gag out, and he screams, ‘Get the bomb out of my ass.’”

The officer chuckled as he turned the sink off and dried his hands on a towel. “So you know, it falls to me. And I’m like, fuck, what are you going to do?” He walked to the table to grab a donut.

One of his audience grinned and swatted the storyteller’s hand away. “Better wash your hands again before touching those donuts, Linsen.”

He took the donut anyway. “I’ve already washed them three times. And I had gloves on.” He took a bite and continued talking while he chewed. “So, like I was saying, I inspect the area, and what do I pull out?”

“A bomb?” The second traffic cop guessed.

“A small metal rod. They didn’t have bombs up their asses. Whoever told them that was only fucking with them.”

The room erupted into laughter. One of the cops stomped his foot on the floor. “Serves them right. I had reservations at Barlin’s. Was gonna take Tawna there.” He elbowed his partner lightly in the side. “You know, that pretty brunette I met at the barbecue? Third date. But instead, I get called in for extra duty, and when I looked at her social feed, I saw a picture of her with another dude. Replaced, just like that,” he cried wistfully.

The other two laughed. Linsen spat out a chunk of half-chewed donut. This was what he liked most about being on the force. The camaraderie.

And the donuts.
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Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Block F, Student Residential Hall, Jayne’s Quarters

 

Jayne stumbled into her dorm room and collapsed face-first on the bed. Finally, she could rest.

“Uh…are you okay?”

Right. She had a roommate.

“Just need sleep,” Jayne muttered, rolling over to face…what was her name again?

Her roommate was dressed in a cream blouse and black skirt. She had done her makeup and wore pearl earrings. “I was heading out, but I’ll be sure to be quiet when I come home.” She blushed. “If I come home.” The girl grinned. She obviously planned to get some booty tonight. Good for her. Jayne could use some herself. Maybe from Blue Eyes.

But first, she needed sleep. As much as she could get. Six days. She would sleep for six days if no one bothered her.

“Anyway, I’m glad you’re still here,” her roommate continued. “I thought you might have dropped out or something after I hadn’t seen you in a while. We’ve gotta hang out sometime.”

“Totally,” Jayne replied, her voice flat and emotionless. She wasn’t deliberately trying to be a bitch. She was merely exhausted. Hanging out might be cool, but it depended on whether or not her roommate had a personality, of course. Some people simply had nothing to say. That always put Jayne to sleep. Then again, sleep sounded pretty good.

“Wish me luck.”

“Luck,” Jayne whispered as her roommate opened the door and headed out. When it closed, she forced herself to sit up and find her phone. She wanted to make a call before she forgot.

She punched in the number and waited. Alfonso picked up on the fourth ring. That was slow for him.

“Jayne?” Alfonso answered. “How’d it go? I’m assuming from the fact that you’re calling me and aren’t blown into a thousand pieces that it was as success. Tell me it was a success.”

“This is the ghost of Jayne. You failed me, and now I get to haunt you forever.” She laughed.

Alfonso laughed on the other end. “Oh, thank burning stars. You crazy bitch!”

“It was much harder than anything we did in the classrooms. I can’t tell you how many times I thought we were fucked, Alfy.”

“Thank the stars. I knew you’d be fine, but you know, I was worried. Bomb disarming was never one of your primary focuses of learning.”

Jayne rubbed her eyes which now began to close of their own accord. She might fall asleep talking at this rate. She smiled. Just like old times. “Mmn. Never understood why anyone would want that to be their specialty. Low life expectancy. Give me covert operations and high-risk strikes any day.”

Alfonso’s voice continued through the line. “Life expectancy is even lower when you don’t know what you’re doing. Sorry about how long it took to get you that intel. I had to break into Levitsky’s quarters to get it.”

“You what?” Jayne exclaimed, receiving a momentary burst of energy. “That’s crazy, Alfy. She is not someone to fuck with.”

“Tell me about it. Her bedroom is basically a sex dungeon.”

Jayne pushed herself up. “No! Are you serious? The Sapphire Heart Eater is an undercover freak?”

“Big time. Jayne, I snagged the info off her phone while she was there. It was a close call, and I’m not sure my life at the academy will be the same. Wait ʼtil you hear this.”
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3 Hours Earlier, Avalon Space Station, Espionage Academy, Levitsky's Quarters

 

Time slowed for Alfonso as he huddled behind the couch, waiting for Levitsky to move. His hiding spot was terrible, and he knew it. All it would take was a few steps forward and he’d be exposed.

But she hadn’t done that.

She merely stood there in the middle of the room.

Waiting.

There was a chance that if he didn’t move, she would shrug off whatever sixth sense had prompted her to step into her living room and look around. People gave themselves the creeps all the time. On the other hand, if she saw him, he was done for. There was a slim chance he might escape if he kept his back to her. That might at least evade identification.

No. She’s a master spy. I bet she could ID me from the way I move.

Waiting it was.

“I know you’re there,” Levitsky stated coolly.

Fuck this.

Alfonso jumped to his feet and ran for the door. Halfway there, he was hit from behind. He slammed into the floor and her weight landed on his back. She jammed a wet forearm against the back of his neck. One of her boobs pressed against the side of his head.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed, yanking his head to the side. The harshness evaporated the moment she saw his face. Confusion followed and finally, intrigue.

“Hey, Professor.” Alfonso tried to speak casually but having his neck pressed firmly into the ground made it more of a grunt.

The pressure disappeared as Levitsky released her target. “Alfonso?”

He staggered to his feet and brushed himself off while the professor walked to her desk. He wasn’t interested in her on account of her being, well…female, but she did have a nice figure. And she didn’t seem the least bit concerned that he had caught her naked.

Levitsky pressed a panel on the wall next to her work station. A small bar popped out. She poured herself a glass of whiskey and took a sip, then nodded to the bathroom. “Get my towel.”

With no real choice in the matter, Alfonso walked rigidly into the bathroom. It was only a matter of time before she called academy security, blackmailed him, or who knew what else. He tried not to show his nerves as he returned to the living room and held the towel toward the woman.

“Dry me off,” she ordered, taking another swig from her drink.

Well fuck. That was how she was gonna play it, huh? This might have been a fantasy for many of the cadets, but she wasn’t doing anything for him.

He held the towel in front of her and looked her in the eyes. “I don’t think this is appropriate.”

Levitsky’s eyes narrowed menacingly. “It’s not appropriate to break into a professor’s quarters either. And you’d better believe we’ll talk about that. But first….” She motioned to the towel.

Alfonso cringed internally and patted the towel against her.

“The chest too.”

He bit his lip and rubbed the towel over her breasts as quickly as possible. He’d hoped she’d let that slide.

“Careful!” she chided him. “I’ve got piercings. Stars, you’ll rip them out and give me rug burn drying me like that.”

Alfonso slowed down, practically massaging her breasts through the towel. After a couple of rotations of his hands, he pulled away, certain that she was dry.

“And between my legs.” A wicked smile played across her lips as she made the demand.

Alfonso balked. “Come on. That’s too much.”

Levitsky arched a brow and spread her legs to a wide stance. She said nothing, but the message was clear.

Alfonso threw the towel at her. It landed on her head. She sighed and lifted it from her face, then dabbed it between her legs.

“You’re not a cadet anymore, Alfonso. You’re free to fraternize with instructors now.”

That taboo had nothing to do with his reservations. “Well, Professor Levitsky—”

“Call me Ana. You seem nervous. Here, have a drink.” She dropped the towel, poured him a whiskey, and raised her own glass. “Cheers. To new horizons.”

Alfonso nodded and took a sip. The smooth burn felt good. It wasn’t surprising that she had the top-shelf stuff. “As I was saying, Ana, I’m still technically a cadet. I’m waiting on my placement.”

The professor judged him coolly. “You’re no fun, Alfonso. Younger women likely think you’re fun. I thought you’d be fun. I’ve seen you around the station, living it up. Maybe you’re scared of the big bad professor. Relax. I’m not the cunt everyone thinks I am. That’s merely part of the persona.”

She threw her glass back and finished the drink, set it down on the counter, and immediately poured herself another. “I get so bored here sometimes. On Fallgreeve, everyone fucks and parties all the time. It’s part of their culture.” She took another drink and studied him. When he didn’t respond, she sighed, picked up the towel, and wrapped herself in it.

“Better?” she asked, raising her arms high with her palms up in an exaggerated gesture.

Alfonso took another sip of his drink. “Yes. Thank you.”

Levitsky fell back into her desk chair, sloshing a small amount of her drink as the towel slid to her hips. She didn’t seem to notice. “Stars forbid a sexy, in her prime woman make a pass at you.” She took another drink and looked him square in the eyes. “So, now that we have failed at pleasure, let’s make a meager attempt at business. Why are you here? No bullshit.”

“It’s actually a very weird misunderstanding. The craziest thing –”

“I said no bullshit.”

Alfonso gulped. “I need intel on how to disarm a Torsa dirty selvanium bomb.”

She cocked her head in a challenging gesture. “I’m smelling bullshit. You could have simply asked me for that intel. Why’d you break into my quarters?”

Okay, so maybe the truth wasn’t the best answer. Too late to go back, though. “I told you why. There’s a series of dirty Selvanium bombs on Armaros, and I’ve been contacted with a request to provide intel on how to disarm them.”

“Hmmm…sounds weak. If you needed the intel, why didn’t you just ask me?”

“Plenty of reasons,” Alfonso began but paused to take another sip of his drink. “First, it’s classified. And like I said, I’m still technically a cadet. You can’t legally share that information with me, but I need it.”

“And second?” Levitsky asked, giving him that icy, condescending stare that made so many of her students call her a bitch.

“Second…” He really shouldn’t have indicated there was more than one reason. The classification status might have been enough to sell it. “You would have asked questions. Why do I need it? Who’s it for? Things I can’t answer and don’t want investigated.”

The professor twirled her chair in a slow circle until she rotated fully and faced him again. She tilted her head back and took stock of the cadet before her. “Your gal-pal Jayne Austin is selling her services on Armaros and needs the intel to disarm the bomb without blowing herself up.”

Everyone always said Levitsky was sharp. Alfonso felt his Adam’s apple give him away as he swallowed. “Well… Maybe.”

She leaned forward in her chair. “It was shit what they did to her. Canned for sleeping with a foreign agent? I can’t tell you how many foreign agents I slept with in my time in the Torsa system.” Levitsky smiled. “Actually, I can. I keep extensive records. I’ll add our little interaction to my files once you leave. Anyway, I submitted a formal objection to her dismissal. It won’t do her any good. But maybe, it will keep the brass from trying shit like this in the future. There were definitely some back-door dealings involved with that decision.”

Levitsky lowered her hands to her keyboard and typed in her password. Her optic monitor opened silently. She typed for a couple of seconds, then called Alfonso over. “Take out your phone. I’ll beam you the intel. She can have it. Us girls gotta be there for each other.”

Alfonso smiled and held the device up for the transfer. “Thank you. I didn’t realize you were so open-minded. I never should have broken in. Do you think this could be our little secret?”

The grin that spread across her face reminded him of a predator. “Sure, Cadet. Although…” She looked toward her bedroom. “I’m pretty sure you’ve been in my bedroom. Odds are you’ve got some dirt on me floating around the cloud now. So…before I let you go, I need some equally…deviant...dirt on you. Sound fair?”

Ice bloomed in Alfonso’s stomach and his entire body tensed. “I’m not interested in—”

Levitsky waved her hand at him. “Oh, don’t flatter yourself. I’m not going to fuck you. But I won’t pretend you haven’t seen—and likely copied—video of me doing…things I’d rather not have getting out. I merely need reassurance that you won’t do that. So you’re going to dress up like a rubber pony with a tail stuck in your ass and I’ll take pictures. That’s all.”

That’s all?

Burning stars, the things he did for friends.
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Armaros, Techcropolis, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Block F, Student Residential Hall, Jayne’s Quarters

 

A loud knock woke Jayne from a deep and dreamless sleep.

Her eyelids were still heavy and she had to blink several times before she could focus. It was dark out, but she didn’t know if that meant she’d only been asleep a short time or she’d slept for almost a full day. It didn’t matter. She could go back to sleep as soon as she told the person knocking on her door to fuck off.

She scrambled out of bed and padded across the floor to peer through the peephole. Merry stood there, gothier than normal, looking suspiciously up and down the corridor. Jayne groaned. The goth showing up meant she couldn’t go back to sleep. Not yet anyway.

“Hey, Jayne.” Merry beamed as the door opened. “I hope you don’t mind but I thought I’d drop by.” She strode in confidently and noted Jayne’s disheveled appearance. “Are you still wearing that same jumpsuit?”

She was. Jayne unzipped it and slipped out of the dirty, smelly outfit. “No.”

Merry laughed, sat on the bed, and pulled out a tablet. “I’ve got some stuff I want to show you.”

Great.

Jayne stepped into the bathroom. Her bladder was calling. It definitely had to have been a full day of sleeping. “Stars, Merry. I want to relax for a minute.”

Merry walked over and shut the bathroom door. “You couldn’t close the door before you went?”

“Does it prevent you from hearing me pee?” Jayne countered.

“No, but at least it’s a mental barrier. What did you drink, a keg? It sounds like you’re emptying a water reservoir in there.” Jayne didn’t respond. She finished up and dabbed dry, then joined the hacker.

“Okay, so what did you want to show me?” she demanded, a little more awake now.

Merry patted the bed. Jayne sat and looked at the screen.

“Logos,” her companion cried.

Yup. They were logos. Several different ones, all playing off the initials ISA.

“What am I looking at?”

“Logos,” she repeated.

Jayne rubbed her forehead. “Revision to previous question: why am I looking at logos? Why did you wake me up in the middle of the night to show me logos?”

Merry gave Jayne a sideways glance. “Middle of the night? It’s eight p.m., Jayne. And they’re the logos for our new spy agency.”

“Spy agency?” Jayne balked. Shock, the best waking aid in the world, yanked her to full consciousness. “Merry, why the hell would you think we’re a spy agency?”

“Because we should be one! We’ve got you, and you’re good at all the in-person stuff. And we’ve got me, and I’m good at all the computer stuff. Jayne, we could make serious money doing this.”

She was right. Merry pushed things considerably faster than Jayne had intended, but the thought of working with her and the others in a private money-making arrangement had occurred to Jayne throughout the crisis. They worked well together and their skill sets complemented one another.

“If we do this, I have to be the boss, Merry. I’ll defer to you in matters of hacking, but business and client decisions need to be made by me.”

She bobbed her head up and down enthusiastically. “Fine by me. I figured it would be that way anyway.”

“I won’t be able to pay you jack until we make money,” Jayne continued. “And I don’t have any credits to bankroll this.”

“You don’t need to pay me right away, and don’t worry about drumming business up! I’ve set up a page on XaaS and we’ve already got inquiries coming in.”

“What? Already? How?”

Clearly proud of herself, Merry admitted, “I may or may not have hinted that we had something to do with apprehending the bombers. Nothing too blatant that we could have to answer for, but enough to paint the picture.”

So long as she didn’t have to answer for the past few days, Jayne was fine with that. She pointed to the screen. “So what’s ISA, then?”

“Interstellar Spy Agency. Look, I printed cards.” She pulled out a small stack of cards from her purse.

Interstellar Spy Agency

Counter Intelligence Expert

“Hmmm…” Interstellar was okay, but not entirely accurate. It suggested that they could operate between star systems. “What about Interplanetary Spy Agency instead?”

“What? No!” Merry bounced agitatedly up and down. “I already printed the cards out. And interstellar sounds bigger. More exciting. Unlimited scope!”

“Yeah, but that’s not really a good thing for a new agency,” Jayne countered. “Interplanetary is still big but not overwhelming. We won’t get bogged down in Torsa bullshit and there’s less pressure.”

“When you say ‘less pressure’ I hear ‘less vision’, ‘less opportunities’. I hear ‘less clients’.” Merry’s mania began to take over, and she gestured emphatically with each sentence.

Jayne held her hands up. This really wasn’t something she felt able to argue at that moment. “We’ll figure it out. But either way, we need to work our way up. If we take on something too big, we’ll fall flat on our faces and our reputation will be ruined before we’ve even had a chance to build any credibility.”

“Fine. We’ll start off a little slow. Not too slow, though,” Merry insisted. She leaned conspiratorially toward her new partner. “Now, what should our slogan be?”

Marketing wasn’t exactly Jayne’s remit. “Uh… Helping the helpless?”

“For money,” Merry added quickly. “We can’t make it seem like we’re a charity.”

She was right. Helping people pro bono might be possible down the road. But right now, making money was the main point of their enterprise, especially if they wanted to sustain the business.

“’Helping the helpless for money.’ I don’t know if that’s a good slogan or not, but it’s a good internal motto.” Jayne raised her fist high in the air. “Long live the Interplanetary Spy Agency!”

Merry followed suit. “May the ISA reign forever!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, In the Air Downtown

 

The taxi driver was a chatty one, and to Jayne’s irritation, he didn’t take her complete lack of interest as a sign to stop talking. She stared out the window and tried to tune him out.

He babbled away regardless.

“So, by th’time I get th’mayor to th’hotel, he’s passed out drunk. Now, ordinarily…”

Jayne tuned him out. The day was sunny and the green sky clear. At least it was up there. They’d ascended past the smog levels and were now in the upper half of the city. It rarely got hazy with pollution this high up unless it was a particularly bad day.

The architecture of the megascrapers really stood out at these levels. Not a single building was a simple square or rectangle. There were thick spires, rotating round buildings, and octagons with open insides that housed private parks and stadiums. Even the most basic buildings had a curved side with balconies. That was a common element: balconies. The higher up you went, the fancier they became. Many opened to gardens, parks, ponds, and even private bridges that led to fake beaches – hover beaches.

At this level, though, most were simple. A grill, a patio table, and maybe a hot tub. Nice, but not exceedingly luxurious.

They cruised past a circular glass skyscraper. Jayne saw hundreds of people hard at work in various offices. She cringed at the thought of working with such a lack of privacy. The name of the corporation scrolled across the building in a thin ring. Dathakuch Projections. The building beside it was headquarters for another company she’d never heard of called Entition. She had no clue what they did or what they made, but at least their walls were solid. She could only see the window offices. The rest were private, as all building interiors should be. Then again, the glass did make it easier for surveillance, which was good for business.

Jayne knew she’d be there someday, but for now, she was thankful. She couldn’t wait to arrive at her new office. Something about it gave her a sense of confidence. A barrier against anyone who would try to discredit her. “Oh, you don’t believe I’m a spy? Think again, because I have an office!” She giggled at the thought. Despite her excitement, her endless desire for more crept into the back of her mind. One of these days, she’d own an entire floor in the latter type of building. A headquarters for the solar system’s best spy agency. Yes, that sounded nice. She pulled out her tablet and pinged a quick query on the price of a floor in this region and altitude.

The number that came back seemed fictional. Three hundred million credits for a floor. Hats off to Entition and Dathakuch for being able to afford that, whatever they are.

So maybe not a floor. Maybe a small two-room suite.

She queried the price for one in her tablet.

Nope, not a two room suite. Not in this part of town at this altitude. A janitor’s closet, maybe. She and Merry could share it with the janitor. They could give him sex favors in exchange for keeping their presence secret. Hopefully he’d be a sexy janitor.

Jayne sighed and ran the numbers for paying the hacker a livable wage. Three thousand credits a month. It was a shit salary and Merry deserved much more. But they had just launched their business and had zero capital. In fact, they were already in debt. They needed clients, and they needed them soon. And the clients needed to be willing to pay a premium price for their services. Small two-hundred-fifty-credit-a-day jobs wouldn’t cut it. They’d be stuck doing shit like tracking down cheating spouses. No thank you. ISA aimed for the top-level jobs, the ones that maximized Jayne and Merry’s skill sets and paid the most. Ideally, they’d align with her moral compass too. But as an Academy spy, she was trained to be flexible on that front. Everything was a shade of gray. What mattered most was your side coming out on top while staying on the lighter side of the gray spectrum.

If you could.

Jayne closed her eyes and rested her head against the window. Maybe she was crazy for starting a company with Merry. There was no guarantee of success at all.

“So Gevin goes to pay for th’next round, and his chip declines.”

The cabby simply wouldn’t stop talking.

“He swears up and down that he had a few hundred credits in his account, but we all laugh, giving him a hard time. I pick up th’tab for that round, ʼcause I’m that kinda guy, and we keep drinking, thinking nothing of it. A couple of days later, we all get a memo. One of Gevin’s fares had hacked his account and drained his funds.”

The cabby burst into hitching, wheezy laughter. Jayne hadn’t paid attention earlier, so she wasn’t sure when all this took place, but she was pretty sure she knew who’d done the deed.

“Now we all gotta pay some company to secure our cabs, but at least it won’t happen again.”

“Did you get this cab secured?” she asked.

It didn’t seem like he did. The jack in the center console was still accessible to her. She might not be a Merry-level hacker, but she had her chops. If she jacked in, she could rip his account to shreds just like she did with Gevin’s.

“Oh, yeah, they did all sorts of things. No one’s getting my money. That’s for damn sure.”

He was lucky.

They reached Jayne’s destination mere seconds after she’d decided she would jack into his cab and drain his assets. Just to prove a point, of course. Plus, it could have helped to pay Merry and cancel the debt they’d already accrued. Ah well. Maybe next time.

“Here we are,” the cabby stated before finally going silent.

The cab had parked at the port of an old, wide stone building with gargoyles and arches decorating the exterior. At level forty-five, they weren’t as high up as Jayne would have preferred, but a quick glance showed her that for today at least, the smog ended ten levels or so below. A perfectly acceptable, if not fancy, place to have an office.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Level 45, Malicarsh Building

 

As the cab pulled away, Jayne took in her new surroundings. She’d spend a lot of time here now. Well, more in the office, but she still wanted to have a solid understanding of the building.

The port was large, and even though dozens of air cars parked there, it looked mostly empty. The building clearly used to be more popular. A bar on the left side of the building looked out onto the rest of the city, or at least what little city could be seen in a metropolis full of megascrapers and smog.

A large pink neon sign buzzed above the establishment. Berty’s Beer Bar. There was even a yellow neon mug of beer next to the name. It might look appealing at night, but with the sun out, the sign looked a little sad.

A series of restaurant balconies jutted out in semi-circles to the right. It was a little after lunch and most of the tables were empty. None of the restaurants were accessible from the outside. A quick glance at the bar confirmed that it had an exterior entrance. Good to know. A place where people didn’t need to check in with the building security before entering could be good for meetings.

A pleasant female voice broadcast across the port through a system of hidden speakers. “The pollution will dissipate down to the nineteenth level today, so get those bikinis out, girls. This hasn't happened naturally since late last year when the local sky beaches saw a record number of visitors. Low-levelers better get their sun while they can, though, because the clear skies won’t last long. Due to drought conditions, the mayor has decreed that there will be minimal pollution-clearing sprays every three weeks from now until the rains return. If this year’s anything like the drought six years ago, we all know how long that can take. So, check your smog spray calendar and dress appropriately if you’re going to be lower than level twenty-five any time after this week.”

While level forty-five was only moderately above the smog zone, it did have the benefit of being a transport level. The city required that feature every fifteen levels, all buildings had exterior bridges, stairs, and elevators that led up and down to the next transport level as well as to all adjacent buildings. The result was a hub of activity at levels thirty, forty-five, sixty, seventy-five, ninety, and so on up until the hundreds, where most buildings ended. Level fifteen also had transport levels, but as it was perpetually smog-shrouded, fewer people lived and ventured down where everything happened under the cover of thick pollution.

The bridges of the Malicarsh Building all sloped gently. Jayne hadn’t checked into the history of the building, but she had the feeling that back whenever it was built, it had been a statement of luxury, an enormous stone structure with gargoyles, fountains, and tall ceilings. Even the floor was marble. Time had clearly passed the building by, but it still maintained a modicum of its original austerity.

Jayne approached the entrance. There was nothing more for her to see outside. A security guard stood at the arched double doors and she was pleased to see that, as she had thought, it lacked a full-body scanner. Her presence might be trackable, but at least she could come and go without having to worry about being detained for carrying guns or knives or bombs or any other illegal items Jayne was excited to play with.

She pulled out the building ID badge Merry had given her and held it up for the guard. He nodded and she strode past him into the building. No ID scanning, no signing in, nothing. Maybe her presence wouldn’t be tracked after all.

It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior of the building after having been outside for so long. The tall ceilings were easily twelve feet high and gave the lobby a cavernous feeling. Soft yellow lighting glowed from dozens of hidden sources but even after her eyes adjusted, it was still dim.

Wall sconces lit up tile murals of kings and queens and a lush landscape, but who those royals actually were and where their surroundings existed, Jayne had no idea. It was probably homage to Armaros history, in which case the royals were thousands of years dead along with the fertile landscape. What was left of the planet was heavily damaged by planetary pollution. Corporate farms had staked out massive swaths of land for their livestock to graze, but the grass was pumped full of chemicals and the animals were engineered to grow to full size quickly before they inevitably became cancer stricken.

Jayne spared a quick glance at the interior entrance of the bar before walking across the marble floor toward the food court on the right. The balconies made the restaurants look classy from the outside, but the inside revealed little more than cheap fast food joints. Jayne hoped there were some nicer restaurants nearby. Otherwise, she’d have to be careful not to pack on fast-food weight.

After walking from one end of the enormous lobby to the other, Jayne headed down the passage to the offices. From what she could gather, the stairs at either end of the lobby serviced every level along with the elevator. Counting the port, that made three ways to leave or enter the building. More, if she considered the other ports. Plenty of avenues for escape but as many easy ways in, too. She’d have to be careful not to store anything valuable there, at least until she had a good security system in place with a high quality safe.

She traversed a narrow hallway and followed a series of signs that led to the suite. The building’s maze-like layout could prove useful in the event of an attack if she tinkered with the signs. She passed a variety of offices on her pilgrimage before finally reaching her corridor.

Her office door had a single window frontage.

The door across the hall read MSO—My Significant Other: Discreet Social Interactions for Hire.

Great, I’m right across from an escort agency, Jayne thought derisively.

The door to MSO opened, and out stepped an Adonis, muscled and tall with dark hair and big brown eyes. He wore a blazer and a pair of dark blue jeans. Jayne’s brain turned to jelly. He raised an eyebrow and nodded to her. Jayne couldn’t help cracking a smile, but then the man stepped nonchalantly past and down the hall.

Jayne exhaled an explosive breath and shook her head, smiling.

One hottie and you forget what you’re doing and all your training? Good job, superspy.

She accessed the key panel and punched in her new code. The door was made of a dark wood with a translucent glass top panel with gold stenciling that read: ISA. It was a tad vague and she had considered listing the company’s full name, but they’d never really settled on whether they were Interplanetary or Interstellar Spy Agency.

Plus, discretion had its benefits.

A small waiting room was dim and devoid of furniture, but the stone walls and hardwood floor lent it a respectable and safe image. Off to one side, an open door led to a small bathroom. Another door led to an adjoining conference room.

A third door on the opposite wall opened into a short hallway with two doors on either side at the end. She peeked right into a shelf-lined room with pegs on the walls giving it the distinct impression of a workshop. The other door opened into a cozy office with its own window that overlooked the city. This would definitely be the main space —add a good desk, a couple of chairs, a dry bar, and maybe a coat rack, and it would be perfect.

The hardwood floor had charm but had clearly seen some use. Scratches, divots, and sticky stains marred its surface. It would need a little work. Whoever the previous tenant had been, they’d gone with old and expensive rather than the new lasts-forever flooring preferred by so many companies.

Jayne tried lifting the window but it refused to budge. A quick glance confirmed that it was unlocked and wasn’t painted shut. She’d have to fix whatever held it closed. After all, a nice breeze would make all the difference, especially for the countless joints she could count on Merry smoking.

A knock at the front door distracted her from her inspection. Maybe the handsome god wanted to say hello? She straightened her new black blouse and adjusted her cleavage for maximum effect, then strode across the empty space to answer.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, ISA Office, Level 45

 

Jayne opened the front door of her new office and stepped into the hallway before closing the door behind her. Allowing someone into an office with no furniture could only hurt her reputation.

They’d get plenty of furniture. Eventually.

Unfortunately the person she brushed up against wasn’t the MSO god. Instead, she was face to face with a tall, skinny woman with her hair in a bun. The visitor sputtered in surprise at Jayne’s sudden appearance. They were uncomfortably close and Jayne could smell the mint on the woman’s breath.

Rather than take the initiative, she simply arched an inquisitive eyebrow.

The woman took a hasty step back. “Hello. I sent a query about a…situation? I was told to come here.” Uncertainty rang through her voice. This would be one of the potential clients Merry had told her about. The company had literally just opened their doors and they already had people banging on them. A good sign for a business. Whatever marketing Merry had done for them was obviously working.

Jayne leaned back against her office door and crossed her arms. “You’ve come to the right place. We deal in fixing ‘situations’ of all kinds. What’s your name?”

“Cara Addison. I’m on the board for Wazerfetch Extracorporated. Are you…the assistant?”

Oh, this bitch.

Jayne plastered a saccharine smile onto her face. “Ma’am, I’m the lead agent for ISA. If you’re looking to talk about an important and sensitive issue, I’m your woman. Don’t let my age fool you.”

Cara blushed at her faux pas. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just…can we maybe have this meeting inside? I feel rather exposed out here in the hallway.”

Jayne pushed away from the door and stepped down the hallway. “Good idea. There’s a bar downstairs. You can tell me all the details over a drink.”

The woman rushed to keep up. “But it’s only ten in the morning,” she called out.

Jayne shrugged. “So get a beer.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Berty’s Beer Bar

 

There was a time when Albert’s Dance Hall was a popular place for a nice young fella to take a nice young lady. Couples would watch live music performed by some of the city’s best musicians, get drunk on champagne, make out in a booth, and shake a leg on the dance floor.

Back then, soft, cozy yellow lighting and tuxedoed servers filled the joint, which was dress-code enforced. Suits and dresses and no exceptions. It was swanky, and the bill matched.

Then, newer and hipper places opened. Over the years, fewer people went to Albert’s, it made less money, and they could no longer afford the best musicians. Eventually they dropped the dress code. What was left was a decent drinking hole for locals. Albert wasn’t thrilled with the decline of his once grand establishment, but he was practical and did what needed to be done. He put tables over what was once the dance floor and changed the name to Berty’s Beer Bar. Then he shot six people and fled the planet. But that’s another story, and those people had it coming, anyway.

Or at least that’s what all the patrons said in their police interviews.

These days, the bar was in pretty rough shape. The wooden tables were wobbly and defaced with carvings. Faded and poorly patched upholstery gave the booths along the walls a shabby look. Pink light and a variety of neon beer signs lit the entire service counter from overhead tracks. The bar itself was a long semi-circle that stretched the entirety of one wall. Despite the early hour, half a dozen people sat on stools, drinking and chatting to the bartender, a stocky middle-aged man with a long scar across one cheek. Money and a quick trip to the doctor could easily remove it, yet there it was. Maybe it was less about the look, and more about the message a scar gets across.

When Jayne and Cara stepped inside, a few heads turned to observe them. One of the patrons elbowed the guy sitting next to him with a leering grin and muttered to his fellow drunkard. The man barked out a harsh laugh but made no reply.

“This looks a little seedy.” Cara’s face scrunched up in a half frown, her upper teeth visible as she looked at the blacked windows.

“It’s fine,” Jayne assured her. “I come here all the time. It’s the perfect location to hold informal meetings without attracting too much attention. Come on. Let’s get a seat.”

Despite having lied about being there before, the place did seem like a good spot for a quiet chat. The bartender gave her a querying look, but she ignored him as she headed to the booths.

She could smell the liquor on the drunks. They didn’t look ragged, though. Their clothing was clean and they all seemed fairly recently groomed. Most likely they were graveyard shift workers unwinding after a long and boring night on the job.

As Jayne passed the one who’d leered at her earlier, a hand squeezed her ass, getting a good feel. Jayne rocketed her elbow up and back. It smashed into the lecher’s temple and he collapsed onto the counter with a loud thump. She kept moving. After all, she had a case to hear.

“Ah, what the hell, Clayton? You already out?” The gruff bartender nudged the pervert, who didn’t move. “All right. I expect the rest of you to drink extra today to make up for nap-time over here. My alimony won’t pay itself.” The drunks grumbled and kept drinking. None of them noticed or cared how Clayton had passed out.

Jayne took the booth in the back corner with the best view of the bar. Clara slipped in and sat across from her. “That was…quite something,” She leaned across the table and whispered to Jayne. “You did strike that man, didn’t you?”

Jayne smirked. “Yeah. I sure did.”

Cara’s eyes widened. “Why?”

Jayne shrugged. “He grabbed my ass, and my ass wasn’t in the mood. Sometimes it is in the mood, don’t get me wrong. He’s just not my type.”

The woman smiled and nodded in agreement.

Jayne pulled out a small chrome pack of Red Steel Cigarettes from her pocket. Underneath the logo of a glowing steel rod, the package read: All the pleasure of a natural cigarette with none of the health risks.

She opened the top and pulled one of the cigarettes a quarter of the way out until it snapped into place. Cara looked on as she set the open package on the middle of the table.

“What’s that?” Cara asked.

“Privacy.” Jayne opened her tablet and read the device’s report. There were three bugs in the room. One was the type used by the police thirty years ago, most likely left behind after a surveillance operation. Another was registered to the bar, probably for security and to ID trouble makers. The third device was mid-grade black-market and likely secretly installed by someone looking to overhear some juicy information. Jayne shut them all down with a tap of her finger.

“I know I shouldn’t say this from a negotiation standpoint, but I admit I’m impressed.”

A blonde cocktail waitress emerged from a back room to take their orders. She looked groggy and her voice was a little slurred.

“Hellooo, ladies… What can I get for you today?”

“Whiskey, on the rocks. Not rotgut, but you don’t have to reach for the heavens either.”

The waitress nodded. “Our finest whiskey for the lady.” She turned to Cara

“Uh, I have to get back to work after this. So…water?”

The waitress shrugged. “Water it is.” She shambled toward the bar.

Jayne leaned back against the upholstery, stretching her arms across the top in both directions. “All right. Let’s get to it. What’s the job?”

“Over the past eight months, we’ve seen several of our top-secret prototypes ripped off by various competitors before we’ve even announced them or released any information. Fortunately, none of the projects have taken off. But, if a bestseller product is stolen before we go to market, we could be out hundreds of millions of credits in potential profit.”

The pink neon haze from the Old Timer Beer sign reflected in Cara’s eyes as Jayne took a moment to gather her thoughts. “How do you know your competitors have ripped the prototypes off?”

The waitress interrupted, placing their drinks with a heavy thud and sloshing some of the contents. “Any food?”

“No thanks. Just the drinks,” Jayne answered. Cara shook her head. The server retreated to the back room and left the pair to talk. Cara took a swig of her water and looked intently at Jayne.

“This stays between us.”

Jayne nodded her understanding.

“To put it simply, we have spies in other companies. We’ve identified six leaked prototypes based on their reports. The problem is we don’t know who’s leaking them. We’re pretty sure we know how, though.”

Jayne sipped her whiskey and cringed, and she had to fight not to spit it out. “Rotgut She fucking gave me rotgut.”

“Do you want some of my water?”

She dismissed the offer with a wave of her hand. “You have a mole or moles in your company. You need them found. I can find them.”

Cara sighed. “Good. My contact said you could get the job done, but I was a little unsure since you’re, uh, new. I can definitely say I’m sold on you now, though. You clearly know what you’re doing.”

“Your contact?” Jayne grimaced as she took another swig of her whiskey.

“He’s on the police force so I can’t give a name.” Cara leaned halfway across the table and lowered her voice to a hush. “He says you’re a Federal agent and this is a cover. You’ll still do the job though, right?”

A smile danced across Jayne’s lips as the other woman leaned back in her seat. People were putting together half-truths and forming their own lies. In other words, they were doing half the work for her. “I’ll get the job done. Don’t you worry about that.”

She used her tablet to send a quick message to Merry. Of course, her poker face remained firmly in place.

What’s a normal agency charge for exposing a mole?

Need to know how much to charge Miss Moneybucks.

Cara didn’t seem the least disturbed by Jayne’s action. “I know you might be a…you know, but I can only pay you as much as we do normal agencies. It’s all accounted for in the budget and there’s not really much I can do about that sort of price.”

Jayne chuckled. “Oh, I’m sure there’s plenty you can do about it, Miss Board Member. But don’t worry. I won’t gouge you.”

A small green light flashed on the tablet.

They’re a big-ass corporation.

Don’t settle for less than thirty-K credits.

“Thirty-five thousand credits. You and I both know that’s a fair deal for what you’re asking.”

Cara nodded. “I can do that.”

“Half up front,” Jayne added.

She nodded again. “Not a problem.”

“Plus daily expenses of…” Jayne paused for a brief moment, calculating how much it would cost for her and Merry to eat out at nice restaurants for five days. “One hundred credits a day. And if we get this done within a week, we get a ten percent bonus.”

Cara blinked in surprise. “A week? That fast? I figured it would take a month. But then, you are a…okay. Your expenses and the bonus are most certainly acceptable.”

The spy reached her hand across the table. “Great. Then we have a deal.”

They shook hands.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Level 45, Malicarsh Building, ISA Offices

 

Jayne opened the front door of her company’s new offices to find Merry lying on her belly and staring at her tablet in the middle of the empty waiting room. From the tinny speakers on the front of the tablet, Jayne could hear the distinct sounds of sexual intercourse.

“Seriously, Merry? More porn?”

She looked up and grinned. “Not porn, my friend. It’s surveillance.”

Jayne made her way to the middle of the room and crouched down to see the action on the screen. “Who are we spying on and why?”

Merry zoomed in on the man’s face in the footage. He was middle-aged, tall with grey hair, and handsome. Merry watched Jayne expectantly.

She shrugged. “Who’s this supposed to be?”

Merry whispered, “It’s the mayor. And look. That’s coke on the table. And whoever he’s fucking sure isn’t his wife. I’m waiting to get a good look at her face. I bet it’s like a reporter or an assistant. Something like that.”

Whoever the girl was, she had an incredible body. “I bet she’s an escort,” Jayne added. “But that’s beside the point, Merry. We have work to do.”

She stood as the girl muted the video. “We got the job?” Merry asked.

“You knew we did before I even walked in the door.”

Merry’s brow furrowed. “No, I didn’t. I’m not, like, a fortune teller. Sure, I believe in your abilities and all that, but there’s no way to know for sure a client will—.”

“You’re a hacker with a supreme lack of boundaries. You’re telling me you haven’t hacked my bank account to actively monitor it?”

Blood rushed to Merry’s cheeks. “Well, you know. It’s protection. Someone else could hack your account, and without me monitoring it…” She couldn’t meet Jayne’s knowing gaze. “Okay, so I hacked it. But I was busy watching porn—I mean, doing surveillance—and I didn’t know we got the job. I figured we probably would when you texted asking for rates, though.”

Jayne rolled her eyes. “You watch too much porn, Merry. Anyway, we got the job and we need to get to work. The client suspects it’s an inside job, so we need a list of who can access their top-secret data and I need you to figure out how they’re doing it.”

Merry rolled onto her back and looked at her partner. “And what will you do while I do all the work?”

Jayne smiled. “Look at porn.”

 

+++

 

Wazerfetch Extracorporated Building, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The night sky provided no cover in a megacity brimming with bright lights. The octagon that housed Wazerfetch Extracorporated building blazed like a beacon of light with its mirrored windows and glowing outline. Not the kind of place someone could sneak into unseen.

With a little help from Merry, Jayne decided to try the front door.

A yellow Speed Courier air-truck docked in the port on the sixtieth floor. The driver wore the uniform-issue yellow short-sleeved collared shirt, matching shorts, and cap. In the passenger seat, Jayne wore the same outfit with a purple wig under the hat. The damned shorts gave her a camel-toe that no amount of adjusting seemed to rectify.

“Why are these shorts so damn clingy? It’s like they’re vacuum sealed on.” Brett, the delivery man they’d bribed earlier, didn’t know any of the details of the job and didn’t care to. The extra eighty credits for a few minutes’ work was sufficient to get him on board. “If these shorts bother me, I can’t imagine how they feel on you. Don’t you find them uncomfortable?”

He grunted and switched the vehicle into park mode. “I don’t mind so much. It’s kind of nice showing your… package.” He laughed at the horrible pun.

Almost involuntarily, Jayne glanced at Brett’s package which was thankfully hidden under his gut. She opened the door and stepped out.

“Wait ten minutes and then take off. Unless things go to shit, I won’t catch a ride back with you. Enjoy the eighty credits. We’ll hit you up if we need to use you again.”

She slammed the door and carried a medium-sized brown package to the security gate where the night guard played a game on his tablet.

“Delivery for level seventy,” Jayne announced.

He startled and juggled the device in his hands. With his grip secured, he tapped the screen and paused the game.

“ID?” he asked, holding up a small black scanner.

Jayne pulled her lanyard with her Speed Courier ID badge from under her shirt. The man scanned it and his gizmo flashed green and beeped approval. She expected as much, but she hadn’t been one hundred percent certain that Merry’s homemade badge would work.

“Okay, step into the body scanner and when it’s done, walk into the middle of the lobby. Drop your package off at the front desk. Make sure they scan it in. Sometimes, they forget.”

It was dark inside the body scanner. The machine made a soothing whooshing sound as it spun around her, taking invasive video of her and the package.

As part of her training back at the academy, Jayne had visited one of the body scanner surveillance nodes. Hundreds of people in cubicles perused x-ray video of people in thousands of different locations. Footage of that person naked through various body scanners over the years was saved in individual folders. While it could, if stolen, be used for blackmail, the government used the info for security, tracking, and in the case of wanted criminals, finding identifying features. Such as a mole on a dick, she reminded herself.

As she stepped out of the body scanner and into the lobby, Jayne pressed a button on her tablet.

The power shut off, casting the lobby into darkness.

“What the fuck?” the front-desk receptionist complained.

Jayne wasted no time. She lowered her night-vision sunglasses from the brim of the Speed Courier hat and crept silently to the staircase. With the power out, the security locks on the staircase door were disengaged, a safety measure in case of an emergency. She opened the door, snuck inside, and closed it behind her.

The lights and surveillance camera for only the sixtieth floor of the staircase were out, creating a small blind spot. Jayne opened the package and withdrew the contents—a few small digital devices in a leather case, a big black purse, and an outfit very similar to what Cara had worn.

Quickly, she stripped and shoved the bundle of discarded clothing into the purse. Working against the clock, she didn’t bother with underwear or socks and slipped into a long black skirt, threw on a cream blouse with frilly buttons, and pushed her feet into a pair of heels. She ripped the package wrapper and crammed the small pieces into the oversized purse as well, hiding all trace of her arrival.

Jayne ascended to the seventieth level and the security door that led inside. She retrieved the leather case from the purse and found a small magnetic button. The tiny device clicked against the door’s badge reader which flashed green as the door released with a click. She pushed the door open, snagged the magnetic button from the reader, and stepped inside.

The overhead lights throughout the floor were out, but the power was most definitely on. Screensavers of glittering rainbows and flying fish danced across optic monitors and exit signs glowed overhead. Jayne followed the route she had memorized as part of her preparation, then opened a door and stepped into an unmonitored closet. She pulled out a burner phone and dialed Merry.

“I’m in.” She couldn’t help but smile. “I’ve always wanted to say that.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Wazerfetch Extracorporated Executive Offices, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

“Good. The rest is easy. Do what I say, and we make that money. You want to celebrate afterward by hiring some of those MSO hotties and getting an upper-level hotel room?”

“I know you’re joking,” Jayne answered, “but it’s not a half bad idea. What do I do next? I’m crammed into a janitor’s closet with gross mops and a smelly bucket of black water and ammonia.”

“Put your earpiece in so you can hear me and put your tablet away.”

Jayne jammed the device into her ear and shoved the tablet in the purse. Time to stick to the plan.

With the wig, the outfit, and the fake nose, they wouldn’t be able to ID her physically if they reviewed the security footage. “Merry, explain to me again how their ID system works.

Merry piped in through the earpiece. “Only you would want a tutorial on security programming right now. Let that wait. All you need to know is that if you speak, they’ll ID you through voice recognition. Just follow my instructions and we’ll have you out of there in no time. Okay?”

Jayne responded by opening the closet door and stepping into the hallway.

“All right,” Merry continued. “I’m watching you through Wazerfetch’s surveillance feed. Go down the hallway to the fourth door on the left.”

The door was made of metal and Jayne could hear the whir of cooling fans behind it. A security panel was mounted on the wall beside the door knob.

“Place the green magnetic button on the panel. Make sure it’s the green one, not the black one you used earlier, which would trigger the alarm.” Merry paused, waiting for Jayne to comply.

The security panel beeped green and the latch clicked open.

“You’re a go, but leave the button on the security panel until you exit. If you remove it, the alarm will sound.”

Jayne stepped inside. Blue light illuminated the rows of optic servers stacked on shelves.

“Those will all be labeled. Find one with the label RH-one-eighty and bond your data stick to it.”

Jayne’s gaze scanned identical black boxes with small glowing blue power lights. None had labels. She noted the security camera stationed in the upper corner of the ceiling and shrugged.

“Burning stars, my info said they had labels. Nothing like paying good money for bad intel. That’s okay. It simply means more work for me.” Merry huffed her irritation. “Place the stick against any server. I’ll jump through the extra hoops to get full access to their systems.”

Jayne placed the data stick against the nearest server. It immediately adhered and got to work.

“Okay, that’s the key. I’m inside. Now let me…” Merry trailed off, and Jayne waited.

The academy trained cadets to be patient. It was an important attribute in many missions. Whatever the gig, spies had to learn to wait calmly. Impatience, frustration and acting before the time was right could blow a mission.

Minutes passed and eventually, Merry muttered in her ear, “Got it. There’s a data tap on a VP’s optic board. That’s your leak. Leave the server room and close the door behind you.”

She complied without question. Though Jayne was the boss, following the directions of a handler was a key part of successful missions.

“Good. While you were in there, I locked the security system. Take the green button off the security pad, there won’t be any alarm. Then head back the way you came. At the second juncture, turn left.”

Merry’s directions led her to the offices of Pontus Filten, Vice President of Emerging Technology. There were no security pads on his door, so she simply opened it and slipped inside.

“You should find a data stick or something similar attached to his optic monitor.”

The front and back were clear, but on the bottom, Jayne spotted a thin data stick. She turned to the security camera in the office and gave a thumbs-up.

“Turn his computer off and remove the stick.”

Jayne pressed the power button for five seconds until the optic monitor shut down. She snagged the slim device and held it up for the camera to see.

“Hold it against the tablet I gave you. It’s protected and will copy everything on there to a secure folder. Once that’s done, replace it and turn the optic monitor back on.”

In less than a minute, the data had copied to the tablet and she completed Merry’s instructions.

“Great,” her partner said crisply. “Now all you have to do is leave and come back to the office. Then we say hello to the MSO boys.”

Jayne smiled at the fantasy and followed directions to the elevator. She rode it down to the thirtieth floor where the front-desk receptionist paid her no attention. Once at the port, she ordered an air-cab with her tablet and headed back to meet Merry.

 

+++

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, Level 45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

It was nearly four a.m. when Jayne arrived at their empty offices. The lights were on but her partner was missing from her normal spot in the middle of the waiting room floor.

“Merry?”

“In here.”

She shut the front door and turned. Merry sat on the toilet with the bathroom door open, staring at the tablet on her lap.

Jayne set her oversized, stuffed-to-the-gills purse down and crossed her arms disapprovingly. “I swear to the seven dead stars of Trajar, if you’re masturbating with the door open, we’ll have a serious talk about porn addiction and when and where a little me-time is appropriate. Here’s a hint. It always involves closing the door.”

As she grabbed the bathroom door and began to shut it, Merry waved her hands in the air, gesturing for her to stop. “I’m not masturbating. I’m working. This is technically the only chair in our office. You’ve got a dirty mind, Jayne.”

Jayne glanced at the shorts and panties bunched around Merry’s ankles. “You know, I might believe you if your underwear wasn’t on the floor.”

Merry’s cheeks turned crimson, her eyes flared, and she pursed her lips. Setting the tablet on the nearby sink, she squeezed her legs together and shimmied her underwear and shorts back up. “You’re my boss. I could sue you for sexual harassment.”

“I could fire you for inappropriate conduct.”

“It wasn’t inappropriate I assure you there was no masturbating going on. I was digging deep into our turncoat VP and I had to pee. When I finished, I was completely zoned into tablet land and forgot everything else. It happens.”

The hacker grabbed her tablet and turned so Jayne could see a file with Filten’s face on it full of notes, tabs, and links. “As a matter of fact, I am. Very busy. Hidden data doesn’t magically appear, you know. But, thanks to me, the case is solved.”

Motes of dust floated in the dim light as Jayne’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. “It’s solved? Already? We just started.”

“And now it’s time to celebrate,” Merry sang the words, wiggling and bumping her hips against Jayne’s. “Mr. Filten here rips the data from his company using the data stick you found under his optic monitor. He then goes home to his four-story—four stories and a pool—condo on the ninety-third level of the Danston/McMay building. And this is really stupid of him, but…he uploads the data to his personal optic board before sending it out to his buyers over at, dun dun dun duh! The Axelsen Agency.”

As Merry resumed dancing, Jayne hummed quietly to herself.

“Something doesn’t add up, Merry. Why does a filthy rich, top-of-the-food-chain corporate shill making—how much did he make last year?”

The hacker’s fingers did their dance across her tablet. “Thirty million credits. Plus…oh, wow. Another seventy million in stock trading.”

“A hundred million. Why does a guy making a hundred million credits a year—stars that’s a lot of money. Why does he risk everything, including spending a serious amount of time in jail, by selling confidential data? We’re missing something. Dig deeper. See what you can find.”

Jayne’s stomach grumbled loudly and her partner gave her a funny look. “You know what? See what you can find from the bar. Let’s go get some food.”

Merry followed her to the door. “Works for me. I can hack and cyber-sleuth from anywhere with XaaS access. And I happen to have a fondness for martinis.”

 

+++

 

Berty’s Beer Bar, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Sitting in the same patched upholstery booth Jayne sat in for her meeting with Cara, the girls dug into greasy bar food and a few drinks. Merry ordered the loaded nachos with funkle meat—Jayne tried not to gag at the smell—and was on her third martini. Jayne bulldozed through her second cheeseburger before downing her fourth whiskey.

At this hour, the bar was full of extremely drunk people still trying to keep the night alive or to eat as much food as they possibly could.

The fellow Jayne had knocked out earlier was nowhere to be seen, and neither was the bartender. She did see the busty blonde waitress serving food and booze at another section, though. It could explain why she was so tired the other day if she worked both the night and morning shift.

Merry ate one last artificial cheese-covered chip while punching away at her tablet. As she crunched into it, a small dollop of yellow cheese landed on her chin. Her focus remained glued to the screen as it had been for most of the past hour.

She didn’t notice the cheese dollop which sat there on her face right next to a drop of sour cream that had been there for twenty minutes.

Jayne couldn’t take it anymore. She leaned across the table and ran two of her fingers across Merry’s chin to wipe the food from her face.

The hacker batted her hand away frantically. “What the fuck, Jayne! What do you think you’re doing? Were you trying to kiss me? That’s so not cool. And not smooth. You can’t go in for a kiss with someone who’s not paying attention. And don’t try and kiss me I’m not nearly drunk enough for that kind of thing.”

Jayne’s mouth hung open. When the rant ended, she burst into laughter.

“What?” Merry asked, confused.

“You idiot. You had food on your face. I wasn’t trying to kiss you. I couldn’t stand to look at that sour cream on your face for one moment longer.”

Without thinking, Merry touched her face. “Oh. Thanks.” She looked at herself and brushed the nacho crumbs from her black t-shirt and cleared her throat, composing herself. “Anyway…your hunch was right. There is more to it. I don’t know that it really matters because we already know who the mole is and how he’s doing it and we have all the evidence to bury him, but… At first, I thought the Axelsen Agency was another big corporation. I mean, they sound like one. But they’re not. They’re like us, except evil. If you believe in good and evil and not shades of gray. Basically, they find dirt on high-powered corporate shills and blackmail them into providing top secret information that they then sell to other corporate shills for big money.”

Jayne downed the last of her whiskey—not rotgut this time, thanks to the server who must have been a new hire—and set the glass down on the table a little harder then she’d intended. “Were you able to find out what they have on him?”

Merry gave Jayne a small, melancholy smile. “I was.”

She played the video.

 

+++

 

Wazerfetch Extracorporated Building, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

At seven thirty p.m., Pontus Filten, one of the top young VPs at Wazerfetch Extracorporated, finally left the office for the day. By then, most people had gone home, but he nodded to a handful of others leaving at the same time. Office lights shining through the windows showed evidence of workaholics and eager-beavers still grinding away.

Twelve hours was a long work day and Pontus dragged his feet across the port toward his private personal air-car. When he reached the black luxury vehicle, he pressed his finger against the driver side door and it opened.

“Home,” he instructed the car once he’d settled in and closed his eyes. Unlike most people, he had the money to pay the registration fee for a self-driving air-car. Certain politicians within the city had been paid well by the cabby union to increase the registration cost exorbitantly, allowing the taxi companies and indie cabbies to stay in business. It was a contentious issue with the locals, and politicians always promised to either do away with the registration or to protect the cabbies’ livelihood in an effort to satisfy both camps. Inevitably, only the cabbies benefited.

Pontus loosened his tie. “Play Vanscez’s Remorse,” he instructed. A slow, heavy, violin dirge filled the cab and he hummed along.

From the back seat, the clearly audible sound of a gun being cocked shattered his relaxing ride home. As he turned, his jaw slack in shock, the gun fired with a loud bang. The bullet shattered the AI display monitor above the center console. Pontus curled up instinctively, his ears ringing.

“Don’t look back,” ordered a calm, measured female voice.

His face went pale with panic. “Okay. I won’t look back. Just please, please don’t shoot me. Is it the car? Do you want the car? You can have the car. I’ll order it to land somewhere and get out. I’ll tell it to listen to you. Just don’t shoot.”

“I don’t give a fuck about the car,” the woman chided. “I’ll tell you a story. Listen well. I think you’ll find it familiar.”

Still curled up in the front seat, the VP began to sweat.

“It takes place in college. Grad school, to be exact,” the female voice continued. “There were two friends. We’ll call them Vontus and William. Both came from wealthy families, and both were expected to land high-paying, well-placed jobs in major corporations upon graduation.

“Vontus’ father was the head of a top company, and his grandfather was one of the planet’s ruling titans of industry. Vontus was destined for big things. The two young men really hit it off. They were smart, ambitious, rich, popular, good-looking, and the girls loved them. They tore through that prestigious college, sleeping with every attractive girl who moved, professors included. Sometimes, they even swapped partners in the middle of the night. On the rare occasion that there was only one girl, they’d share. And on one of those nights, the girl passed out early. There was only each other, which was really all they needed all along. The girls came and went, but Vontus and William were inseparable. On this night, while very drunk and no doubt feeling very brave, Vontus took William in his arms and kissed him. To his joy, William kissed him back. They both laughed and smiled. Vontus got on his knees and unbuttoned William’s belt. He unzipped his pants. He—”

“Stop. Please, stop talking.” His voice quivered, his face lined with misery.

The voice continued relentlessly. “When it was done, they realized the girl was gone. They worried that she had seen them and that she would talk so they tried to reach her to find out what she knew to see if they could buy her silence. But she had vanished. The name she had given them proved to be fake. Over time, when nothing came out, they relaxed. But the fear of exposure drove them apart. Instead of getting a job in the same company as they had planned, William got a job on another planet. Life went on for Vontus, who stopped dating and instead, threw himself into his career. His talent, pedigree, and charming personality saw him rise to the top of the company within a matter of years. And then—”

“The video,” Pontus croaked before suppressing a sob.

“The video of Vontus on his knees, his head moving up and down until William releases into his mouth. To some, such a video would be nothing more than an invasion of privacy. The content nothing to be ashamed of. But to Vontus, with his family’s expectations and judgment… He could never let that video be seen. So he offered to buy it. They demanded five hundred thousand credits, and he paid it. But it wasn’t enough, was it?”

In the front seat, Pontus now shook uncontrollably. Snot flowed from his nose as he sniffled. “No. They made me leak top-secret information. I didn’t want to. But I had no choice. I would be ruined!”

“Pontus. You are ruined. Your corporate espionage is known, and you will be fired. If your family can’t bribe your way out of it, you’ll spend years either behind bars or frozen in a small chamber.”

The man moaned in anguish.

His unwanted passenger sighed. “But Vontus’ secret is safe. I’ve tracked down all the copies of the video file and attached a destruction code to them. At my command, the video will cease to exist.”

With his face contorted, Pontus snarled, “What do you want?”

“Hmmm…” the woman purred. “How about five hundred thousand credits? That’s a fitting number, don’t you think? Your nightmare all started with that number, and now it will end with it too.”

“How can I believe you? When I paid them they didn’t—”

The woman leaned over the back of the front seat and brushed her lips against Pontus’ left ear, an eerie contrast to the cold steel of her gun against his right. “Pontus, I am leagues above the scumbags who ruined your life. I could tell you their names and I could tell you their secrets. But I won’t. Really, you have a simple choice. Pay the five hundred thousand credits to the account I give you and have the video deleted forever or come with me to the police station where I’ll hand you and the video over. Your call.”

She pressed the gun firmly into his temple.

“Transfer five hundred thousand credits to account…” He paused.

“8G74T028I905.”

Pontus repeated the number and confirmed the transaction when prompted by the car’s AI which, despite the damaged display, still worked.

“Transfer complete,” the device responded.

The woman leaned back and tapped on a tablet, keeping the gun in her other hand. “Thanks, Pontus. By the way, William is on Palcinon Eight. He’s newly single and out of the closet. Now might be a good time for you to think about going on a vacation.”

With the air-car over a hundred and twenty stories in the air, the woman opened the back door, jumped, and disappeared into the depths below.

Pontus burst into a sobbing, jittering mess of relief and despair.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Level 45, Malicarsh Building, ISA Offices

 

“Weren’t you worried about getting hit by another air-car?” Merry asked, still using the toilet as a chair as she tapped her tablet. In the bathroom doorway, Jayne leaned against the frame, her hair tousled. She wore her grey jumpsuit with the zipper undone to her sternum.

“It wouldn’t be any fun if it was safe. It’s been a while since I’ve done a city drop. If you ever find yourself in a funk you should give it a shot. Really kicks the adrenaline up and makes you feel alive.”

Merry brushed a strand of black hair out of her eyes and shook her head. “I like a good time as much as the next girl, but I’ll leave the suicide tricks to you. What if your wingsuit had a hole? What if you smacked into the side of a building? Shit, Jayne, you flew through the smog. It’s blind luck you’re still alive.”

Jayne smirked. “It’s not blind luck. I activated a pair of thermal imaging contacts before I breached the smog. Plus, the suit’s brake jets had already slowed me by that point. We should really get you one of these jumpsuits. The academy custom designed them to be useful in all sorts of situations.”

Raising her eyes from her screen, Merry shook her head firmly. “I’d rather not have my vag bulging through the fabric of my clothing.”

Suddenly self-conscious, Jayne pulled on the fabric around her crotch. “That only happens sometimes. But the suit is sexy and practical. Your black t-shirt and jeans can’t beat that.”

When her partner didn’t rise to the bait and instead, focused back on her screen, Jayne leaned over for a quick glance. “How’s the virus coming?”

Merry raised a hand and pushed Jayne out of her immediate vicinity. “It’s coming. No need to hover. I’ve got Axelsens’ security system mapped out along with all their online backups. I know what I need to do to wipe their data and corrupt their entire system, but programming such a sticky, destructive, and invisible virus takes time.”

“And the video?”

 “What video?” Merry smiled.

Jayne smiled and stepped out of the bathroom into the empty waiting room. After a long night’s work, they’d managed to find their mole and the blackmail used against him. Naturally, Jayne had offered ISA’s unique brand of service to make the problem go away permanently for an acceptable price.

She looked around, sizing the place up. “Now that we’re rolling in credits, we need to furnish the place. I’m thinking mid-33rd Century leather couches and wooden shelves and end tables. A place where our clients can feel secure and comfortable. But confident. And maybe just a little bit intimidated.”

“Make sure to get a globe of Armaros,” Merry called from the bathroom. “They always have those in the movies. Oh, and get me one of those floating chairs that can rotate in any direction. They say spinning in them while you work is great for circulation.”

“Fine, but it goes in the workshop. That’ll basically be your office. Although we’ll have to leave some room for Vlad to work.”

“Vlad?” Merry popped up off the toilet and strode out of the bathroom, her tablet in hand. “Why would Vlad do any work here?”

“Uh…because he’s a genius? Because he’s a big reason why we were able to stop the bombings? Because he’s an asset we can use going forward?”

Merry shook her head in violent disagreement. “No. The guy is way too self-absorbed. He thinks he’s all hot shit and he’s got an ego the size of…of…” She trailed off, snapping her fingers as she tried to find a good metaphor.

“Yours?” Jayne offered.

“Yes!” Merry instantly agreed. Then she processed what Jayne had just said. “What? No! I don’t have an ego. I’m a humble hacker in black.”

Jayne chuckled and looped her arm through Merry’s. “Sure you are, hon. We’re all simply a bunch of meek mice making our way in a mean megacity.”

“Okay, maybe I have a tiny ego,” Merry allowed. “But it’s only because I’m better at a lot of things compared to most people. Vlad merely thinks he’s so smart and hot. It was all I could do not to punch him in the face.”

“Hot?” Jayne cocked her head and Merry pushed her away.

“Can we stop talking about Vlad? If he has to work here sometimes for jobs, fine. But I don’t want that guy here all the time. I’ll end up stoned all day long, and while that’s cool, I get mad munchies and I don’t want to get fat. I just bought these jeans.”

Merry was a far cry from fat, but Jayne nodded. Nobody wanted to get fat. You’d have to spend thousands of credits and almost a full day in the lipochamber getting rid of it. While the money wouldn’t be a problem for them now, anything was better than spending a day floating in a tank as nanobots siphoned fat from your body.

“He’ll have to get a mini air purifier if he’s going to smoke in the office,” Jayne added. “We can’t have clients thinking we’re a bunch of stoners. It would kill business.”

Merry bobbed her head in agreement. “We may want to invite Fred to join the fun, too,” she mused. “You said he was an arms dealer, right? That kind of work provides good contacts in the underworld, contacts that could prove useful.” She ran her toes along the length of a deep groove in the wooden floor and frowned. “What should we do about the floor? It feels like it could break apart any minute.”

It was true. The floor might have been beautiful once, but it now lurked on the verge of dilapidation. Compared to the timeless stone walls, it looked far too shabby. “Fuck it, let’s replace it with new wood. I like the way it looks. We’ve got the money. Let’s use it.”

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Wazerfetch Extracorporated Executive Offices

 

Cara Addison spent the better part of the mandatory Tuesday board meeting messaging the guy she planned to see later that night. He was an older gentleman, a grandfather of four, but still attractive and virile. Sleeping with him was a bit of a no-no since he was technically still the husband of another member of the board. But Elisa Vondertell hadn’t spread her legs for her husband in a decade. Cara wasn’t one to let a good man go to waste.

Their affair had mostly taken place during odd hours. An hour in a hotel here, a stolen dinner there. That sort of thing. It was maddening how little time she got to spend with him. Tonight, though, he’d conjured up a fake business trip. They would spend an entire evening together. Cara had already coughed several times in preparation for calling in sick the next day.

When the meeting broke up, she went straight to her office and continued to fantasize about the coming evening. Subordinates fled like a sheep would from a wolf. Her eyes gleamed with anticipation and it wasn’t her fault they resembled the face she wore when she fired someone.

Cara’s tablet vibrated. She glanced at the screen and smiled. It was Walter. She opened the door at the same time as she opened his message.

I can’t wait to see you tonight.

I got us the penthouse at La Threliscul.

Btw, Don’t wear panties.

She shut the door behind her and moaned. Only a few more hours.

“Hello, Cara.”

The tablet dropped from her hand as her adrenaline spiked and she jumped back against the door. Her heart pounded through her chest and her breath constricted.

The young agent she had hired sat on her desk. She wore a loose black blouse with a large collar. The top few buttons were undone, exposing her cleavage and a hint of her black bra. Her skirt was dark blue and her pointy high heels a stunning shade of black. She’d swept her hair into a bun and wore a pair of narrow glasses. Cara knew the look well. After all, professional sexy was her thing.

“What the—” Cara tried to catch her breath and finally managed a sputter. “Don’t sneak up on people like that! You made me drop my tablet.” She retrieved the device, saw the text message from Walter again, and blushed. Regretfully, she tapped her screen into sleep mode and looked at her visitor.

“How did you get in here?”

The woman smiled. “I work here,” Jayne answered innocently before drawing a lanyard from her cleavage and showing it to Cara. The name read, Amy Faunt, Wazerfetch Extracorporated. It certainly looked like the real deal.

“That’s a good fake,” Cara commented with honest admiration. “It got you past security?”

Jayne nodded as the executive walked around her desk and sat in her chair, forcing the investigator to hop off her desk to face her. She sat gracefully in the guest chair on the other side of the desk and leaned back.

“You could have called. You have my number.”

“If I had called, it would have been bad news.” Jayne lounged back in the chair. “I like to deliver good news in person.”

Cara’s eyes lit up and she leaned forward on her desk. “You figured out the mole?”

Jayne chuckled. “Oh, I did more than that. But since you asked, the mole was Pontus Filten.”

“Pontus Filten! But he wouldn’t…why? Why— He’s the vice president of the company. He doesn’t need to do something like that. Are you sure you have the right person?”

Jayne nodded. “I’m sure. We’ve got the confession and we’ve got the motive. It was a simple matter of blackmail.”

Cara swore. “Fuck.” For the first time all day, she wasn’t thinking about her rendezvous that night. In fact, she had almost forgotten about it entirely. “Who was doing it?”

“The actual blackmail was by an organization called the Axelsen Agency. They’re a group of shit-smearers who target highly placed execs, careless politicians, up-and-coming talent and get them on tape doing something that, if revealed, could ruin them. Then they archive the data until it’s needed. Eventually, a client pays a small fortune for say, the schematics of their rival’s upcoming line of top-secret prototypes. Axelsen checks their archive for someone at the target company who has the access they need. They show the pawn the tape, demand intel, and pass it on to their clients, all while keeping the money for themselves, of course.”

Cara drummed her fingers on her desk as she thought. “Those dirty bastards. You know Kicmantus wants me on their board? Every year, they up their offer and Wazerfetch always matches it. It’s not like we’re any better than they are, though. We simply use different methods.”

“Well, their method has been taken care of. Don’t worry about the leak. Pontus had a data relay attached to his computer, but we’ve taken care of it. No more information will be leaked through him. And while we can’t do anything about the data your competitors already have, we did take steps to make sure Axelsen won’t target any other upper execs in the company.”

“They could do that?”

Jayne nodded. “They could have. But we built a virus and infected their system. It destroyed their data. Axelson’s offline backups are safe for now, but the virus is sneaky. Unless they throw out all their optic boards and tablets and use a brand-new network, the moment they put their backups online, they’ll be infected too. I’m sure they’ll be hard at work digging up new dirt, but all the old stuff has been effectively neutralized.”

“You know, I can’t believe how quickly you took care of everything. It hasn’t even been a full week. I’m impressed. You’ll have the rest of your money plus the bonus and an additional ten percent as a thank you,” she said as she swiped her finger over her tablet. “I don’t suppose you’d consider being on retainer for us? You never know when we might have another fire to put out.”

Jayne shook her head and smiled knowingly. “Sorry. My work can take me anywhere and my availability always changes. But if you do happen to have another fire, by all means, give us a call. We’ll take care of your problem so long as we aren’t overbooked. And spread the word about us. We’re a referral-only operation. We aren’t looking to take on random cheating spouse or ‘my daughter ran off with her boyfriend’ cases. High importance, big stakes cases only. Anything less is a waste of our abilities. Also, you should know that we dig deep. We find out everything. It’s what we do.”

She ran her hands down her blouse to smooth some wrinkles.

Cara extended her hand and they shook. “I’d hate to lose the chance to call on you again with certainty, but I understand. You can rest assured, I will spread the word. I have all sorts of friends in high places and there’s no end to the amount of shit they get into. Keep your ringer on. You should get more clients soon. And again, thank you for everything. You have no idea how thrilled the board will be when they find out the leak is sealed.” She paused and her enthusiasm faded. “And how crushed they’ll be. Everybody loved Pontus. Especially his father.” Her eyes suddenly widened. “Fuck!”

“Everything all right?” Jayne asked from the doorway. The job was technically closed, but she did promise to assist in resolving the matter as well. It would be bad for business if some other issue were to suddenly arise as a result of her tampering.

Cara closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. “Yeah, it’s fine. I just realized this whole thing will be covered up. Pontus won’t lose his job. Someone else will be scapegoated for this and fired, then blacklisted.” She sighed and sat again. “I can’t even take this to the board. I’ve got to go straight to Mr. Filten. Not Pontus, his father. Keeping this quiet is the only way to ensure that none of my people or myself are made the fall guy.” She groaned. “Be thankful you aren’t in the corporate world, Jayne. The only moral compass here is money and status. Everything else can burn.”

Jayne laughed and flashed her perfect white teeth. “Cara, that’s cute. But you’re talking to somebody with no moral compass. As far as I’m concerned, the money and status can burn with the rest.” She turned and reached for the handle. “Don’t let all this get you down. You’ll have a romantic evening tonight with Walter Vondertell. He’s handsome for a geezer. Life is short, so enjoy what you can.”

The young freelancer left a stunned Cara staring in shock at nothing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Stoke-Dorchester Hotel

 

A black air limo docked at the port and pulled up to the hotel. A living bombshell stepped out a few moments later. She wore a sparkling, gem-encrusted, translucent red dress that showed off her sculpture-worthy physique. Her body was toned with just enough fat to add a soft layer to her curves. Her strong jawline was offset by her plush lips made for kissing. She carried a small, black gold-lined purse in one hand. Her emerald earrings were matched by an intricate necklace that dangled above her barely-restrained cleavage.

A pair of porters unloading luggage from an air-yacht stopped and stared at her bouncing breasts as she passed. She flashed her brilliant green eyes at them and smirked. They looked away, unable to hold the intense eye contact. The beauty continued on her way. As she reached the doorman, she ran a hand through her thick brown hair, moving a strand of her luxurious locks from her face. To his credit, the man remained completely neutral as he opened the door.

The porters remained motionless at the yacht, entranced by what they had just seen. Finally, one whispered in awe to his fellows. “She wasn’t even wearing panties.”

Jayne was dressed to stun. It was one of the academy’s favorite tactics and one of her specialties. It was fun to short-circuit people’s brains with sex appeal and take advantage of them in whatever way she needed to. It opened doors, led to introductions, and lowered the difficulty of virtually every mission. It also led to getting laid—a lot.

Always look sexy.

She hadn’t followed that mantra since her dismissal from the academy, but now that she had money and stability, she was ready to embrace it fully again. How that rule applied changed based on the crowd you were infiltrating. In the arenas of power, it usually meant custom suits for the men and dresses that left nothing to the imagination for the women. While the men’s outfits were considered by many to be less demeaning, they were also less effective at knocking people’s common sense out with lust. Besides, Jayne’s experience had proven one thing: the lower the neckline, the more successful the mission.

As she entered the hotel, the young and impeccably-styled concierge took one look at her and his eyes flared with interest. A warm smile of greeting spread across his face as he strode to greet this new and very attractive guest. He took her free hand in both of his and gave the back a dry kiss. His thin moustache tickled Jayne’s skin.

“Madame, it is such a pleasure to have you with us this evening. If I may be so bold, might I venture to say that you redefine the very concept of beauty?”

Jayne beamed at him. She could practically see past his sky-green eyes to the endorphins rushing through his brain. “You are too kind, sir. Truthfully, my stylist is a miracle worker. You wouldn’t even recognize me without the work she put in.”

The concierge grinned, still holding her hand. “That is not true at all. You were just as beautiful when you came in here the other week and strode right past me in that jumpsuit of yours. Although I must say, the more I see of you, the more in love I am. And tonight, well…” He gave her another quick appraisal. “There is a lot to see.”

Jayne laughed, blending her natural tone and pitch with that of her dainty sexpot persona. “You are obviously very good at your job. I really didn’t expect anyone to recognize me. I was in a bit of a hurry the last time I popped in. No time for anything, not even my stylist. Honestly, I’m a little embarrassed.”

He gave her hand a soft squeeze. “Your secret is safe with me. I could spend the rest of my life standing here, holding your hand, but I’m afraid I would get fired for that. Is there anything I can assist you with? Anything at all, miss…”

She pulled her hand free and raised it to his cheek. “Miss Maybe-I’ll-tell-you-next-time.” She looked him up and down, just as he had done to her. “You’re quite fetching, you know, mister…”

He laughed at her mimicry. “Ah, but now you have me at a disadvantage. I am at work and part of my job includes answering my patron’s questions.”

Jayne lowered her hand from his cheek and patted him on the chest. “You can keep your name a secret for now. I wouldn’t want to play dirty.” She winked and his grin increased. “I do have a question you can answer for me, though.”

“Ask me anything,” the concierge replied, laying his hands dramatically over hers.

“Where can I find Mr. Fauchery?”

A little of the fire faded from the concierge’s eyes and his grin faltered. He recovered quickly, but Jayne could see that her association with that name had disturbed the man.

“Please don’t be like that,” she whispered tenderly. “I have business with him, just as I do with many powerful people—men and women.”

The concierge smiled hesitantly at her. “It is precisely the business with him that concerns me. Believe me, if it were simply a matter in the sheets, I would think nothing of it. Everyone is entitled to the joys of pleasure. His business, though…” The concierge trailed off and lowered his gaze. After a brief moment, he shook his head and looked up, smiling again. “Alas, I forget myself. Mr. Fauchery is an honored and welcome guest whom I have had the pleasure of drinking with late into the night on more than one occasion. He is excellent company and a shrewd businessman. You can find him in the poker room in the hotel penthouse.”

Jayne pressed herself against the concierge and gave him a slow, firmly-planted kiss on the cheek. “You’re a dear,” she whispered into his ear.

She disengaged languidly from him and stepped away. His head turned to follow her as she left, mirrored by her looking over her shoulder at him. Jayne kept her gaze on him for a half a step more, her eyes dancing with his for a moment longer than they should have. Finally, she broke the spell as she turned to see where she was going.

The concierge sighed forlornly. Despite his fine attire and perfectly coiffed hair, he looked like a man who had been hit by a whirlwind, tossed about wildly in the air, and then placed back exactly where he had started.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Stoke-Dorchester Hotel, Poker Room

 

Wealthy, sharply dressed men and beautiful, scantily clad women sat at two dozen gambling tables under the enormous crystal chandelier of Stoke-Dorchester’s world-renowned gambling den. There was roulette, black jack, poker, fancis elmette, and tables where go-go dancers with tassels on their nipples gyrated to please the customers. The dealers at each table were topless young women wearing corsets, fishnet stockings, and bunny ears. Similarly dressed women served drinks. It was a retro establishment, in some ways. It harkened back to the days of lounge lizards and playboys. A fantasy only the rich and famous could indulge in. The men seemed to ignore the other half of the bar, a conceptual mirror to their paradise where wealthy women played roulette surrounded by beefy men who were more than happy to fetch them another drink.

Jayne hoped she’d be there someday. But for now, she had to deal with the assholes. She walked among powerful men gathered for drinks with their peers, looking to blow some money, make business deals, and show off whatever gorgeous young girl they’d brought with them.

The security guard let her in without a word. Many eyes turned her way when she entered. The better poker players either took brief glances or simply looked using their peripheral vision. The less subtle men stared.

A topless blonde hostess wearing the same uniform as the other casino girls smiled. “That’s a lovely dress. Is there a particular gentleman you’re here to see?”

There was, but Jayne couldn’t see him amongst the gamblers. “Mr. Fauchery.”

The girl nodded and looked over her shoulder at a flight of red velvet stairs that led to a balcony. “Mr. Fauchery is in a private game. Let me see if I can get him. One moment.”

The girl turned and headed up the stairs. Jayne noticed a buff bunny tail completed the worker’s ensemble. That uniform could prove to be a fun costume in the right situation.

A few moments later, the hostess stepped out of the private entrance, followed by Fauchery. He was a large burly man with an intimidating presence, short dark hair, and a shorter dark beard. His gray eyes looked appraisingly over her as he approached. He wore a black silk suit embroidered with green and red dragons. It looked gaudy, and Jayne liked gaudy. Fauchery took a seat at a booth on the balcony overlooking the tables below. The hostess stepped to the edge of the stairs and waved for Jayne to approach.

“Dragons. Cool! My fourteen-year-old cousin would love that suit,” she joked as she sat across from the man.

“A slutty see-through dress. The whores here would love that outfit,” Fauchery countered.

Jayne cocked an eyebrow at him. “You’re even more charming than last time. If I recall correctly, you said to ‘never come here again in a fucking jumpsuit’ and to ‘look the part of a pretty pussy.’ How is it no one has ever blown your head off?” She reached into her purse and drew the gun she’d shot Terrance with. To avoid attention, she kept it below the table.

Fauchery grunted. “They try. I think you may have overdone the outfit. The point was to fit in, not to draw everyone’s attention.” He leered at her. “But your pussy does look very pretty.”

“You’re a fucking pig. I ought to shoot you right now.”

The light from the chandelier dimmed as Fauchery leaned over and cast Jayne in shadow. “We’re all pigs. The muck and the shit is the truth. Anything that helps us feel clean is a lie.”

Jayne remained unfazed. “That bullshit rationalization may work on most people, but don’t try that garbage on me.” She set the gun on the table and slid it over to Fauchery. “Thanks for the gun. It came in handy.”

“They always do.” He took the pistol and slid it into an inner pocket of his jacket.

Jayne slid the government ID badge over.

Fauchery looked at it for a few moments, then slid it back. “Keep it. You never know when you’ll need an ID with this level of clearance. Or when I’ll need you to have that level of clearance.”

She looked at the ID without touching it, then at Fauchery. “I don’t like owing people.”

He shrugged. “You already owe me for it. I’m letting you keep it because I like your outfit.”

Jayne rolled her eyes dramatically as she returned the badge to her purse. “You make me want to puke. But thanks for the ID.”

“Anytime.” Fauchery looked at the collection of powerful people gambling on the floor below. “Do you play poker?”

She followed his gaze. One of the girls stepped onto the poker table. She’d just become her escort’s bet. “I prefer to do the betting, not be the bet.”

“Good. There’s a women’s gambling den. It takes place at an upscale spa that doesn’t allow men. Lots of deals go down there. I could use a set of eyes taking it all in. Say the word and I’ll get you in the door.”

“I’ll keep it under consideration. Have a good night, Fauchery. Try not to get slime everywhere you go.”

Jayne turned and left, feeling his lecherous stare follow her to the door.

 

+++

 

Armaros, Theron Techcropolis, Wolf and Rose Hotel

 

Jayne arrived at the Wolf and Rose in a different limo she’d claimed after concluding her business with Fauchery. When she left the hotel, the charming concierge was nowhere to be seen. No doubt he was busy helping another patron. That was fine in her book. She had another meeting to focus on.

Unlike the Stoke-Dorchester, the Wolf and Rose was a standard mid-level hotel. It occupied ten stories from levels fifty to sixty in a megascraper and boasted a hot tub and indoor pool. It was the kind of place middle-class families from off-planet would stay. Or a young couple celebrating a night out on the town.

It was also the kind of place you didn’t wear a skimpy see-through dress to. Luckily, the hour was late, and no children or angry parents were around to see Jayne as she entered the lobby, bypassed the gawking night receptionist, and took the elevator to the hotel’s fifth floor.

Using the mirrored back wall, she smoothed her dress and adjusted her cleavage. By the time the elevator chimed and the doors slid open, she was ready to go.

She strode down the carpeted floor, noting the ascending numbers. A woman moaned in pleasure behind one of the doors and a TV blared from another. But this was a different sort of mission with no spying involved. She turned a corner and finally reached her destination. Room five-thirty-five stared her in the face. Jayne stared back.

She knocked.

Officer Cameron Blue Eyes opened the door. He wore only a towel, which put all his lean muscles on display for her distinct viewing pleasure. He stepped to the side and held the door open for her. “Come on in.”

Jayne grinned. Her eyes drank in every detail of his body. “Don’t mind if I do.”

The door closed behind them and they were left to the night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The door to the Interstellar Spy Agency slid open, and Jayne stepped inside. The routine of arriving to work had already become second nature to her. Jayne took in a deep breath. Ah, that new office smell.

She took off her coat and her hand effortlessly penetrated the wall as she hung it up on the Hide-A-Hook. It was a bit of an extravagance, but Jayne and Merry quickly agreed on it. The Hide-A-Hook hid the clutter of hanging coats behind a wall-blending.

Was it necessary? To Jayne and Merry, yes. The ISA needed to impress. If the office didn’t immediately impress a potential client, Jayne would never get the chance to do that either.

The lighting in the room dimmed automatically, based on a series of settings Merry had programmed in. Another tiny luxury, Jayne thought, another impressed client..

She rounded her desk and plopped down in her chair. She leaned back and kicked her feet up on the desk. She felt good. She looked around her office. The lighting was welcoming, but serious. The furniture was, as she wanted, mid-33rd century modern. Could use a few personal touches. Maybe a holo-vase in the corner. Some art on the walls. But that would come with time. And with more clients.

And at that thought, Jayne’s stomach growled. The first job had paid well. Well enough to create Jayne’s dream office. But sacrifices had been made, and it was time to take on another job.

The first job paid for their office, but if they didn’t line up some high profile jobs soon, they’d be at crisis levels. Hopefully I’ll never have to start eating every other day, she mused before remembering she turned into a slow, pissed off wildebeest when she was hungry. Hypoglycemia didn’t exactly scream professional either.

Jayne sighed.

She locked her tablet onto her desk, and the screen glowed into a bright blue.

Loading… Loading…

The soft light spread to about an inch from her tablet at all sides, looking like a sickly frame against the wood. Jayne swiped the projector function on her tablet and a hologram image four feet wide pixelated into focus before her eyes. Jayne selected the Aquarium app and picked 19th Century Reef. The colors and activity were soothing, even with the reddish octopus stalking his fish prey. Jayne watched, deep in thought, relating to both the octopus and its prey.

That’s right. I can be the octopus, or the prey. I must be—What the?

Dark-lined eyes appeared behind the Aquarium app screen. It took a second for Jayne to realize it was Merry. Her cheeks were sucked in and she was making fish motions with her lips, desperately trying not to giggle.

Jayne scrambled to sit up, embarrassed that her friend had managed to get the jump on her.

“Did I interrupt something important?” Merry asked with a wicked twinkle.

Jayne sat upright in her chair. “You did. And it’s very important. I think the office needs a personal touch. Maybe a couple—”

Merry placed two large holo-vases on Jayne’s desk. “I got you the orchid, rose, and condolence bouquet programs.”

Jayne laughed. They hadn’t known each other long, but they did know each other very well.

Jayne looked for the button on the vase and set it to Orchid. Holograms of delicate white and purple blooms elegantly sprouted from the silver vase. “I’m feeling zen already.”

“It’s almost enough to get me to meditate.”

“I was thinking we’ll need briefing screens. Maybe a couple tech tables.”

“Now you’re thinking.”

Jayne scratched her head. “That’s about as far as I got before I was so rudely interrupted.”

“How about a sofa bed?”

“Huh?”

“A sofa bed. That way you could sleep here.” Merry unpacked her laptop and placed it on her lap.

“More hacking?” Jayne raised an eyebrow.

“You don’t want to know,” Merry deadpanned. “Besides, we were talking about you needing a sofa bed in here.”

“Why?”

“So you can live here.” Merry grimaced at her screen as it beeped at her.

“Why?”

“So you can move out of the student residence.”

“And again I ask, why?”

Merry’s face took on a brief, incredulous grimace. “How old are you? Three?”

“No,” Jayne flipped her the middle finger. “I’m this many.”

“So mature, Jayne. Think about it. You’re running a spy service and live in a dorm. Don’t you think a roommate might kinda-sorta be a problem?”

“Jess? She’s the least of our concerns. We could run our entire operation out of my dorm room and she’d never even notice.” Jayne stood up and perched on her desk. It felt rebellious. She straightened her shoulders. “The hall is free.”

“But if anyone burned you it would seriously mess things up for all of us,” Merry insisted. “And the hall is not free. The price? Nine easy payments of blowing your cover.”

“I need to keep up the appearances of being a student. The dorm is literally part of my cover.”

“I can see it now. Your roommate goes to borrow a bottle of shampoo and ‘whoops!’ This must be the cabinet where we keep the stun guns and selvanium bomb blueprints.” The light from Merry’s laptop lit up her black eyeliner and dark purple lipstick, further accentuating her deathly goth pallor.

Jayne sighed. “I could get a safe installed.”

Merry took a giant swig of her kava without missing a keystroke or taking her gaze from the screen. “By the way, have you thought about getting into one of the Governor’s parties? Big rooms full of big, important people with big, important problems,” her eyes twinkled again, “and big, important reputations to protect.”

Jayne grimaced and folded her arms. “We talked about this. I don’t want to track down cheating husbands, or wives trying to get around their pre-nups.”

Merry exasperatedly twirled one of the highlights in her hair. Jayne noticed she had dyed them that morning to match her eyeshadow. “You have to dip your toes in a revenue stream sometime. Once they trust you, they’ll give you bigger jobs. You need to bring in the cash…” she gesticulated broadly to highlight the new room décor, “for all this!”

Jayne shook her head.

“Aaaand, you need the money to pay me. The big jobs will pay well, yes, but they won’t pay often. I need tech equipment, and I’ll need new tech equipment often. Just to stay up to speed with competition.” Merry continued working on her computer as she rattled off the equipment Jayne would need. “Servers, pre-made Trojan patches, entanglement cores. And that’s just the computing. I’ll bet you also need gear for the more physical end of things: surveillance gear, night vision features, stun guns, stealth droids, extra tablets, audio and visual bugs…”

As the list went on, Jayne felt dizzier.

“…and dildos!” Merry called out randomly.

“For what?!”

“I’d get a serious kick getting a tax write off for a dildo, so please consider it. Anyway, why was I talking about this? Oh, yeah! The parties. They’d be great schmoozing opportunities for potential business.”

“If you want to schmooze so bad, you go schmooze.”

“I don’t schmooze. You’re the schmoozer, I’m the hacker.”

Jayne stood up and walked to the couch so she could face Merry. Sometimes Jayne felt like Merry was so deep in her hacking she hardly had her attention. “I don’t want to waste my time schmoozing with rich, jilted husbands when I could be in the field, using my skills to really…” She trailed off. Merry was giving her an eye. She knew Jayne hadn’t thought this speech through entirely. “I want to make a difference. And I won’t meet those people schmoozing.” There was that word again.

“I admire your idealism,” Merry smirked. “But we need to face one fact: spying is a business. Here, let me lube your brain so the concept slides in…”

“What is going on in that dark mind of yours today?”

Merry went back to hacking. “Think of it like this…”

“James Bond never had to put up with this shit,” Jayne muttered.

“What are you talking about? All that guy did was schmooze.”

As Merry finished making her point, the office door opened. A man in a well-tailored suit wandered in. He looked around the makeshift space before settling his bemused gaze onto Jayne and Merry. He checked the address on his handset and looked at the girls again. He blinked. “I’m looking for the Interstellar Spy Agency?”

Jayne noted he was good looking— erudite, but a little vanilla for her taste. “Yes, that’s us,” she said, sitting a little straighter. “What can we do for you?”

“I’m sorry,” his tone was polite but confused. “I expected you to be older. Though I must be in the right place. The… ISA?”

Merry offered the man a handshake. “Welcome to the Interstellar Spy-for-Hire Agency. No case too big, no problem too small—” She caught Jayne’s eye. “But we don’t do cheating husbands or pre-nup violations. We also don’t handle civil disturbance cases.”

The man raised an eyebrow.

Jayne cleared her throat. “Won’t you come in? I’m Jayne, this is Merry. So,” she pointed the one other chair in her office, “please have a seat.”

The man examined the chair briefly before sitting, squeezing the length of the arm rests and the framework of the back. Once he finally sat, he shifted his focus to all of the corners and windowpanes in the office.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Something wrong?”

His eyes snapped back to her. He began typing on his handset. “No, no. Merely admiring the molding.” He held the handset out for her to read. Are we alone?

“Oh yeah,” Jayne nodded, “just you and me.”

Merry whistled a note for recognition.

“And Merry.”

The man cleared his throat. “I meant ‘not monitored.’”

“This spot is 100% bug free.” Merry gave him a thumbs-up. “That’s why they call me the exterminator.”

“How do I know that?”

Jayne was frustrated with this guy’s roundabout approach to everything. “You can check, if you want.”

The man smiled gratefully. He nodded and proceeded to search over every windowpane and under the chair, the settee, the desk, and Merry’s purse. Jayne thought he was going to whip a microscope out of his pocket and start testing the dust on the floor.

“I feel kind of violated,” Merry muttered to Jayne as he worked.

Eventually the man sat back down, his intensity somewhat settled now. “Sorry Miss, but I have to be sure. You know how it is. Can’t be too careful.”

Something in her gut fluttered. She did. Although, it was strange that an average Joe would say something like that. Jayne crinkled her brow. “What brings you here?”

“I’ll cut to the chase,” the man said, straightening his narrow tie. “I work for the government and I’m on the team that’s trying to push through the Tarem Treaty. And I am currently being blackmailed.”

Jayne felt the blood leave her face. Merry inhaled sharply. Armaros and the Tarem Ring had this simmering hate and mistrust for each other that had been resting just below the boiling point for decades.

Jayne forced her mind back into her body. “I’m not from around here, so my understanding is all I can remember from Planet History Week in Armaros 101. So tell me specifically: what is the Tarem Treaty trying to do?”

The man opened his mouth to speak, but Merry excitedly cut him off. “Armaros and Tarem don’t like each other too much, right? In class, everyone learned about the Tetchivans and how their exodus planted the seeds for the current tensions between Armaros and Tarem.”

The man nodded as Merry spoke. He tried to get a word in. “That’s correct,” was all he managed.

“So, the planet and Tarem hate each other,” Jayne pulled one knee to her chest, leaving the other foot on the floor. “And Armaros resents Tarem’s population. They call them parasites, yeah?”

The man nodded. “Yes. And Tarem resents Armaros’ control over most of the available resources.”

Jayne rested her chin on her knee. “Fair enough.”

Merry piped up again. “So the Treaty is the wild card here?”

The man furrowed his brow. “The wild card?” He rubbed his thumb against the inside of his wrist, something that Jayne knew was an old trick for getting rid of a headache. “The Treaty is a major hot button right now, a real minefield. Even Armaros’ government is divided on this one, which is rather telling considering Armaros would benefit from this thing no matter what.”

Jayne started connecting the dots. “Those for the Treaty say it would build on the fragile truce between us and them because we’d be sharing resources, but we all know how that tends to turn out…”

Merry was feeling a groove, her inner conspiracy nut coming to the surface. “So, when we talk about those who hate the Treaty. They think it will make Tarem folk into Armaros’ slaves, or at least really dependent on Amaros for… Well, everything.”

“I can’t comment on that. It’s not my job.”

Jayne glared at Merry, a silent order to stop talking. “Understood. It sounds like the real conundrum here is that the Tetchivan Trade Agreement is supposed to be put to a vote, not pushed through by secret Government puppetry.”

The man shifted awkwardly in his chair. “I’m not sure that’s in my scope either. Rather, my official position does not give me liberty to talk about these things. I know only of my one job I must do.”

“Okay,” Jayne said. “Do you know who’s doing the blackmailing then?”

“I’m assuming, based on the messages, that it’s someone who thinks this treaty would make the planet slaves to the Tarem Ring.”

Jayne sat up in her chair. “Go on.”

“I don’t know if it will make us slaves or not, but I do know my job is to get that treaty to go through at all costs.” The man paused again. “Even a personal one.”

Jayne perked up. “What does he have on you?”

“My niece—she’s 15, and terminally ill. He’s using her to get to me. I have to get the Treaty through at all costs. Both civilizations are depending on it, millions of lives. But I’m in a precarious position now… because of her.”

Jayne felt a brief pang in her chest. “How come?”

“Her treatments haven’t been approved,” he explained. “They’re still in the testing phase, but they’re working. I can see it. The problem is, I had to pull a couple of strings to get her help.”

“Oh,” Jayne nodded. “And who, or what, was attached to the end of those strings?”

“A scientist I met on the job.”

Jayne held his eye contact. “Go on,” she urged.

The man inhaled as if trying to release the tension from his body. “He… he had the connection to get her into the trials,” he explained. “I was so desperate that I…”

“You did what you had to do for your family,” Jayne finished. “I respect that. But I need to know, what exactly is the evidence he has that your niece shouldn’t be on this program?”

The man gazed down at his shoes. Jayne could feel a certain nervous energy in him, buzzing frantically before a final crash. “He has the messages. Between me and the scientist.”

Merry stood up, eager to start working. “Would you be willing to let me take them off your device?” she asked.

He looked at her for a moment, then at Jayne, as if deciding whether he could trust them. Then, slowly, he reached into his suit jacket and pulled out his compact tablet. “Okay.”

Merry took the tablet from him slowly, as though she were dealing with a skittish animal. “You’re in good hands,” she reassured him with a surprisingly comforting tone. “I swear. What was your name again?”

“Wilson. Gerald Wilson.”

Merry nodded before collecting her laptop and getting comfortable on the settee again. The energy around her was a mix of intense focus and Zen flow.

Jayne turned back to Gerald. “Can you think of anyone who might have it in for you?”

“Not personally, but I’m assuming this position with the committee has made me a target.”

“It seems so. Any inkling who specifically?”

“Anyone who has a vested interest in blocking this treaty,” he explained, his face now showing the tension that he’d been hiding. “The situation between us and the Federation is dicey, to say the least. The Tetchivan Trade Agreement—named after the Tetchivans, who built this structure a century before they left—is supposed to be sending survival materials…”

“Like what?”

“Metals, steel, carbon fibers, nitrates for agriculture… The building blocks. This treaty would commit the planet to sending a certain amount.”

“In exchange for what?”

“For not being invaded by the Tarem Ring. The planet’s population is shrinking, while Tarem’s is growing.”

“And you think this treaty will keep the civil unrest to a minimum?”

He sighed. “It doesn’t matter what I think. My job is to get this through because it is our best chance to stop an invasion from happening.”

Jayne was pensive for several moments.

Merry continued to tap away on her laptop, engrossed in getting the messages off their new client’s device.

Gerald broke the silence. “Do you think you can help me?” he pressed.

Jayne stood up. “I know I can.” She offered Gerald a handshake. He smiled and accepted.

Jayne exhaled. “The fee is 15,000 credits. Half now. Half on completion. That’s my flat rate. I charge an additional 10% if we complete the assignment within the week.”

“The blackmailer gave me a deadline of five days.”

“What happens in five days?”

“The Treaty will be signed into law.”

“Well then, I guess we get that bonus if we solve it in time, don’t we?”

Merry handed the compact tablet back to Gerald. “I got the files and I’m running a search. We’ll take it from here.”

Jayne couldn’t tell if Gerald was relieved or drained behind his smart suit and composed government employee exterior.

“Okay. We better get started,” Jayne continued, guiding him towards the door. “We’ll be in touch soon.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne waited for Gerald’s footsteps to fade into the distance. “Okay, lay it on me, Winterbourne. What’s your theory?”

“Undecided,” Merry frowned. “That guy left me with a ton of questions. Questions he didn’t seem willing to answer.”

“Same here. What did you find?”

Merry looked up briefly from her tablet. “I don’t know yet, but I started to notice the excessive encryption keys from nowhere. Something is odd here.”

“Agreed,” Jayne walked to her desk for her kava. “He’s obviously in deep with the Treaty stuff, but that’s real desperation for someone who looks as squeaky clean as Gerald to roll the dice with this girl’s life. Clinical trials happen all the time. You sign some informed consent forms, waive a couple rights to sue, and — poof! You’re a lab rat.”

Merry shrugged. “I guess it depends on how you define ‘experimental’,” Merry mused.

Jayne held her kava cup close to her mouth, about to drink. “Well we know this isn’t some double-blind thing with sugar pills.”

“Ooh, that sounds kinky when you say it. Say it again, Mistress!”

Jayne smirked and blushed a little.

Merry’s eyes were back on her screen as she typed away. “Any thoughts on how we stop the blackmailer?”

“Hmmm,” Jayne pursed her lips. “Good question. I suppose my first question would be what else do we know for sure?”

“Indeed.”

“We know the blackmailer’s motives. We know this girl being in the trial isn’t legal for whatever reason, and we know Gerald probably doesn’t go around breaking rules because I have the feeling he sucks at it. I think we need to nail down who this blackmailer is first.”

Merry thought for a moment. “Well, it’s someone who knows what’s going on with the treaty. And someone who knows who can influence the outcome and has something to hide.”

“That little factoid narrows it down a bit,” Jayne agreed. “So who would know that Gerald has something to hide? Who could find that kind of thing out?”

Merry inhaled deeply and rattled off her list in her exhale. “Subversive hackers, coworkers, ex-coworkers who think the Treaty is bullshit, high school kids who get bored in Computer Home Room, politicians’ wives, maybe? Evil geniuses, activists gone rogue, spies…”

Jayne arched an eyebrow. “Correct on all counts.”

Merry frowned. “Good luck narrowing that down. It could be the Governor’s wife, for all we know.”

“Also true.” Jayne stretched out on the couch and covered her eyes with her hands.

Merry went back to reading Gerald’s downloaded messages. “The question is, who on this list would actually care to target Gerald through his niece, Celia?”

Jayne glanced over. “The blackmailer names her in the messages?”

Merry nodded.

“Hmm. Maybe they were hired to care, like we’re hired to care.”

“So it’s back to the spies, then?”

“Just reaching for what’s familiar, I guess.” Jayne sat up. “How would we identify the blackmailer as an espionage type?”

“Secret handshake? It’s not like you people wear flashing arrows. I don’t know. What did the Academy teach you about how to smell your own?”

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer,” Jayne shrugged. “There wasn’t a set of instructions, but we tend to take certain avenues others don’t notice.”

“You mean you think this guy knew exactly how to go for the jugular?”

Jayne nodded. “He was probably studying Gerald for weeks, maybe months, before all this went down. That would certainly explain the fear of bugs. Gerald probably got a sense that he was being watched.”

Merry stopped typing for a moment. “I think it’s too soon to assume it was anyone just yet. It could be the mad scientist Gerald propositioned for all we know. The real proof is going to be in the meta-data of these messages.”

Jayne felt a little discouraged, but Merry was right. They knew just as much about the blackmailer as they did about Gerald’s fringe scientist.

Jayne’s tone changed to idle curiosity. “You think Gerald is being honest with us?”

Merry shook her head. “The guy is a walking question mark. Also – Psycho exes? Maybe?”

“Wouldn’t he have mentioned something like that?”

“Depends on how ashamed he might be,” Merry shrugged. “I mean, what if he’s into dressing like a teddy bear or som---”

“Okay, okay,” Jayne shook her head and raised her hand to keep the image from her brain.

Ah, crap. Too late.

“You get my point, but I think you also see that he is still hiding something. That interview wasn’t full disclosure.”

Jayne nodded slowly. “I think we need to investigate Mr. Wilson and learn more about him. This will give us insight into who has access to him, and hence who the blackmailer is. A lot of people hate the government but wouldn’t think to target him. We also need to find out how publicly known his relationship is to the Treaty.” She paused. “What’s your first impression of those messages?”

Merry’s eyes scanned back and forth as she flicked them open again on her screen. “Both parties seem scared to give up the juicy bits in the messages. They’re a little too banal, but I saw a couple of recurring themes and seemingly significant dates.”

“Hmmm,” Jayne pondered. “We need to find that scientist and check out his treatment notes. I’ll bet they correspond to those dates.”

“Good thought.”

“What else?”

Merry beckoned for Jayne to follow her to her laptop. “I don’t trust anyone who would work for the government, so I’ve been working on tracing where these messages originated from. I hacked into both Gerald’s home and professional networks.”

“Anything yet?”

Merry furrowed her brow. “I think I’m close. The recorded browser history and temp file directory looked innocuous enough, but Gerald seemed a little too paranoid to leave traces in the usual scorned wife locations.”

Jayne watched Merry access Gerald’s modem and antivirus logs remotely. Jayne felt like she was watching archives of a Kung Fu master raking a rock garden. She felt a small platonic flutter in her heart for this sardonic nerd girl.

“Woah, mama,” Merry catcalled.

“What is it?” Jayne knelt next to Merry to look over her shoulder.

“Look at these protocols. What do you see?”

“Looks like he did it all anonymously. So what?”

“You don’t find it suspicious that he would be looking for healthcare for his niece completely anonymously? He said this was a scientist he met at work.”

Jayne shrugged and squinted reading the history.

“Look closer,” Merry urged. “What do you notice about the protocols?”

Jayne tried to put herself into Merry’s utterly conspiratorial headspace and looked again. She was able to spot asymmetric key-encryption programs, but that wasn’t so odd. Jayne searched Merry’s countenance for a clue, but she was still looking at Jayne expectantly and gesticulated at the screen.

“It’s basic PKI,” Jayne shrugged. “I don’t see what’s got your panties in a wad.”

Merry pointed the cursor at a key Jayne hadn’t immediately noticed. “Other than realizing I’m not wearing panties, I’m a wee bit concerned because this public key has an equal and opposite private key.”

“Was he searching a password-protected site?” Jayne squinted at the screen and folded her arms.

Merry looked up at her with a combination of disbelief and annoyance. “Just follow me on this one. Think about PKI for a minute. What types of sites have corresponding public and private keys?”

“Deep web, protected data stuff?”

“Uh huh,” Merry nodded and searched through the messages. “What public information-type site do you know of that requires a password protect to interview doctors? No Government data bases I’ve ever hacked into go that far.”

Jayne shrugged again.

Merry sighed and concentrated her gaze fully at the screen. “Look at this. What do you notice about the indexes here?”

“I… don’t see any.”

“What does that tell you?”

“Deep, deep web stuff?”

“Too shallow. Dive deeper.”

“Like ocean floor deep?”

“Deeper.”

“What’s deeper than the deep web?” Jayne felt the air leave her lungs and knew the answer about a half second after she asked the question. “The Shadow Web.”

“Any darker and it would be a singularity,” Merry nodded. “The question is, why would your G-man delve into the world of cloned organs for harvest and mad scientist pharmaceuticals for this treatment?”

“Probably because nothing else worked.”

“He has the connections to do something less risky if he wanted.” Merry switched the crisscross of her legs. “I didn’t see any code words for street drugs or black-market meds. At least none that I’ve heard of, and, believe me, I’ve heard them all. And taken most of them. Whatever he’s getting for Celia might be a custom order.”

Jayne got up and dusted herself off.

Merry’s gaze snapped to her. “Where are you going?”

“To deal with the roommate situation.”

Merry did a small happy dance and opened the XaaS site. “I’ll order you a couch bed,” she announced, grinning.

“Okay. Nothing too expensive. Just comfortable.”

Jayne gathered her messenger bag, taking a quick peek inside to make sure she had the necessities, and grabbed her comm. “Call Fred,” she instructed it.

“Hi Jayne,” he answered on the first alert.

“Hey. I need a favor.” Jayne checked for neighbors as she stepped out of the office and onto the walkway. Good. It was empty.

“Okay.”

“We got this case today and there are a lot of things that feel fishy.” There was a short pause while Jayne got her bearings and headed out towards the car dock. “It’s a little on the complicated side. How are you with getting information in Stealth Mode?”

“I’ve had a lot of practice in my line of work. Why?”

Jayne attempted to hail a cab as she talked to him. The first one passed right by her.

“It’s a lot of hush-hush Government stuff,” Jayne explained.

She attempted to hail a second cab. It zoomed straight past her about a meter too high. Fuck!

“Not a problem,” Fred confirmed. “What do you need?”

“I need you to do some research. The client has a 15-year-old niece—Celia Wilson—but I’m not sure if that’s a cover up or not.” Jayne attempted to hail a third cab. This one stopped on the curb in front of her.

“What’s Celia’s story?”

Jayne continued to give Fred instructions as the cab’s suicide door opened for her. “She has some sort of terminal illness and our client says he helped her get some experimental treatment, but can’t confirm any of this. We only have his word. This guy is a G-man who is in way over his head and I’m not even sure he gave us his real name, ditto on the niece. While you’re at it, would you check to see what you can find out about a Gerald Wilson? First and foremost if he even exists.”

The cabbie’s patience was running out about as fast as his meter, which he had already started. “Where to?”

“Tesla University,” Jayne responded before dismissively returning to her conversation with Fred. “Repeat back to me what I asked you to do.”

“Find out if Celia Wilson exists,” Fred sighed. “If she does, find out if she’s really sick. And with what? And who’s treating her? Then see what I can find out about this Gerald Wilson.”

“That’s perfect,” Jayne beamed.

“Why can’t Merry do this?” There was that good ol’ trademark whine from Fred.

“You think this case only has one avenue we need to explore? I’m just giving you a task I think you can accomplish. Merry’s got plenty to do already, like order me a couch bed.”

Fred groaned.

“Thanks, Fred. Oh, one more thing. We’ve got a five-day fuse before this all goes boom. Is this something you can get done, like, today?”

“I’ll see what I can do. May I ask how big the boom is?”

“Big.”

“How does it compare with the literal bombs we just dealt with?”

“I’m going to be honest, Fred. It doesn’t. I encrypted this call, so I don’t mind telling you – geopolitical, backroom dealing. There might be history books devoted to this entire event big.”

Even Fred couldn’t help but feel a little excitement. “Now we’re talking.” He hung up.

Man, Jayne felt invincible calling the shots! Who knew it would suit her this well? There was just something synchronistic about how it was all coming together. Nothing - literally nothing - could knock Jayne off her cloud. And then the gnawing started in her stomach.

Jess.

Ahhhh, yes, the roommate situation. Poor Jess. Sometimes she envied the simplicity of Jess’ life. Jayne hadn’t known her for long, but who knew what Jess was thinking? Sometimes Jayne wasn’t even sure if Jess knew. Then again, maybe she wasn’t as oblivious as she seemed. Maybe she thought Jayne’s behavior was odd and had already started asking questions… And who would she be asking?

Still, Jayne wasn’t entirely comfortable explaining why she was leaving. The thing about lying was she would have to remember what she said and when. And it had to sound totally plausible. The truth was completely out of the question.

Heyyyyy, Jess, I can’t be your roommate anymore because I’m really a spy-for-hire and need my own space to sort through confidential government documents and shit. Oh, and there might be explosions…

Jayne didn’t exactly see that working for her, but it did make her chuckle to herself. The cabbie studied her in the rearview mirror.

“Just thinking about my homework,” Jayne shrugged.

“Whatever works, Miss.”

 

+++

 

Jayne’s Quarters, Tesla University Dormitory Room, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne took a deep breath as she approached the door.

She opened the door and stepped inside. There was no one else there.

A 500-pound weight lifted from her chest. She hurriedly started putting clothes and holo-book drives into a duffel bag.

“Hi Jayne.” The bathroom door swung open.

Jayne jumped. “Oh my god! Jess! I didn’t know you were home.”

“Yeah. I thought I could get more done here than at the library, you know? Besides, the place is a mess…”

“About that,” Jayne started.

“You’re going to help me clean?” Jess flashed a grateful smile. “That would be great!”

Jayne watched Jess buzz around the room, deciding what to keep or throw. It struck her that she never really participated in her life here and realized that she should probably feel guilty about that.

“I mean, yeah, I should,” Jayne stammered, “but there’s something else too.”

“Sure, roomie.”

“We need to talk about our arrangement here.”

“Like chores and stuff? Because I can’t function in this kind of mess.” Jess picked up an old food wrapper for emphasis. She shook her head as she tossed it into the trash.

“Sort of, but…”

“Maybe we should do a chore chart,” Jess looked at Jayne expectantly. “I never know when you’re going to be home—it’s almost like you barely live here. Which is cool! Like, live your life, I’m all about it —and I know I’m going to need to study more…”

“I don’t know if that would—”

“But a chore chart would keep it fair,” Jess interrupted. “Look. Jayne, I like you. I do! But you don’t help out around here. It’s like living with a ghost who leaves stuff around. I appreciate that you don’t make a lot of noise or bring questionable types over-”

“I’m moving out at the end of the week,” Jayne blurted out, her heartbeat accelerating to the point she thought it could break the sound barrier. “I, uh, just need my own space.”

“Oh.”

She could feel her face turn a deep red. “It’s not personal, I swear! I’ve just got, um, stuff to work out…”

Jess nodded and handed Jayne a spray bottle of cleaner and a rag. “No, I totally get it. You don’t seem like the campus type anyway.”

Jayne smiled as the blood redistributed through her body. She hadn’t given Jess enough credit, but Merry was right. It probably was better to keep the espionage stuff out of their room.

“We’ll still see each other around, right?”

“You bet,” Jayne nodded and took the cleaning supplies, and the hint.

Jess continued over to her side of the room to dress. Jayne turned her attention back to packing, and now also cleaning.

They talked about which professors were cool and which were just straight pieces of work. Jess would occasionally dance around the topic of where Jayne was going and what the nature of her mysterious unresolved stuff was. Thankfully Jess was too timid to keep pressing beyond Jayne’s deflections.

Both girls looked around the sparkling clean dorm room, feeling accomplished and proud of the cleaner air.

“To new beginnings?” Jess motioned for a hug and Jayne accepted.

“To new beginnings.” Jayne felt a lump in her throat as they hugged it out. “Hey, I’ll still be living here part time through the end of the week.”

“I’ll see you around then.”

“Yeah. See you around.”

Jayne picked up her duffel bag, but before she could hoist it over her shoulder, Jess attacked her with a big hug.

She squeezed tight. “Sorry, but you’re not getting away without one of these.” Even Jayne was impressed by her strength. Jess finally stepped back. “Good luck, roomie.”

Jayne smiled. “Thanks… roomie.” She laughed a little bit, genuinely touched. She threw the duffel over her shoulder a second time and, with a quick glance behind her, hit the door button and headed out.

Jayne, surprising even herself, wanted to hold onto Jess’s pure, selfless kindness. But, unfortunately, there wasn’t the time for that.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

“Make sure Celia Wilson, age 15, really exists.” Fred closed out of the list Jayne sent him and put his handheld back in his pocket.

Might be easier if I knew what her major malfunction was… Fred frowned and adjusted his lucky glasses. Showtime.

Fred approached the welcome kiosk and scrolled through the floors. He heard a nurse approaching up the hallway. Fred’s scrolling got faster and more random.

“Sir?”

Scroll. Scroll. Scroll.

“Sir? Can I help you?” A tanned nurse with a sweet, round face touched Fred’s arm. She had on so much makeup she looked like a gingerbread man.

“Oh… I…” Fred felt himself turn red. “I’m looking for my friend’s niece. I mean, I need to hit the gift shop first, but I definitely need to find her.”

The nurse’s cake frosting smile faded. “Well, I can’t confirm or deny anyone’s presence here, but if you tell me what she has I can tell you what floor.”

Crap. Now what? “That’s the thing… I’m not quite sure.”

“Your friend never said why she’s in the hospital?” She even looked saccharine when her arms were folded incredulously.

“Ummm, no,” Fred hesitated. “See, all he really said was that it was terminal and she felt weak a lot. She’s really young, 15, and she’s had it for about, uhhh, three years?”

“I see… That poor angel.”

“She really is… An angel I mean! But she’s not dead or anything… Otherwise I’d be a little underdressed right now!” He laughed, but the nurse wasn’t too impressed.

The nurse shook her head and touched her chin with one hand.

Fred looked around the lobby for the gift shop. This required props. “Does that sound like anything you’ve heard of?”

“There’s no way I’d know for sure unless I saw her chart, but most of our minors are on Pediatrics. Third floor, in the north wing.”

“Thanks, nurse…?”

The nurse called attention to her name badge. “Candy. Nurse Candy.”

Weird.

“It suits you.”

Nurse Candy laughed a surprisingly horse-like guffaw and walked away. Fred zeroed in on the gift shop and went right to the flowers. He bought the biggest bouquet of pink and blue Holo-Vase daisies he could find, along with a fuzzy black teddy bear. He shelled out an extra 30 credits for a bear big enough to hide his face. Fred knew anything related to kids’ healthcare had several extra layers of legal protection. Best to pour on the doting family friend charm.

Besides, don’t all teenage girls like flowers, rainbows, ponies, and shit?

Pediatrics was decorated with holograms of fountains and bubbles. Fred stepped over twin boys playing a game of Tic-Tac-Toe on the floor screen. He situated the Holo- on the intake counter and his face behind the bear while he scanned the desk for a roster.

C’mon, c’mon…

He could see that the roster scrolled up every five seconds on the screen in the middle of the desk. Fred started fidgeting with the camera on his watch, nonchalantly hitting the shutter button.

“Oh!” A startled nurse put a hand on her chest. “I didn’t see you behind the bear. GRRR!” She growled and held her hands up like claws. Then laughed, awkwardly. “Sorry, I’m so used to playing with the kids, I forget how to talk to adults sometimes. Have you been helped?”

“Yeah.” Fred scanned his watch’s screenshots. He couldn’t find the right photo, and he was afraid of stalling too long. He just went for it. “Celia? Uh… Wilson?”

“Oh, yes. Such a sweet heart. Hallway B, to the right, room number six. Just around that corner.”

Fred smiled and nodded in thanks. His skin crawled. The smell of sanitizing agents contrasted sharply with the overly cute décor. Hospitals were not his thing. Fred approached Room 6 B.

“She’s sleeping now,” a crisp, business-casual voice explained.

Fred jumped and turned to face the voice. A tall-ish nurse with a ballerina bun and slight frown focused on her tablet.

“Oh. Can I leave these things for her?”

The nurse nodded and took the bear and vase.

“So,” Fred admired the view as the nurse situated the vase on Celia’s bedside table and activated the daisies. “She’s my friend’s niece. This sounds awful, but I don’t know much about her condition.”

“Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, Type 6?”

Fred was sure to make eye contact as the nurse evaluated him critically. “Yeah. I mean, my friend—another friend—his brother has it too…”

“His brother,” the nurse’s green eyes burned a hole in his chest, “does he have Klinefelter’s Syndrome?”

“I never got that personal with him.”

“Right,” the nurse eyed Fred, suspicious for a moment, but instead decided he just wasn’t very bright, “well, he must have an XXY Chromosome. CMT is on its sixth mutation and is only present with double X chromosomes. It’s a genetic disease that affects girls.”

“Yes. Yes, I know. That’s exactly what makes it so hard on him.” Fred nervously played with his glasses. “What else do I need to know about… CMT, was it?”

The nurse nodded and scribbled something in the tablet chart with her stylus. “We’ve seen more and more cases of it in the last 150 years. It used to be rather rare, but now we see it affecting one in every 80,000 girls. It attacks the nervous system. There’s no cure, only maintenance.”

“So Celia and my friend’s brother can live normal lives?”

“Hardly.” She motioned for Fred to follow her out of the room where the petite blonde was sleeping. Celia had doll-like features, which lended to her sweet, angelic expression.

“What happens to them?”

“Your friend’s brother has a better chance because he has a Y-chromosome as a buffer, but Celia’s case,” the nurse inhaled deeply, “Celia’s case is aggressive. CMT usually causes the nervous system to degenerate slowly, eventually wasting the lower body muscles. CMT kids usually just come off as clumsy and there aren’t many red flags till they hit about seven. Parents just think they have deformed feet.”

“But Celia has it worse?”

The nurse nodded solemnly. “She’s been better lately. She went two months without a hospital visit. And then last week, well…” She leaned onto the doorjamb and watched Celia sleeping, peacefully. Finally, she scanned her thumb and the hospital room door slid shut.

Fred forced a smile. “Well, if everything I’ve heard about Celia is true, then she’s a fighter. She’ll hang in there. Anyway, thanks.”

Fred smiled at the nurse and got out of kiddie hell as fast as possible.

As soon as he was back in the main hospital he opened up his comm and tapped Jayne a message.

She exists.

 

+++

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The duffel bag felt like a ton of rocks over her shoulder by the time Jayne got off the elevator.

“Honey, I’m home,” Jayne called as she walked through the office door.

Merry, still thoroughly affixed to her laptop, didn’t even look up.

“I’ve always dreamed of saying that.” Jayne dropped her duffel bag on the floor.

“Well, now you’re living the dream,” Merry briefly knitted her brow before casting a somewhat expectant gaze at Jayne. “Ask me what I’ve been doing.”

“I’m scared. What have you been doing?” Jayne sprawled out on the settee. Ahhhh… velvety.

“Working on the gear situation.”

“Oh, that.” Jayne propped herself up on her elbows eagerly. “What did you get?”

“What we talked about.”

“Tech tables and briefing screens?”

“Check.”

“Bugging mechanisms? Surveillance systems? Tracking devices?”

“Checkity, check, check.”

“Night vision goggles?”

“Well, yes, but for myself.”

Jayne started to ask, but decided against it.

“Anything else you want to ask about?” Merry punctuated her question by poking the Enter key. “I’ll ask for you. Tickets for the Governor’s ball? Check. ”

“Wait, huh…?”

“I want to get paid, Jayne. Reliably, and in large amounts. I can’t get by on looks alone.”

“But we did get paid,” Jayne grimaced with disbelief. “And we spent 15,000 credits on the office, but—”

Merry held a finger up. “Worth it.”

“Yes. Worth it. And the rest will come…”

“Yeah,” Merry closed her laptop, “If we solve this case. Come on, Jayne! You need to branch out, network—”

“Don’t you dare say ‘schmooze’.”

“That too. The Governor’s ball is perfect for all of that. You need this.”

“Like I need a boil on my ass.” Jayne moved to the edge of the settee and put her head in her hands. She could feel the blood vessels tighten.

“So your head doesn’t get lonely?”

Jayne laughed despite herself. “Ha-ha. I’ll give you that one, but I am not going to some stuffy politician’s Snooze-Fest-Schmooze-Fest. I don’t even know why you think this is something we should do.”

Merry stared at her incredulously. “Because… you’re an intergalactic spy?”

“What’s that got to do with the price of Funkels on Tarem?” Jayne pulled her tablet out of her messenger bag and started playing with it.

“You’re kidding me, right? You’ve got to be kidding me…”

“No,” Jayne marched to her desk and assertively locked her tablet into the center, “I want you to spell it out for me.”

Merry sighed and shook her head. This was going nowhere fast. “Spies are the ultimate observers, right?”

“All part of the training.”

“And you can’t really observe unless you blend in, right?”

“Where is this going?”

Merry pursed her lips and made a rolling motion with her hands, attempting to invite Jayne to put two and two together.

“And what? Hanging out with a bunch of phony stuffed shirts is going to make me a better spy?”

Merry shrugged, “Ding ding! Tell the lady what she’s won, Johnny!”

“That’s a trillion parsecs of a jump, Merry.” Jayne sat on the edge of her desk, arms folded.

“No, Jayne, it’s not,” Merry sighed angrily. “I’m thinking ahead. Big picture. We need a steady income. In order to get credits, you need jobs. We’re okay now, but I don’t exactly want to live hand to mouth. Let’s line some jobs up. Besides, we’re new to this. What if espionage work has an off season?”

“I’m not into strictly personal cases. I don’t deal with petty problems.”

“The stakes are higher with the Governor’s crowd. They have more to protect. And they have friends. You earn the trust of one guest at this ball, you’ve earned the trust of every single one of their dirty, fat cat, credits loving compatriots. I’ve said it before, I’ll say it again: higher stakes equals higher fees. And you don’t have to feel bad charging these folks a little extra.”

She had a point, but the thought of putting on a political façade churned Jayne’s stomach. Jayne couldn’t tell if she wanted to vomit or run screaming. “I don’t think I’m that kind of spy.”

“What’s your big problem?” Merry’s frustration was getting more palpable, further compounding Jayne’s headache.

Truthfully, Jayne just didn’t see this as part of her dream. She didn’t want to waste her skillset on vain bigwigs thinking she was a rent-a-spy who would cover up some blemishes on their public record. Fuck. She wished Merry would just back off. She looked out their window, at the ocean of connecting buildings, the layers of gridlocked traffic through the hovering thoroughfares. “I’m better than that.” She turned to face Merry.

Merry shot eye daggers that Jayne never wanted to see again.

“Okay, that was bitchy,” Jayne sighed, “but you have to admit that you’re being a bit much right now.”

“Pardon me for wanting us to succeed. Pardon me for wanting the gear to do my job. To do our job.” Merry paused either for emphasis or because she had a verbal bullet she knew she couldn’t un-shoot. “Look, we need the good stuff, so we can get the cool cases. The cases that pay.”

“We’ll get there. Fucking chill.”

Merry paused a moment. “What if you don’t go to the ball and completely miss the opportunity that would get us there quicker?” Her arms uncrossed and her face looked more relaxed, but the palpable tension was still there. “This is about the Academy, isn’t it?”

Damn, Merry. “No, don’t be stupid.”

“Oh my god, this is about the Academy.”

Jayne angrily shook her head.

“You’re afraid the Academy was right about you.”

The words gave off a chilly echo that made Jayne sit straight up. Damned if the girl didn’t go straight for the jugular.

“Is that what you’re afraid of?”

“That’s classified.” Jayne stared out the window, feeling her chest tighten.

“Classified, my ass. It’s written all over your face,” Merry frowned and approached Jayne slowly. “But they’re wrong about you, Jayne.”

Jayne crossed her arms. Merry was laying into her, and she wanted her to back off.

“This is your chance to show them Jayne Fucking Austin is no impostor.”

And Merry Fucking Winterbourne is a master manipulator. Jayne briefly wondered if Merry had considered a career as an interrogator.

“Fine. You win, Merry,” Jayne exhaled and hopped off her desk, “I’ll do it. Fuck.”

Merry’s smirk broke into a grin. She clapped her hands and giggled as though someone told her she was getting free kava for life.

“But I’ll need a gown.”

“Dark green. Satin. Enough cleavage to get you noticed, but not enough to get you thrown out. Got it.”

Jayne’s stomach growled. “And we need some damn food.”

“Two orders of Old-Beijing noodles and dumplings. Check.”

Jayne had to smile when Merry did an about-face and went back to her laptop. It felt like being released from handcuffs. “And I need to do something about those university forms, so I can move out.”

“Covered. How’d that go, anyway?”

“How’d what go?” Jayne felt a little emotionally hung over and distracted as the tension left the room.

“Clamping your nipples to the radiator,” Merry snorted. “The roommate situation. What else did you think I meant?”

“Oh, that,” Jayne nodded. “Good, I guess. No bloodshed.”

“Not cutting a bitch is good. So she took it well?”

“She did. Well enough, I think.” Jayne shrugged.

Merry raised an eyebrow. Being back on the same page about moving forward with ISA was a huge relief.

BZZZZZZZ!!

The vibration of Jayne’s comm in her pocket interrupted them. Fred and his timing…

“She exists,” the message stated, followed by an explanation of Charcot-Marie-Tooth disease, Type 6.

“Oh damn,” Jayne muttered. Well, at least Wilson was honest about that.
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“They never really covered all this in history class,” Merry mumbled, barely perceptible over her kava swig. Her kava consumption greatly slowed after a heavy dinner and nine hours of research. Every single tech device in the office was searching a different aspect of the Tetchivan Trade Agreement. “I think my brain is melting. Don’t mind the puddles.”

Jayne was lying on the floor, knees bent and arms stretched above her head. Her hand smacked an empty carton of noodles. “True, but it’s best to know all angles because we’ve already figured Wilson is giving us the iceberg treatment.”

Merry massaged her temples. “And no real woman is satisfied with just the tip,” she moaned dramatically, “but I guess it’s better than the mushroom treatment.”

Jayne made a face. “So let’s make a list of what we already know, call it a night, and review it when we’re fresh as Holo-daisies.” Jayne slumped her chest to her knees and squeezed into a tight fold before remotely turning on the projection function on her tablet. “Activate Dictate Convo function. The Treaty was originally proposed by the planet. Why?”

“Tarem is a parasite and parasites suck their hosts dry.”

“Think the threat is real?”

Merry stretched her fingers and rolled her wrists, which made subtle popping sounds. “Real, but not immediate. Tarem’s population is going to be five times that of Amaros in 175 years, but even then it won’t be overpopulated.”

“No immediate threat and plenty of resources. For a few more decades, anyway,” Jayne mused, looking around for her half empty water bottle. She was at the stage of exhaustion where anything more viscous felt like a thick film in her mouth.

“So this probably wasn’t just about rationing for sustainability. What does Armaros get out of proposing this Treaty?”

“Control over resources?” Merry’s eyelids appeared heavy. “I always thought things were pretty symbiotic between Armaros and Tarem. Why get greedy?”

Jayne gulped the rest of her water. “There are a couple possibilities here. One, Armaros wants Tarem for some purpose. That means they need to get the ring people to destroy themselves, leave, or submit…”

“Ring People,” Merry chuckled under her breath. “Sorry. What’s the other possibility?”

“Armaros isn’t acting alone and this is some chess move to get their planetary buddies involved.”

“I don’t follow.”

“All planets need allies, Merry. It’s intergalactic globalization. Not everyone can be trusted, but you need to know where your allies are and what they’re about. Armaros is no different.”

“Why not build Tarem up as an ally? Isn’t that what the Treaty is for?”

Jayne shook her head. “If it were that simple, why send a government employee as insurance-slash-back up? I really think Armaros needs Tarem for something. And whatever it is, Tarem won’t like it.

“And the only way to get Tarem to agree is with a stranglehold on the resources? So they’re going to go for the resource which would hit them the hardest?”

Jayne nodded. “Something they need most to survive, like food, water… or other supplies they can’t get from anywhere else.”

Merry picked up her laptop and scanned the Treaty documents for keywords. “That’s pretty much everything in the Treaty. What would be the most major resource?”

“Which one is repeated the most?”

Merry typed two short commands. “Looks like steel is mentioned six times, but nitrates and seeds are tied at 26.”

“There’s a nitrate shortage on Tarem. Without enough nitrate, Tarem can’t grow enough food.”

“Huh.” Merry squinted at the screen, either because she was exhausted or because she was going screen-blind. She typed commands into her laptop, tablet, and Jayne’s laptop. “It doesn’t look like this nitrate shortage was public knowledge. Nothing comes up on normal news sites, but in the government database…”

“Did you do that on my laptop?”

Merry ignored her.

Why did I even ask? “Anyway,” Jayne sighed, “Armaros maintains a couple tactical advantages by not telling Tarem how bad the nitrate situation really is, but Tarem thinks the Treaty is about tariffs. You said seeds came up just as often in the Treaty, right?”

“There’s a seed shortage?” Merry looked engrossed in the confidential document she had so kindly accessed on Jayne’s laptop.

Jayne shook her head. “Not a shortage, but Tarem needs refined, 100% deformity-free seeds to grow food due to their gravity and atmosphere. Have you ever noticed there’s no open market for seeds on Tarem?”

“You mean in all that time I spend farming?”

“How do I know you don’t?” Jayne smiled. “The big deal with the seeds is they need to be practically 100% genetically pristine, completely sanitary. There were so many teratogens in ancient crops thanks to all the atmospheric garbage. The plants were sucking it all in through the soil and it started mutating their DNA. Plus, there was all this genetic engineering for bigger, better crops.”

“So the government took control of it?”

“Wouldn’t you?” The statement came out energetically. “The Federation created Tarem to house a population that wouldn’t stop breeding and consuming. It wasn’t hard to control them. All Armaros had to say was, ‘You idiots run with scissors, so we’re taking them away.’”

“Hmmm,” Merry mumbled, “make them grateful for being peons. Thank you, Mistress Armaros. May I have another?”

Way to make it creepy. Jayne continued. “Seeds become plants, which belch important chemicals back into the atmosphere on their way to becoming food. Think about it this way: if you control the seed supply, you keep more control over the environment, control how much food is grown, and basically own an entire culture. Besides, the planet needs the nitrates for their own food. All the more reason to ration it, but the ring people are just thinking about what’s going on with them.”

“Keep ‘em in the dark and control the food. Evil and kinky, but it seems like Armaros controls Tarem no matter what. Why bring your planet friends?”

“Probably for the same reason you don’t always directly attack in chess.” Jayne was starting to feel woozy and dehydrated. “You need to sacrifice a few pawns before you get to the queen.”

“So who or what is the queen here?”

“Don’t know,” Jayne yawned, “but I do know our blackmailer sees our government guy as a pretty important pawn. I don’t think we’re going to figure this out tonight. Deactivate Dictate Convo function.”

Merry nodded heavily. “Split a cab with me?”

“I’ll tag along.” She already had most of her gear in her bag.

“Hey Merry, can I ask you something?”

“Hmm?”

“After all that stuff about me not living in the dorms, why are you there?”

“Cheap accommodations,” she smiled wryly. “I just show up for the odd class and test, but that’s no biggie because it’s not like I need to study.”

Jayne shook her head as she and Merry locked up and left the office. The girls poked fun at their own exhaustion and punch drunkenness as they made their way over to the carport to hail a cab.
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The smell of fresh kava hit Jayne as the doors to the office slid open. Then she noticed the extra-large cup on her desk.

“Mornin’, Sunshine.” Merry greeted her flatly, barely looking up from her screen. “Did you recharge?”

Jayne chortled. “Like a tablet battery.”

Merry raised an eyebrow in acknowledgement, not missing a keystroke.

Jayne stared over Merry’s shoulder, like she’d have a clue what to make of her work. “What are you working on?”

“Trying to figure out who thinks our little buddy Wilson is a key pawn.” She took a giant pull of kava. “I mean, you have to be sick or desperate to leverage someone’s dying niece against them.”

Jayne sat on her desk and pulled the kava cup closer to her to inhale the aroma. “So what did you find?”

Merry nodded at it. “That’s for you by the way.” She turned her gaze back to the tablet screen. “I’ve been weeding the sickos off the suspect list and narrowed it down by, like, two.” She briefly grimaced when the computer beeped at her. “I’m now going through the desperate suspect list. That one’s a little trickier. The task is to find someone who went to great lengths to be untraceable.”

“Like using the shadow web.”

“Yep. Wilson probably used it because any treatment for that nerve disease would be a custom job. The mystery is why or how anyone would know a straight arrow like Wilson would use the services of a, um, designer pharmacist. It doesn’t seem like his thing.”

Jayne shuffled up onto her desk and sat cross-legged. “Again, we go back to this blackmailer either being hired to follow Wilson or being close enough to know he had secrets.” She powered on her tablet.

“Co-worker?” Merry suggested.

“His government pals would have access to the data and probably have some strong opinions about the Treaty, but I don’t think Wilson is the type to spill his personal business at work.”

“Family?”

“Unless they were seriously fucked up, it’s not likely.” Jayne closed one eye and looked through the steam rising from her kava. “Celia is too young to have enemies and Wilson didn’t mention any weird family stuff. Who in their right mind would throw her under the hover-bus like that for a Treaty?”

“And a hospital employee probably doesn’t care about the Treaty.”

Jayne accessed the list she and Merry made before they left in the early hours of the morning. “This leaves us with someone who would do anything to keep the Treaty from passing, has access—or can get access—to all sorts of confidential shit, knows the exact nature of Wilson’s job, doesn’t care who they hurt, and is somehow tied to the government. Sounds like a white collar guerrilla soldier.”

Merry’s eyes widened in surprise as if she had just made a connection. “Son of a- . I’m going through these clusters of IP addresses to find our blackmailer’s voice.”

“His voice…?”

“Or her voice,” Merry corrected. “Every programmer has one that’s unique. It’s like handwriting. If I find the voice, then I can trace them on the shadow web. I’ve done some damage, but it can take a while.”

Jayne shifted on the desk and bumped up against a large brown box. “What’s this?”

“You notice the kava, but completely bypass the box…? I put that there,” she explained without interrupting her work.

“Okay?”

“It arrived first thing this morning. Open it.” Merry’s face brightened, but she didn’t turn away from her work. “I’m dying to know what you think.”

As soon as she lifted the lid Jayne saw dark green satin. She felt a wave of dread crash through her stomach, balanced by a flutter of excitement. It had to be the most gorgeous dress she had ever seen.

Merry chimed from across the room. “Go on. Take it out of the box, silly.”

Slipping off the table, Jayne picked the dress up by the straps and held it in front of her. She noticed a tasteful lace inset in the deep V-neck, gentle corseting, and lace paneling in the full-length skirt. It was opulent, yet understated. Its old world elegance was subverted with a little wink of sex appeal. Jayne couldn’t take her eyes off it.

Jayne took care of herself and stayed fit. She knew she looked good, but did she even look as good as this dress? “How did you…?”

Merry shrugged, “Just think of me as your fairy godmother.”

Jayne dropped the dress back in the box. “Merry…” She marched over. “I don’t see any woodland creatures who came in here and sewed me a dress during a show tune.”

“It’s alright, I threw it on the company account.”

The words brought Jayne back to reality. “Dammit, Merry.”

Merry stopped what she was doing and stared blankly at Jayne. “It’s a work expense!”

Jayne shifted her attention back to the gown. Jayne was tough, but arguing with Merry wasn’t worth it. Merry enjoyed it too much. As much as she was in awe of it, part of her wanted to find a flaw. The color was to die for and the cut looked perfect for a black-tie affair. Wrong size? There’s no way Merry would know her size, she thought, but nope. The tag said it was perfect. Crap. Whoever wore this thing really had to make it shine so the dress didn’t wear her, as the fashion sites said. Jayne knew she had a couple moments of hotness here and there, but she felt that elegance, class and putting on airs, as they say, was a waste of time.

Jayne felt her energy drain to her feet and put the dress back in the box.

“You like?” Merry asked expectantly.

Jayne nodded.

“Then why so glum, chum?”

Jayne watched Merry continue to work. How did she pick up on that without looking up?

“Probably still tired from last night. Hey, how much time do we have left?”

Merry snorted, “Three whopping days to crack the case. You have one whole day till the Governor’s ball.”

Jayne groaned.

“You have tickets and you have a dress,” Merry told her, wagging one free finger at Jayne, while the other four on that hand kept typing away. “So don’t even think about getting out of it.”

She shrugged as she put the lid back on the box. “I just don’t know which one I’m dreading more,” Jayne grumbled.
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Jayne inhaled the comforting, earthy smell of sautéed mushrooms as the frosted glass doors slid open. Spencer’s had a modern elegance thanks to its gray and silver decor, save the soft purple back light that highlighted the drink shelves. This place had real blades of grass in brushed silver pots on the bar, not Holo-Plants. They had a security guard at the door just to make sure no one tried to steal the grass for themselves. Real plants were a status symbol. Jayne smoothed her form-fitting black sweater, thrust her shoulders back, and sauntered to the bar.

The bartender gave a half smile and nodded in acknowledgement. “What can I get for you, miss?”

Jayne looked down the bar, sizing up what others were drinking. “Let’s do something different. How’s that blue drink she has?”

The bartender looked at a stately businesswoman across the bar and put down the glass he was cleaning. “That’s a Blue Monday.”

“Then I’ll have one Blue Monday.

The bartender laughed. It was almost sinister. He summoned the blank-faced artificial intelligence barkeep to his left. “You got it. One Blue Monday for the lady walking on the wild side.”

The barkeep raised a digitally simulated eyebrow at the bartender. “She seems docile to me.”

The bartender patted the barkeep on the back and turned to Jayne. “Would you like a menu, miss?”

Jayne nodded and looked around. Spencer’s was about half full, most of the patrons in tailored business gear. Jayne looked down at her sweater and leggings, noticing the difference. “Pretty good crowd for lunch.”

The barkeep handed Jayne her drink and responded, “We have lunch specials.”

“What’s good?”

“I… I don’t really eat…”

“Oh. Oh, I’m sorry, I forgot-.”

The barkeep skulked away, muttering to itself. “You and everyone else.”

The bartender handed Jayne a menu. “Don’t worry about that, it’ll be fine. Anyway, I like the ox burger and truffle fries.”

Jayne’s eyes grazed the menu, ultimately focusing on the image of the man on her left, reflected in the nearest silver flower pot. “Hmmm… Can I get avocados on that?”

The bartender widened his eyes. “Avocados. We are branching out. Okay. How do you like your burger?”

She sipped her drink, instinctively puckering her lips at the taste. “Medium, please.”

The bartender nodded and tapped the order into the bar top’s embedded tablet screen.

Jayne took another covert gander at Mr. Flowerpot Reflection. He was at a table behind Jayne, legs crossed and alternating between looking like he was zoning out and scrolling and tapping on his tablet. The rumpled white shirt was a stark contrast to his impeccable pinstripe suit. He fidgeted a little on the silver, mini throne of a chair. Jayne was drawn to the suggestion of muscle definition through his pants. Yeah… “muscle” definition…

Jayne rolled her shoulders repeatedly and did small torso twists on her stool, catching random snippets of conversation from the other end of the bar. The elegantly dressed businesswoman’s brow was knitted and she was frowning at her comm messages.

Jayne went back to her drink but felt a gaze on the back of her shoulders. Her eyes flitted towards the flowerpot. She smiled to herself. Jayne became a bit more exaggerated with her movements as the knots loosened. The reflection appeared to get closer.

“Maybe a chair would be more comfortable?” Jayne noticed his square jaw and subtle stubble.

She sipped her drink to avoid too much eye contact. “They look mostly occupied,” she told him, without facing him.

He gestured to his table and blushed slightly. “I mean, if you want.”

She noticed the bartender raise an eyebrow and shrug.

She glanced over her shoulder at his table. “Yeah, okay,” she said as she slipped off the bar stool, picked up her drink, and followed him back across the room.

The man smiled politely as she sat down. “I’ve never seen you here before.”

Jayne looked around the room. “Yeah, well, I was always curious about Spencer’s. I’ve heard good things. So what’s your name?”

The man extended his hand. “Tyler. Tyler Jax.”

Jayne shook his hand. “Jayne. Jayne Austin.”

“Like the ancient writer?”

“Ha! You like the ancients?”

Tyler flushed and glanced down at his hands resting clasped on the table. “Guilty, I guess. Just don’t tell anyone. I’ll lose my cred.”

Jayne playfully raised an eyebrow at Tyler, only breaking eye contact to thank an AI waiter for bringing her burger over.

“I lead a double life,” Tyler laughed.

“Ooooh…A spy?”

Tyler shook his head. “No, no. I’m not that cool. Try again.”

Jayne studied Tyler’s raven black hair and green hazel eyes. “Hmmmm… I think you have a stuffy job.”

“Is it the suit? It’s the suit isn’t it?” he chuckled, pulling at his lapels.

Jayne cut into her burger with a fork and knife, letting the juice soak the bottom bun. “More like how you wear it,” she confessed. “It’s like you keep the shirt messy out of rebellion. You seem like you’re good with numbers and parameters, though.”

“Oh? Tell me more.”

Jayne felt eyes on the back of her head. She snuck a quick look at the ornamental flowerpot behind Tyler. Four figures, male, slightly bluish tint to their skin. “I’m a student, not a psychic. You tell me.”

Tyler nodded and laughed, “Okay, you got me. I do contracts for the government.”

“A lawyer?”

“Yeah. I wanted to teach Ancient Literature, but my parents talked me into law school. I wanted to write.”

“So now you write contracts.”

Tyler bobbed his head and then took a swig of his iced tea. “It’s not exactly creative. In fact, it’s restrictive.”

“Oh, c’mon,” Jayne teased. “What’s the worst that would happen if you submitted a trade deal in iambic pentameter?”

“My head would roll.” He leaned forward, studying her, enjoying the moments of eye contact.

Jayne polished off a third of her drink in one gulp. “They wouldn’t,” she argued. “I mean, they can’t, right? It’s against the rules in the handbook or something.”

“Mmmm, they’d figure out how to make an exception. Government legislation can be very flexible when it comes to punishing those who bend them in the first place. Fate of the nation and all that.”

“How could a rhyming contract create a national emergency?”

“Depends on the contract. Imagine finding a rhyme for ‘trade legislations’.”

Jayne mirrored his body language and leaned in. “Oh yeah, you have that Treaty stuff coming up. It’s all over the news…”

He inhaled deeply. He looked like he was zoning out again. “Don’t remind me.” His eyes glanced behind her and he nodded in that direction. “Do you know those guys?”

Jayne turned to see behind her. The four male figures at the table Tyler was looking at hastily started a conversation amongst themselves. “Can’t say I do,” she muttered, “why?”

“Hmmm.” A smile spread over his lips. “Maybe they just have good taste.”

Jayne returned the smile. “So, my friend’s cousin works for the government.”

He helped himself to one of her fries. “What department?”

“Gerald? Don’t know. He’s not one to talk about work, but I thought I heard something about him and the Treaty.”

“Gerald who?”

“Wilson, I think. I don’t know. My friend has a different last name.”

Tyler continued to eye the table behind Jayne suspiciously. “Sounds familiar… Hey, they keep staring at you. It’s just odd…”

Jayne took a quick look at them again. “I don’t see it. Anyway, is Gerald in Contracts too? My friend never really mentioned what he did.”

“What are you studying, anyway?”

She didn’t miss a beat. “Artificial Intelligence with a minor in Psychology.”

Tyler shook his head and sighed before waving at three people, two male, one female, approaching him. “This would be the entire Contracts Department. Not a Gerald among us.”

Jayne took several bites of her burger, making sure to savor every bit of this 20-credit meal. “He’s a bit of an urban legend to my friend and me. We made a bit of a joke about it.”

The red-haired female approached and casually sat to Jayne’s left. “Who are we talking about?” she asked, smiling.

Tyler pointed at each of them as he introduced them. “Jayne, Gina. Gina, Jayne. Jayne’s friends with Gerald’s cousin.”

The older looking male with salt and pepper hair laughed as he sat down. “Gerald! Nice guy, but very private. I suppose you have to be, though, in his job. Scott, by the way.”

Jayne shook his hand. “Jayne. So you guys are the Contracts Department?”

“Nothing glamorous,” Scott responded, “but that’s us.”

“I don’t know,” Jayne said, her eyes twinkling as she glanced briefly back at Tyler. “I think it sounds interesting.”

Jayne spent the next twenty minutes listening to the Contracts Department talk about addendums and clauses. She felt her mind wandering aimlessly. Jayne took out her comm and texted Merry. “I’m sitting with the Gov’t Contracts Dept.”

“Are we boring you, Jayne?” She looked up to see Tyler eyeing her.

Jayne faked embarrassment when scanning the table. “No! No, not at all. I was just thinking that I needed to look up some of the things you guys were talking about. Running into a bunch of Gerald’s people has me curious. I just saw my friend at Tesla U. It’s a weird coincidence.”

Gina took a sip of her ice water and snickered. “I think it’s weird that Gerald is a normal guy with a family. I thought they didn’t let careerists out of the cage.”

Jayne cocked her head. “Careerists?”

“Those of us who sold our souls for the job. The higher you go, the more careerists you find.” Gina gestured to the elegantly dressed businesswoman and her companions. “Those are his people.”

Jayne looked in the direction Gina was waving. “You guys look more fun, ”she quipped smoothly.

Tyler shifted in his seat, eyes back down at the table again.

“Well, we’re a little lower on the totem pole,” Gina continued. “I don’t think they let Gerald think about much except the job.”

Jayne fired off a text under the table. “G-Man checks out as a major player so far.”

Scott took a swig of his drink and responded to Gina. “I don’t think he does much outside of work. He seems like one who’s in it for the right reasons. You can tell he believes in what he’s doing. It’s great he has the support of his family.”

“Sounds important, especially with that Treaty stuff…”

The table fell silent. All eyes landed firmly on Jayne. Tyler looked into his glass and swirled his drink.

She scrambled. “I… I think the tariffs are a good idea.”

The tension released and the Contracts folk went back to their office inside jokes, with the occasional Gerald story folded in for spice.

Jayne breathed a discreet sigh of relief. That was close, she thought to herself.

For the rest of their time in the bar, Tyler would sometimes flash Jayne a shy smile, which automatically raised her temperature. Jayne snuck some sideways glances at the woman and her coworkers at the end of the bar. Her lip reading wasn’t the greatest, but it looked like she said “and contact Wilson” or “Wilson is on it” a couple times.

When the check came, Jayne reached for her purse.

Tyler gently placed his hand on her arm. “My treat.”

She briefly made eye contact with him. She felt giddy for a moment. “Thanks. Think I’ll see you here again?”

“I hope so. If not, we’ll always have Contracts.”

Jayne said her goodbyes and pretended to walk towards the restroom as the Contracts Department left the bar. She nonchalantly let her purse slip off her shoulder and fished around for it, moving towards the elegantly dressed woman.

She bumped into her mark. “Oh! So sorry! I didn’t see you,” Jayne cooed.

The woman looked stunned. Jayne’s gaze fell to her purse, which had spilled the contents of the woman’s designer satchel when it landed on the floor.

Jayne knelt to pick up the contents. “Here, let me…”

The woman sheepishly looked at her colleagues and mumbled a couple words of gratitude. Jayne hurriedly shoved the woman’s belongings, except for her tablet, back in the satchel. Jayne placed her own tablet on top of the woman’s and put them both in her purse. “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled. “Enjoy your lunch.”

Tablet successfully hidden in her bag, she made a sharp exit towards the restroom and strode through the frosted glass doors to the powder room area. Jayne connected both tablets with a cable and commanded, “Copy all files with the word ‘Treaty’.”

She placed her purse over the tablets and fixed her hair, watching for other guests. A few moments later the icon on her tablet indicated that all files were copied. Jayne disconnected the tablets and put hers in her purse as she strolled back to the bar. She waved the woman’s tablet as she approached Wilson’s compadres.

“Excuse me, Ma’am? I picked up your tablet by mistake.”

The woman looked worried as she took it out of Jayne’s hand.

“I saw the case was different, so it must be yours.” Jayne made a couple more rushed apologies and scurried towards the door. She passed the table of the four solemn men who had been watching her, drawing their attention once again as she left.

The tallest of the men nodded to a young woman who appeared to be passing by the restaurant. The woman nodded back and changed her course to follow Jayne.

Jayne pretended to be too engrossed in what she was reading on her tablet to notice.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne’s jaw dropped when the industrial doors of the ISA slid open. A jittery Merry, surrounded by a small mountain range of extra-large kava cups, was tapping away at her laptop with one hand and scrolling on her tablet with the other.

Jayne briefly imagined Merry had magnetic kava cup-shaped grooves in her hands. “How many times have you had to pee today?”

Merry plucked an ear bud out of her ear. “Huh?”

Jayne shook her head. “Just… talking out loud. Whatcha got going on there?”

Merry moved her laptop onto the sofa and unfurled her left leg out from under her. The popping and cracking when she stretched her fingers and wrists reminded Jayne of a mini fireworks show. “Mega intensity, that’s what.”

Jayne could hear a podcast about some conspiracy theory playing in Merry’s ear bud. She plopped into her chair and settled behind her desk. She let herself relax and sink into the memory gel. Another necessary expense, they had convinced themselves. “I’m listening.”

Merry maintained her focus on her laptop. “You look zoned.”

“I just got a bite at Spencer’s.”

That got a rise from Merry’s left eyebrow. “You texted me from Spencer’s, the ridiculously posh pub-café-thing in the Federal District?”

Jayne instinctively rubbed her stomach. “The very same. What did you find?”

“How’d you pay for it?”

“Don’t worry, I didn’t use our money. Anyway, this isn’t about my lunch. What did you find?”

Jayne could see some of the flashing and scrolling code on the screen reflected as a faint light on Merry’s face. “In less than a minute, I should have our blackmailer’s screen info.”

Jayne perked up. “How…?”

A twisted smirk vined across Merry’s lips. “Wouldn’t you like to know? We should have it in 5… 4… 3… Huh.” Merry frowned and peered more closely at her screen.

“What?”

“The Treaty is about seeds and nitrates, right?”

Jayne nodded.

“Unless this is the most violent farmer ever, what I got here shows me this cat is all about weapons. This one’s using some mutant Tor 7.5 proxy and a crap ton of script blocking but had a little Achilles heel in their script…”

Jayne sighed. “In English, professor.”

Merry took a breath and started again. “It looks like some rogue avenger stuff, like a revolutionary would use.”

Jayne reclined her chair back and intertwined her fingers. “If he’s into weapons, then intel must also be a hobby of his—”

“Or hers,” Merry interrupted.

Jayne nodded in agreement. “Or hers. Whatever the case, Wilson checks out as a high-ranking official. I found some of his coworkers at Spencer’s.”

Merry steadied her laptop with one hand and fumbled for her latest kava cup with the other. “What else did they say about Gerr-Bear?”

Jayne pivoted her feet to swivel her chair in half circles. “That he probably isn’t called Gerr-Bear. His fellow suits seem to respect him and think he’s perfectly above board. No scandals, no blurry boundaries… Gerald Wilson is a family-oriented, standup guy, by all accounts. A ‘careerist’.”

“…that attracted a blackmailer whilst cruising for designer meds on the shadow web,” Merry added darkly.

“…Whilst cruising for designer meds for his terminally ill niece. This guy has a real soft spot for his family, probably the only real reason he did something so desperate.”

Merry rolled her eyes. “Well, he’s no fun.”

“He’s also a pain in the ass because it’s not like we can whisk him away for his protection. His wife and family would miss him. Any clues to be had in his medical records?”

Merry silently cursed at an invisible someone who deigned to thwart her digital plans. “Nope. Perfectly healthy and stable. Not even allergies.”

Jayne exhaled sharply in frustration. “Yeah, I figured as much. We’re going to have to track that blackmailer.”

“On it. So anything else about our G-man?”

Jayne brought her chair upright. “No, but they got weird and quiet when I mentioned the treaty. It was like I insulted someone’s dead mother.”

“Maybe they agri-processed her corpse into nitrates.”

Jayne couldn’t help but smile. “That’s awful, even for you.”

Merry unleashed a sinister laugh. “I mean, they really don’t want the public to know the particulars. You saw Wilson when he admitted invasion was a possibility. He looked like he wanted to jump out of his skin.”

Jayne bobbed her head. “That was kind of the feel I got from the Contracts Department at lunch…”

Merry narrowed her eyes. “You lunched with the government’s Contract Department?”

Jayne started taking off her boots. “Yeah, why? It was only four people. They paid for lunch.”

“The Armaros government Contract Department paid for your lunch, huh?” she drawled out slowly. “How’d you pull that off?”

Jayne crossed her ankles on top of her desk. “I didn’t go to Spencer’s for the ox burger, which was just okay, by the way. I went to Spencer’s because it’s right across the street from a government building. Anyway, they’re going out of their way with the spin control…”

For the first time in what felt like days, Merry stopped typing. Her smile was wide and proud. “You got an uptight government department to pay for your lunch by going to their hang out.”

“Yeah. And it was easy.”

“Jayne, do you know what that’s called?”

“Umm, getting a free lunch?”

“It’s called schmoozing, Jayne!” Merry emphasized the word schmoozing with a real ‘I told you so’ vibe.

Jayne smiled. “Well, what about that. You were right.”

“The ball is today, you know.”

Her jubilant, triumphant vibe crashed with a thud. Jayne’s stomach churned, and her chest felt like it was imploding. “Oh, damn. I’ve been so busy with this case, the time just—”

“Think you’re ready?”

Jayne and Merry sat in five seconds of uncomfortable silence.

Jayne exhaled. So much for her good day at the office. “I don’t have a choice. Let’s just move on. It makes sense that Wilson is being blackmailed by a real pro—” Jayne gasped, “a real pro… what are the chances you can find out if our blackmailer has done this before?”

“A hundred percent. I’m on it.”

“Would this blackmailer be dumb enough to reuse an alias or screen name?”

Merry’s throaty guffaw said it all, but she continued. “Not if we’re dealing with a real pro. But I imagine there are going to be a couple little script similarities. Probably super tiny ones, though. This person was thorough.”

“Two aliases can have the same voice?”

Merry nodded proudly. “Here’s our little soprano, singing like the proverbial canary to a real piece of work. Wow, this is a nut job.”

“Can you tell who?”

“Not sure, but his code is sloppy.”

“His code? You get on me for assuming the blackmailer is male, but you get to assume the sloppy coder is a dude?”

The spirit of mischief danced in Merry’s eyes. “I think my logic is self-evident, thank you. Anyway, whomever they’re fucking with likes talking about themselves a lot. I can barely tell what the conversation is really about.”

“Does this guy having more than one marker make him easier to trace?”

Merry shrugged, “I don’t know yet. He’s clever.”

Jayne mockingly raised her left eyebrow. “He…?”

“Or she! Either way, I can do it. We’ll get paid, and you’ll enable me to buy more stuff that I can use for my world takeover. Ha.”

 

+++
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“Hold still, will you?”

Jayne gritted her teeth as a blast of heat scorched her scalp. The faint infrared glow in her peripheral vision wasn’t doing her any favors, either. Her anxiety consumed her like a tsunami. “This is hell.”

“You never played beauty salon when you were a little girl?”

Jayne shook her head as much as she could. “No, more of a firecrackers tied to baby dolls kid.”

Merry peeled the Style Glove off her hand. She was wearing so many styling implements it looked like she was going for her merit badge in hairstyling from the Goth Scouts. “Looking good. Just have to do a little braiding and pinning.”

“Where did you learn to do this, anyway?”

Merry firmly redirected Jayne’s head so she looked forward. “Prison.”

Before she could finish wondering if Merry was serious, Jayne caught a glimpse of herself in the bathroom mirror. She felt lighter inside when she saw the side-swept, glossy waves. Jayne felt the anxiety subside. “Wow! Can’t I just wear my hair like this?”

Merry adjusted her parting and swiftly braided a chunk of hair. “Too va-va-VOOM. We’re going for understated elegance here. Besides, we really don’t need to make you sexier.”

Jayne rolled her eyes. She noticed the bathroom had the same faded peach theme as the rest of the office but was broken up by an off-white wall and a full shower. Like a porn studio… Mental note: Clean and sanitize in the near future. Maybe repaint it.

She cleared her throat. “Anyhow, I took the liberty of downloading some Treaty docs from Wilson’s coworker. They’re on my tablet.”

“Awesome,” Merry mumbled through the jeweled bobby pins hanging out of her mouth. She pinned two more sections of hair and strategically pulled wavy tendrils to further soften the updo. Merry patted Jayne’s shoulder and gingerly handed her the dress. “I’ll look later.”

Merry left the room and closed the door behind her, leaving Jayne alone. The air around her suddenly felt still and concrete. There was no turning back. Jayne closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, imagining her anxiety settling like soda going flat. “It’s only a dress.”

She could hear Merry fidgeting on the other side of the wall. “By the way, I think we should role-play.”

Jayne maneuvered the dress over her head, barely avoiding Merry’s masterpiece. “I don’t even know what to say to that.”

“Don’t be a perve. I meant we could role-play how you would talk about yourself at this shindig.”

Jayne inhaled and worked the zipper from the bottom to the middle of her back. “Sure, let’s do it. First, give me a hand with this zipper.”

Merry matter-of-factly opened the door and motioned for Jayne to turn around. She affected her best haughty male voice, “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you, Miss…?”

“Bond. Jayne Bond.”

“Ah, but I thought your name was Austin.”

Jayne wiggled a little, making sure she could move in the dress’s satin death grip. “I want to use an alias.”

“Yeah, an alias that comes pre-burnt! Take this seriously and adjust your girls,” she instructed.

Jayne adjusted the straps and bodice of the dress for comfort, and then for impact. “Hi. I’m Jayne Austin with the Interstellar Spy Agency.”

Merry got back into character. She mimed sipping a glass of champagne. “And what does a spy agency do, exactly?”

Jayne fished for the right words through the building anxiety. “We… We, uh, do surveillance and detective work mostly…”

“Way to sound confident in your services. You need to get to the heart of what we do here. You need to own it. You are Jayne Fucking Austin and you ARE the Intergalactic---“

“Interstellar.”

“…Interstellar Spy Agency. Now try it again but tell me what ISA does for people.”

Jayne nodded. “We help people solve mysteries.”

“Why would I go to you, when I could probably get a stoner, dog, and a livery ship for the cost of six dozen special brownies?”

Jayne stood straighter. “Because we’re the best spies in the business. And we use our skills to help people.”

“Help people do what?”

“Stand up to bullies and the corrupt.”

“I like it. Tell me, can you have my wife followed to prove she’s cheating?”

Jayne turned to admonish Merry but caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror before she could speak. She felt unable to move for a few seconds as she took it all in. The dress fit like a dream, and Jayne had to admit the deep green color flattered her skin tone and large, almond-shaped eyes. The girl in the mirror looked graceful, poised, ladylike, and beautiful. She heard herself think the words out loud in a small, true echo. “Damn, I look good.”

Merry smiled gently, with no trace of ‘I told you so’ on her face. “Ladies and gentlemen, THIS is the real Jayne Austin.”

Jayne beamed. “This dress has more sparkle to it than I thought.”

“I don’t think it’s the dress.”

A male voice called out from the other room. “Helloooo? Jayne?”

Merry sighed in disgust. “Vlad the Inhaler.”

Jayne pulled herself from the mirror and shuffled past Merry. She made her way back through into the office area. Vlad wandered the perimeter, tracing the outlines of past tech with his fingers.

She tried not to sound frustrated by the interruption. “What’s up?”

“I was just in the neighborhood and realized I’ve never seen this pla—” Vlad’s jaw fell open when he saw Jayne. He breathlessly uttered, “Who is this, and what did you do with Ms. Austin? Don’t answer that question, I like the new one better.” He waggled his eyebrows.

“You sir,” Jayne replied slowly, “are an ass.”

Vlad twisted the left corner of his mustache, a nervous tic. He always twisted his mustache when he was afraid, or excited. In this case, it was the latter. “Aren’t all professors?”

Merry stepped in front of Jayne, flicking her hair in glaring contempt. “Maybe so, dickhead, but not all professors ogle students. So I guess that makes you an ass who’s about to lose tenure.”

“And still infinitely more charming than you,” he countered.

“You Freudian, lumberjack-looking motherfu---” Merry forcibly composed herself and continued, “Anyway, Jayne, I have something to complete your ensemble.”

Merry took a long box out of her dress pocket and pulled out a silver and green necklace.

Jayne grimaced. “It’s…”

Vlad continued, “…hideous?”

Merry stared daggers at Vlad “…a comm device, dip shit. I want to keep tabs on Jayne, so I can intervene if I must. I rebuilt some comm hardware so it would fit inside the center stone.”

Jayne examined the clunky design. “That would explain the odd shape.”

“Well, look at that. It appears Merry has her uses.”

Merry raised an eyebrow combatively. “That’s what your mom said to me last night.”

Ignoring the sexually-charged banter between the pair, Jayne awkwardly clasped the necklace behind her neck. “Thanks, Merry.”

The door slid open to reveal a middle-aged deliveryman. “Package for Ms. Jayne Austin.”

Jayne signed the receipt for the sofa bed as the delivery apprentices maneuvered the plastic wrapped sofa bed into the room. The office was officially her home, too. She went to bend down to push the bed into place, but immediately rethought it.

Merry waved a hand dismissively. “We’ve got it, Jayne. You focus on kicking names and taking ass…” She paused. “Scratch that. Switch those words around. Or not, whatever you’re into.” She laughed at her own joke. Jayne couldn’t help but join her and laugh, too.

Jayne and Merry held eye contact for a few seconds. Jayne felt calmer than she had all day. “Thank you.”

Vlad moved to help unwrap the sofa as the delivery guys took off. “Are you two going to kiss, or is someone going to help me?”

Merry brushed Vlad off with a sigh and looked at Jayne. “I’m proud of you, Jayne Fucking Austin. Now get out of here.” She pointed at the door decisively.

Jayne smiled at Merry, grabbed her clasp off her desk and headed out.

“By the way!” Merry called, and Jayne turned around. “That role-playing was good, but obviously don’t just blab about being a spy. No one needs a big mouth agent. Only tell the folks you realize you can trust. You’ll know when it feels right.”

“Way ahead of you.” She held out her hand, daintily. “Jayne Austin, contract researcher for government initiatives.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

Governor’s Mansion, L80, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The cab pulled up to the end of the long, roundabout driveway. Jayne put her handheld back in her clasp and felt herself shrink inside. She noticed town cars, custom sports cars, and high-end sedans, but hers was the only cab. She gulped and reached for the open button.

The cab driver interjected, “I wouldn’t, miss.”

Before Jayne could object, an AI valet in a red suit approached the door. He gestured broadly as the door swung open. Jayne started to step out of the car. The valet cleared his throat and offered her his hand. She grasped it in a sturdy handshake, before realizing he was only offering her help out of the car.

Jayne corrected herself and presented her hand to the valet and lowered her eyes politely. “Thank you, sir.”

He helped her to a conveyor belt path between two rows of formidable oak trees. The translucent conveyer belt was lit from below, allowing Jayne to see the stars in the sky. She noticed pale blue Holo-frames highlighting several visible planets and constellations in the sky. Jayne touched the bark of one tree and wondered if rationing applied to the rich and powerful. There was a mix of wonder and a sinking feeling in Jayne’s body.

What am I doing here?

A man bumped into her from behind, bringing Jayne back to reality. He made a half turn to face her. “I’m so sorry.”

Jane looked him up and down and thought, I’m not. “It’s no big deal,” she smiled.

The blond man with a dimpled chin smiled awkwardly and continued walking on the already-moving belt. Jayne touched her gaudy necklace and wondered when she should call Merry. She could hear two women whispering a few feet behind her.

“Well, I’ve never seen her.”

“She must not be from our sector…”

Jayne froze, listening for more evidence they were talking about her.

“…whoever she thinks she is…”

The blood vessels in Jayne’s head tightened. She levied at least five creative curses at Merry in her head.

“Well, she doesn’t fit in. She’s not one of us.”

The air around Jayne went ice cold. She felt her shoulders clench.

The gossiping women continued. “I know! Besides, you don’t just go from one committee to another. That’s not how Country Club Charities work in this sector.”

“She is from the more agricultural part. She married a rich government farmer, you know…”

Jayne exhaled and rolled her shoulders back, forcing them to relax. The anxiety, and now evidently paranoia, was full force in her stomach. “Okay Jayne, you can do this. They’re just people. Rich, powerful, glamorous people who can see through you… Stop it!”

Jayne gingerly lifted the skirt of her gown a couple inches as she stepped off the belt. She could see bright lights and some shadows of activity as she approached the door.

“Ticket, miss?” a polite and snooty voice inquired. The speaker had the waxy-skinned and politely detached look of an AI. His red suit was crisp linen with a short coat, long tails. He had a small scanner embedded into his white gloved hand.

Jayne rolled down her elbow-length satin glove and allowed the butler to scan her ticket patch. She could feel her heart beat in loud ba-booms, as if to say, ‘this is real’.

She muttered out loud to herself. “You can do this, Jayne. They’re just people. Rich, fancy, incredibly judgmental people…”

She smiled and thanked the quizzical butler, trying not to look surprised as she crossed the threshold. The first two things Jayne noticed were enticing aromas of roasted meat and sugary sweets, and the freshly waxed marble floors. The floors gave her trouble, as she nearly slipped as soon as she stepped inside. As she focused down on her heels to regain her balance, she noticed the pattern of the marble tiles alternated between a circular labyrinth design and classic checkerboard.

A mustached gentleman puffed on his cigar and silently watched Jayne rebalance herself. She placed a hand on her chest to catch her breath. “So much for trying to blend in,” she mumbled to herself.

There was a welcome smell to her left, kava mixed with muffins. A kava stand, Jayne laughed to herself in disbelief. He even put a mini kava stand in here.

Jayne walked towards the mini kava pop-up with mild trepidation. The Governor spared no expense—faux cobblestone façade with Holo-pots of violets, daisies, and lilies around the entrance. She could hear techno Bal-musette music playing nearby. She could feel her stomach turning somersaults, and felt eating something might help her relax. Food always made her feel better.

Jayne approached the counter and noticed every kava blend she could think of—even a couple inventions that she could swear contained severely rationed materials—were on the kitschy menu disguised as a window between two shutters. “Vanilla kava with extra foam and a berry muffin, please.” Vanilla was practically a relic. It might as well be in a museum. Jayne’s mind boggled at the thought of how much moo-lah was being blown on the vanilla alone.

The barista nodded in acknowledgement and invited her to sit at the counter or a booth. Jayne chose a booth that allowed her to look at the rest of the ball, noticing how difficult it was to maneuver into a booth in a full satin skirt.

Jayne looked up at the barista as he handed her the latte and muffin. He looked 18-years-old at the most. His teeth were straight and the exact color of the vertical white stripes on his crisp apron. “Oh! I just noticed you’re not AI.” She smiled acting as naturally as she could, even down to not hiding her embarrassment at her comment. “Great party,” she added, her eyes wandering back to the wonderland scene.

The kid laughed heartily. “That’s hilarious! My mom did most of the planning. She was really into The Galaxy That Plays Together theme. Mom wanted to do something different with the whole ball concept. Make it cooler for the younger crowd, you know? She even designed the invites. Dad just signed the checks and did the political schmoozing.”

There’s that word again, Jayne thought.

“You’re the Governor’s son?” Jayne’s eyes lit up. “He put you to work?”

“I wanted to. I get sick of smiling and waving, you know?”

Jayne felt a bubble of happiness as she took a sip of her latte. “You make a mean latte for a politician’s kid.”

The kid laughed, returning to the counter to take care of the next partygoers. Jayne surveyed the scene as she picked at her muffin. The layout didn’t resemble anything Jayne saw on her tablet. For an event that billed itself as a ball, the dancing area only encompassed half of the floor. That area was filled with mostly older people and about as stuffy as she expected. It was her current location that caught her eye.

There was a casino at the heart of the huge ballroom. A giant roulette wheel forming the heart of it, and the blood was fistfuls of cash pumping in and out. Jayne saw five crowded poker tables surrounding that, as well as countless 2-credit slot machines. Jayne noticed AI and human women in skimpy sequined dresses carrying drinks from a ring of bars on the rotating ring surrounding the nucleus of gambling. Jayne appeared to be in the valence orbital, which was comprised of various tiny food stands. She made a mental note to hit the shrimp taco and tequila café later.

Jayne decided she would get more leads from the casino part of the ball. That was where the most drinking was happening. She gritted her teeth and stood up, kava in hand.

She picked a slot machine at random. The dark blue front panel had pinpoint white lights flashing to mimic outer space. She noticed the domed ceiling had a holographic projection, giving the illusion of stars and nebulas.

“These things never pay out.”

The speaker was a tall man who wore his tuxedo like a model. The crease in his pants was perfect, as was the controlled, gravity defying chaos of his strawberry blond hair.

Jayne allowed herself a ditsy, humanizing stammer. “They… they say the odds of winning are like 97%, but you have to really play all night because there’s something like 8,000 possibilities. The little pictures, they make 8,000 combinations.”

He cocked his head slightly and gave a smile that didn’t show crows feet. “I didn’t know that. I, for one, don’t have that sort of dedication.”

Jayne could feel perspiration beading in her armpits. “Great party. Wouldn’t you agree?”

The man nodded. Jayne felt somewhat lightheaded and her breathing slowed.

“You can do this, Jayne. They’re just people,” she muttered under her breath.

“Excuse me?”

She felt her face get hot and her mind raced, searching for words. “I, uhh, didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

“I kind of figured.”

Her chest started tightening. “Excuse me, I need a drink… I mean, I don’t need, need a drink. I just…” She recovered with a smile. “I just want one.”

Jayne didn’t even wait to see his reaction. She hastily scurried to the nearest bar, doing her best not to slip again on the marble floor. The ruddy bartender nodded at her. “What can I get for the lady in green?”

Jayne propped her elbows on the lacquered synthetic wood bar. “A Blue Monday, please.”

“Interesting request.”

“Yeah, well, it’s an interesting night.”

Jayne moved towards the corner of the bar and turned away from the bartender. She touched the large center stone on her necklace and waited for a slight beep in her ear.

“Merry?”

“We were wondering when you’d call.”

“We?”

“Vlad the Inhaler’s still here. I figured he’d be useful as my kava wench or something. How’s it going?”

“Ugh.”

“Sounds promising,” Vlad remarked.

Jayne could hear the muffled sound of Merry’s fist on Vlad’s coat in the background. “Ow!”

“Ignore him.”

“Done. Merry, this party’s unreal.”

“Ooooh, sounds like you could have fun if you relax for once. Any good leads?”

Jayne graciously accepted her cocktail from the bartender and dropped 10 credits into a pneumatic tube that safely deposited all of the tips below the bar. “Maybe. If I get my foot out of my mouth.”

Vlad’s voice chimed in again. “That’s our girl!”

Another muffled punching sound.

“Okay,” Jayne instructed, “just keep this line open. Maybe you can catch something I don’t.”

 

+++

 

Undisclosed Location

 

Sergeant Miller stood near the control panel for his retinal and body temperature scan.

“Activate Scan, Sergeant Miller.”

He remembered when the Federation added the body temp component about 15 years ago. Sergeant Miller shuddered at the memory of all the psychos in Super Max ripping out eyeballs and escaping. At least the fear was on his side against these inmates. The light shone intensely in his eyes for two seconds and he could feel the warmth of the scan from feet to head.

“Opening. Thank you, Sergeant Miller,” confirmed the polite robotic voice.

Miller looked over his shoulder at the inmate and the new doctor as he walked out of the door. “Don’t give Dr. Rasmussen trouble. If you need me, Doc, please use the comm system.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.”

The man in the orange jumpsuit bowed in an exaggerated fashion. “Much obliged, Sergeant Miller.”

“You got some balls, Inmate.” The door buzzed closed behind Sergeant Miller.

The older man in the orange jumpsuit leaned forward in his chair and clasped his hands in front of his chin. He had kindly dark eyes and a gentlemanly bearing, but his voice was the kind of smooth that sent shivers down the spine. “I’m all yours, Doctor.”

Dr. Rasmussen cleared her throat and made eye contact with the inmate. “I appreciate your cooperation. You requested a session. Why?”

The inmate shrugged and sat back in his chair, clasping his hands behind his head. “I needed to clear the air. I’m about to get out, you see, and I feel as though none of you truly know me.”

“What do you mean?”

“I feel you know me from my file and by my supposed crime, but it is not representative of who I am.”

Dr. Rasmussen twirled her stylus and exhaled. “With all due respect, you’re in Camp Cupcake. How would we benefit from knowing you, as you say?”

“I just think it could be of benefit to both of us. Getting in the mind of a criminal furthers research, yes?”

“When we’re talking about serial killers and high-stakes psychopaths, it does. But I don’t know how beneficial it is to study a nuisance criminal.”

The inmate’s pupils narrowed and there was an upward twitch at the right corner of his mouth. He changed his countenance quickly and softened his eye contact. “Nuisance criminal! You wound me. I am nothing like anyone here.”

Dr. Rasmussen appeared to search for words in the concrete brick wall and compressed her lips. She sighed. “You’re saying you are different from the other inmates here? Does this have to do with the upcoming parole hearing you keep telling us about?”

There was a slight snarl on the inmate’s upper lip before his face went placid once more. His mouth took on a meek, closed-lipped smile. “You got me, Doctor. The hearing is part of my reasoning, true, but I really do want to be known.”

“Okay,” Dr. Rasmussen turned towards the inmate and folded her hands in her lap before continuing, “what do you want us all to know?”

The inmate crossed his legs in a figure-four position. His voice grew more resonant. “Me. I want you to know me—what drove me, what drives me still. I want you to know not only about me, but that I was a bystander in this drama.”

“Go on.”

The inmate positioned his hand on his chest for emphasis as his voice dropped to a near whisper. “I know what I did was wrong—any school kid in civics class knows that—but I was wronged too.”

Dr. Rasmussen scrolled to the part of the file, detailing the crime. “You say you were wronged, but this says you were caught with blueprints to a nitrate plant and some serious detonation devices. And that’s only what you’re serving time for now…”

The inmate squinted, as if he needed to bring Dr. Rasmussen into focus. He was trying to understand her better. “I was blackmailed.”

“Of course.”

“Don’t patronize me. You don’t have to tell me this isn’t my first sentence.”

“Are you saying the courts should not take your pattern of highly antisocial behavior into account when evaluating the information given by this source?”

“I’m saying,” the inmate briefly clenched and released his fists before continuing, “you were given nasty, dark intel from a nasty, dark source. How the courts could not consider the source is beyond me. Did anyone consider the informant’s motives before persecuting me?”

“The courts were more concerned about your plan to detonate a nitrate plant.”

“Child’s play!”

“Blowing up a nitrate plant seems like a big boy decision to me.”

“First, that’s why I need you and the courts to know me, Dr. Rasmussen. Second, please stop patronizing me.”

“If I’m hearing you right, you are saying we need to know you to get a feel for what made you who you are today.”

The inmate situated the back of his chair about five feet from Dr. Rasmussen. He straddled the chair, with its back against his chest. “My real hope is for authority figures like yourself to stop looking at me like I’m a piece of shit.”

“Sit properly, please.”

The inmate slowly and grudgingly complied.

Dr. Rasmussen brushed a stray lock of hair out of her face and narrowed her eyes at the inmate. “Why now?”

The inmate raised his voice and his genteel gestures broadened. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about, Dr. R!”

“Call me Dr. Rasmussen, please.”

The inmate practically hissed, “Dr. Rasmussen. I didn’t feel like anyone would listen.”

“Oh? So again… why now?”

“My reasons are as complex as I am. It’s not worth getting into.”

Dr. Rasmussen exhaled, compressing her lips briefly. “What is worth getting into? Why call the prison shrink instead of writing your memoirs?”

The air in the cell started to stagnate as the inmate sighed, “I don’t want to be this person anymore. I know, I know. Hell of a time to realize it, but it’s true.”

“A person like what? You did say that you were complex.”

The inmate’s voice grew softer and he appeared to struggle with eye contact. “I’ve done things, doctor.”

“What kind of things?”

“I’ve… hurt people.”

“Hurt? Or killed?”

The inmate clasped his hands in front of his abdomen and stared at his fidgeting fingers. “Hurt. I think.”

“But you could have caused someone’s death?”

“I don’t think about that anymore. Can’t afford to.”

She paused briefly. “Why do you need someone to know this now?”

“I want to leave with a clean slate.”

The inmate and Dr. Rasmussen sat in silence for what felt like five minutes. The inmate appeared to study Dr. Rasmussen, mostly focusing on her posture and facial expressions. Dr. Rasmussen remained outwardly placid despite the awkward silence. The inmate started rubbing the back of his neck.

“Is something wrong?”

“Sometimes I can’t stop thinking about the person I was and how that led me here.”

“I think that’s healthy, given the circumstances.”

The inmate put one hand over his eyes. “I can’t be this person anymore, doctor. I can’t. I just don’t have it in me.”

Dr. Rasmussen eyed him carefully. “It was in you at one point, because, as you’ve acknowledged, you hurt people.”

“I know. I can’t take that back,” he sighed in frustration. “I just wish I could be someone else.”

Dr. Rasmussen felt her guard ease. “I don’t know that you can focus on the person you want to be until you finish processing the person you were. Or still are, rather.”

“You’re probably right.” His shoulders and upper body tensed with sobs. “I’m sorry. I just don’t want to hurt people anymore…”

Dr. Rasmussen got out of her chair and stood on the footprints in front of the door. “I’m sorry to do this, but we’re out of time. You need to get back for count.”

The inmate appeared to shake his head in acknowledgement, still hiding his face from the doctor. He wiped his eyes, which were actually completely dry, with the back of his hand.

Dr. Rasmussen inhaled deeply. “Activate Scan, Dr. Rasmussen.”

“Opening. Thank you, Dr. Rasmussen.”

Sergeant Miller was waiting for the doctor on the other side of the door. The two walked down the long row of cells in silence.

Sergeant Miller cleared his throat as they approached the Sally Port dock. “Does he really think he’ll get out?”

Dr. Rasmussen’s expression was pensive and troubled. “I don’t even know what he’s thinking.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

Governor’s Mansion, L80, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne was finishing her second Blue Monday.

The bartender pointed to her last sip and asked, “Are you going to want another, miss?”

“Why not?” she smiled, finally relaxing. “I’ll have this one shaken, not stirred.”

The bartender grinned and shook his head.

“See?” Merry’s voice came over the comm, “you don’t completely suck.”

Jayne smirked, thinking it was probably not a good idea to talk back to her necklace anymore. She was getting better at pretending to be important, but not eccentric.

“Having fun?” A new voice interrupted from behind her.

She turned to face the speaker. “You’re the guy that almost ran me over on the walkway!”

He smiled sheepishly, his blue-gray eyes and dimpled chin on full display. “Yeah, sorry about that. I saw you over here and thought I’d apologize again.”

Vlad’s voice quipped through her comm. “And try to get in your pants.”

Jayne choked a little, feeling the vodka in her drink burn her throat. If she hadn’t heard the muffled punching sound, Jayne would have found a way to reach through the comm and hit Vlad herself.

“Something wrong?” the stranger asked.

“No. It… just went down my windpipe is all.”

He was tall with broad shoulders, now that Jayne was able to get a good look at him. He pointed to her drink. “How is that?”

“Not bad. Not bad at all.” Jayne extended a hand to the man. “I’m Jayne, by the way. Jayne Austin.”

He smiled broadly and gave her a firm handshake. “I’m Matthew. But I go by Matt. Matt Decarte.” He made eye contact with the bartender. “Know what? I think I’ll have what she’s having, please.”

“So…” Jayne cooed, trying her best to be charming. “What brings you to the party?”

“You mean business or pleasure?”

“I’m a little more detail oriented than that.”

“My coworkers thought it would be a good idea if a bunch of us came.” He shrugged bashfully. “So, you know, social pressure.”

She chuckled. “Oh, I do know.”

“What brings you here? Are you here with anyone?”

Vlad’s voice again. “Are you going to introduce us?”

Jayne scratched her ear in annoyance. “No, I’m alone. I’m mostly here for, um, networking. I just started a small business. Real small, actually.”

“Well, you have to start somewhere. Not everyone can do the corporate thing. Or wants to, for that matter.”

Jayne and Matt faced each other, making eye contact that somehow didn’t feel entirely uncomfortable. The electricity was broken up by Merry in her ear again. “Uh, Jayne? Jayne?”

Jayne looked away to tame a stray hair, then looked back at him again. “So, what had you in such a hurry back there?”

“Nothing important,” he told her, picking up his drink from the bar. “Do you play blackjack at all?”

“No! No, Jayne. You do not play blackjack.”

Jayne instinctively started to scratch the ear with Merry in it but caught herself. “I don’t think I’ve ever tried.”

“Can you count to twenty-one?”

“I think I can do that.”

“Then why don’t we go try our luck?”

Merry wouldn’t relent. “No. Get out of there! This is flirting, not schmoozing.”

Vlad chimed in. “What do you have against our Jayne getting laid?”

“She has stuff to do, you idiot!”

Matt softly put a hand on her upper back, guiding her to the poker and blackjack tables. Jayne felt a slight tingle where his hand was. “Let’s do it,” he declared.

“He’s not subtle, is he?” Another muffled punching sound. “Ow!”

Matt continued the conversation. “What do you do for a living, Jayne Austin?”

“I’m a… researcher. Contract work. Government commissions, mostly.”

“Sounds vague, but I love a good tease. What do you research?”

Jayne smiled. “People. And their problems.”

“What do you know about me?”

“Not much, but I’d like to find out.”

He sipped his drink. “I’ve kept a journal since I was twelve, but you’ll have to break into my room and find it. It has unicorns on the cover, can’t miss it.”

Dammit, Jayne thought. He’s funny, too.

“So, you’re a spy?”

Jayne turned, her fight-or-flight kicked in, only a little. Who is this guy?

“Trust me, no one here cares. I’m assuming you’re independent? No sides, just business? That’s good. Don’t worry, your secret is safe. If you’re looking for clients, you’re at a buffet.”

They approached the blackjack table. Matt greeted the dealer and bought some chips for him and Jayne. A short girl in a velvet dress and side-swept waves of hair hung onto a slightly taller man’s arm. She greeted Matt and pointed at Jayne. She had a high-pitched voice and a Vector-B accent. “Friend of yours?”

“This is Jayne. She is a, um… researcher.”

The short girl cooed, looking Jayne up and down predatorily. “What exactly do you research, Jayne?”

“I specialize in people. And their problems.” The ring of blackjack players exchanged a series of knowing glances. Jayne crossed her legs and looked to Matt. Matt caught her gaze. He nodded, assuring. “More specifically, I specialize in solving problems. Big problems… I run a small spy agency.” She finished off her drink and glanced to the beaming Matt. His coworkers laughed. Finally, someone interesting!

Jayne answered the questions of Matt’s coworkers and played a couple hands of blackjack. This was getting easier, except for the constant badgering from Merry.

Eventually, Jayne sighed, “I have to take off now.”

Matt looked disappointed. “Are you sure? We’ve lost so many rounds, our luck can only get better from here.”

Jayne smiled. “I’ll be around. I just have some, um, business stuff to do.”

Matt winked. “Spy stuff? Okay, but take my number. I want you to call me.”

They made electric eye contact again. And again, it was disrupted by Merry. “No! Politely decline. Move along.”

“I’d like that.”

Jayne tried to ignore Merry’s conniption fit as she accepted the comm number. “What are you thinking? You have a business to run.”

She waited until she was twenty feet from the blackjack table to make fake static noises. “I can’t hear you. Merry? Merry?”

“Jayne, why did you get his number? That’s not what you’re there for.”

“Still breaking up. Merry, if you can hear me, I’m shutting this off now.”

“No. Don’t you dare!”

“I think I can handle it from here. If you can hear me Merry…”

“You’re not speed dating. This is serious.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“Jayne? Jayne?”

Jayne took the necklace off and examined it. She held it up to the light before putting it in her purse. It had been a great idea, but it was no longer necessary.

 

+++

 

Governor’s Mansion, L80, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

He muttered under his breath, “I hate these events.”

But she was the reason he was here. He looked at the young woman in the green satin dress by the blackjack table, examining her necklace. She was undeniably beautiful. He noticed she received several admiring glances from party guests of every rank, class and sex. He pointedly rearranged the cards in his hand.

The blackjack dealer in the red vest raised an eyebrow at one of his guests. “Your turn, sir.”

His stooge put a hand on his shoulder and woozily examined his cards. He could smell the alcohol on this man’s breath. Why do humans insist on touching each other so much?

His repulsion was distracted by the thought of how he and his stooge must look to the other party guests. The stooge had an open, doughy face and loose posture. He was tall, broad-shouldered and serious. The stooge was always smiling and sharing, whereas he was reserved and almost never emanated any warmth.

His stooge steadied himself and smiled. His eyelids were half-mast. “This a pretty good hand.”

He glared at the stooge before putting his cards face down on the table. He felt a definite chill underneath his pale skin. “I fold.”

The stooge swayed and seemed genuinely disappointed. The alcohol gave him a red cast across his nose and cheeks. “Aww, c’mon! This was just getting good.”

“I think,” he caught his stooge companion just before he fell to the ground, “instead of playing cards, I should help you. You’re clearly unwell.”

“Nawwww. I’ve been drunker than this.”

He tossed one of his companion’s arms over his shoulder. “I’ll bet.”

“Hahahaha… You’re sooooo funny! I wanna… I wanna put you in my pocket or something.”

He sighed and looked for an open table. While there weren’t any completely empty tables, he was able to find one with only two guests and their dates. He looked around for the young woman as he steered the stooge towards the table. She was speaking with a distinguished-looking older lady as she made her way to the bathroom.

His stooge hovered over one of the four guests at the table where he immediately became an annoyance. “Excuse me, sir? Sir! We’re sitting here. Okay?”

But the guest was so wide-eyed with shock and so pale he was almost powder blue. They relented and allowed his inebriated friend to join them. “There doesn’t appear to be assigned seating.”

He smiled graciously, maneuvering his incapacitated stooge into a black leather chair. “Thank you. I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Phinneas and this is Walter.”

The older of the two male guests extended his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, Phinneas. I’m David McCauley.”

The younger man gave Walter a slow, narrow look, but extended his hand to both newcomers. “Nice to meet you.”

Phinneas noticed the exchange and cleared his throat. “You’ll have to pardon my friend here. Walter spends much of his time at work and doesn’t have many nights where he can let loose like this.”

David belted out a hearty laugh, “Boy, do I know how that is.”

“What is it you do, Mr. McCauley?”

“Mr. McCauley was my father, and my father before him. You can call me David. I’m a government farmer here on Armaros.”

“I would think that farming is lucrative in a controlled environment such as this.”

David nodded and gulped his red wine. “Oh, it is. It really is. But Anthony here just got elected to the council. This kid is going places.”

Anthony smiled with false modesty. “It’s really nothing.”

David examined Phinneas’ features. “Where are you from, Phinn?”

Phinneas cringed at the shortening of his name, but this simple man wasn’t worth the reprimand. This was a recon mission and Phinneas was determined to complete it, even if it meant suffering the idiocy of an obnoxious farmer and a drunk stooge. “I’m from a little of everywhere.”

“What do you do for a living?”

Phinneas paused and measured his words carefully before speaking. He angled a wrist so the camera in his cuff links could capture the young woman in the green dress. “I’m in the import and export business. Mostly precious cargo.”

“Precious cargo,” David playfully elbowed Phinneas in the ribs, “like explosives?”

Phinneas felt indignation rise in him. He thought, You better be damn worth it, my gilded lily. He forced a smile. “No, not explosives. It can be quite volatile, but we haven’t yet had an explosion, per se.”

David and his friends all laughed politely. Phinneas observed the young woman at a slot machine near the restroom. She was with a man and two young ladies, all of which appeared to be laughing. One of the young ladies did a victory strut of sorts around her machine. Phinneas continued to take pictures with his cuff link cam.

David gesticulated in Jayne’s direction. “Why do you keep looking over there?”

Phinneas’ blood froze over with subverted rage and revulsion. You are a disgusting, simple machine, he thought before bothering to reply. “I keep trying to find a waitress. Walter needs water, but he’ll never order it himself. He hates that it isn’t alcohol, you see.”

David nodded and laughed in understanding as he waved his arm in the air. “Excuse me? Miss?”

An AI server wearing a tight sequined dress came to the table. “Yes? How may I help you?”

“Looks like we’re at the point this evening where a round of waters will be helpful.”

The server smiled and processed the order within the matrix of her operating and ordering system. “Absolutely. They’ll be right out. Is there anything else I can get for you?”

“No, thank you.”

The server nodded and walked to the nearest bar. Phinneas noticed she had a realistic wiggle to her hips as she did so. It both terrified and aroused him.

David playfully elbowed Phinneas in the ribs again. “She’s cute for a fish.”

Fish was a rather crude term for Artificial Intelligence. It was a term Phinneas hated, but David’s use of it did not surprise him. He barely suppressed the urge to chop David’s windpipe with the blade of his hand. He again forced a smile. “Yes. She is very attractive.”

Phinneas continued his observation as the simpletons talked about simple things amongst themselves.
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Jayne watched with amusement as Matt’s short, female coworker strutted around the slot machine. She applauded, along with everyone else in the group. Matt’s coworkers were surprisingly friendly and eager to introduce their token spy friend to everyone they could find. Jayne chuckled to herself. So this is how James Bond got so many girls.

Jayne had long since switched from Blue Mondays to ice water. It was a precaution against hangovers but also a measure against spilling too many beans. She noticed Matt’s companions were getting sloppier and felt reassured realizing she was gaining the upper hand.

The diminutive coworker pointed at Jayne, one eyelid drooping towards closed. “You look so young. How did you become a spy?”

Jayne graciously accepted her ice water from the server. “If I told you that, I’d have to kill you.”

He nodded approvingly at the joke. “Well, what does a spy agency do? Broad strokes.”

“We use our skills to help people or groups who are being harassed or… bullied. To put it simply. We help them learn the truth and defend themselves.”

The pocket coworker’s glassy eyes grew huge. “You’re, like, a superhero then!”

Jayne laughed. A superhero? What a dork.

This group was fun, but more importantly they introduced Jayne to several councilmembers as their “spy friend”. Each interaction was getting more and more comfortable, like the role-plays she did while in the Academy, but Jayne was feeling restless. “Time to mingle.”

“Awwww,” Matt’s coworker whined, “you just got here!”

Jayne clasped both of her hands sincerely and smiled. “It was so great to meet you, but I need to get back to business. I had fun.”

“Okay, okay. It was nice to meet you, Super-Secret Agent Jayne.”

Jayne felt energized as she walked towards a bar. I think Merry would be proud.

She noticed a man with surprisingly fashionable long black hair, sipping a martini at a nearby display for the charity receiving the proceeds from the ball. Jayne rolled her shoulders back and rode her recent wave of confidence as she approached him. He scrolled through an informational screen in front of the roulette wheel.

Jayne pointed at the informational screen. “That’s a great cause.”

The man looked up, startled. Jayne noticed his white suit jacket appeared to be cut in a style popular in a neighboring star system, Telluride-Burgess 17. “Oh! I didn’t see you there. Yes, this cause is the main reason I’m here.”

She studied him for insight into his personality and background. Jayne fixated on what looked to be a platinum brooch on his lapel. “Oh, your brooch is lovely, so refined. Is it a family crest?”

He instinctively touched the crest and smiled. “Yes. My family’s crest. I’m from a very proud line. Very old. We can trace our family back to nineteenth century earth, actually.”

Jayne smiled approvingly and extended her hand. “I’m Jayne Austin. Whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?”

The man laughed and kissed her hand, “Your manners are as beautiful as you are, Ms. Austin. I’m Anders Octavia.”

Her heart raced, but Jayne felt completely at ease at the same time. “So what do you do, Mr. Octavia? For a living I mean.”

His smile was simultaneously debonair and sincere. “Anders, please. I mostly work for the family business, but I’ve been branching out lately. I want to get involved in more philanthropic pursuits.”

She coyly sipped her drink, making eye contact over it as if it were a nineteenth century parlor fan. “I see…”

Anders appeared to dismiss his statement with a wave of his hand. “But that’s stuffy and probably very boring. What do you do, Ms. Austin?”

She smiled, “Please, call me Jayne. I own a small spy agency.”

He raised his eyebrow and nodded slowly and approvingly. “You don’t say? Paranoid husbands, that sort of thing?”

“No, actually.” She was insulted, at first, but suspected he was teasing her. “We use our skills to help people. I’m confident we’re the most creative spies in the business.”

“A private detective agency?”

“Yes and no. We perform some of the same functions, but I’d say we go a little farther when it comes to helping people level the playing field.”

Anders took a business card out of his jacket pocket and handed it to Jayne. “Please call me sometime. I may have a situation that… needs leveling. Do you have a card?”

Jayne fished through her clasp before she realized she did not have any business cards. “I thought I had one… I… must’ve dropped mine on my way out. Oh no. Sorry. These dresses aren’t the easiest to get on—” Jayne looked up at Anders with heavy eyelids, “or off.”

Anders caught himself in a nervous laughter. Suddenly, Jayne’s comm went off.

“This is work. Will you excuse me?”

Anders nodded.

Jayne opened her comm. “Hey Merry. Your timing is great. What’s up?”

“Get back here now!”

“Can I change first?”

“No!”

Jayne sighed as she closed her comm. She called for a cab on her handheld as she headed towards the door.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne noticed her feet felt hot and swollen from wearing high heels as she arrived at the office. She waved her hand in front of the sensor and the door slid open.

Merry was in her usual spot, sitting on the sofa zoned into her laptop.

“Okay,” Jayne announced, “what’s more important than me getting out of these shoes?”

Merry barely glanced up from the screen as she pointed to a pair of ballet flats by Jayne’s desk. “Put those on. You’re welcome. And I’ve been asking around about our blackmailer friend.”

Jayne shuffled over to her desk, sat down and slipped out of her shoes. Her bare feet dropped to the floor like two canned hams and she flopped back into her chair like a relaxed starfish. She sighed, exhausted. “Was anyone willing to drop a tenth credit on him?”

Merry’s eyes followed a conversation thread on her screen. She squinted. “Nothing specific—yet—but a couple of my people have some insight.”

Jayne got up to wash her face. “A couple of your people? How many folks do you have on this?”

Merry shrugged. “The whole hacker community, really. I let slip that this individual likes delving into people’s secrets and blackmailing them. You’d be amazed how many anonymous friends get up in arms about shit like that.” A small smile spread over her lips. She kept reading.

Jayne padded into the bathroom and wetted a towel to rub off her makeup. “There’s a reason your net friends hide in the shadows then?” she called.

Merry ignored the question. “Anyway, it’s as we suspected. This individual usually deals in weapons, but none of my revolutionaries or rabble rousers know his voice from the snippets of code I sent over to them. Even my conspiracy theorists are pretty dry on him.”

Jayne remained in the bathroom, dabbing and faffing about. She tapped some cleansing powder from a container, added a drop of water and rubbed it in her palm. She inhaled the clinical cucumber smell, instantly feeling her body revitalizing.

Merry’s voice called through to her. “Hey, are you removing my paint job?”

She lathered her face, carefully avoiding her eyes. “Maybe 80%. I feel tired and greasy. You were saying this guy has a revolutionary bent, but Wilson isn’t into weapons. The only shady things about him are his work on the Treaty and his need for designer meds. By the way, did you look at those Treaty docs I pilfered from his coworker?”

Merry raised one finger in acknowledgment while her other hand pulled up the documents. “Yeah. So the Treaty is written super cryptically. From what I could glean the government is trying to make certain farmers richer and possibly profit off any potential invasion… Real murky stuff. You would think the revolutionaries would be all over this, but our blackmailer seems to be the only one who has a clue. Well, him, Wilson, and a couple of Wilson’s coworkers, I guess.”

Jayne patted her face and neck with a towel. “We can account for three of the four knowing what’s going on, but why would the blackmailer know?”

“Because he or she already has access to the intel. Or deals in intel?”

Jayne felt her scalp tingle and the hair on the back of her head stand at attention. “Oh…?” Something felt strangely familiar about what Merry had just said, like she was about to make the connection.

“Yeah. I don’t have anything concrete, but I think our blackmailer is a spy.”

Jayne’s head swung around the corner. “Spy?”

Merry nodded, continuing to look at her screen intently. “Or ex-spy, I’m leaning towards ex.”

Jayne padded over to sit by Merry on the settee. “That would explain a lot, actually… But there are a couple things that are still don’t add up.”

“They only don’t add up if he’s a rental spy,” Merry countered. “It makes a little more sense if he’s government…”

Jayne cringed at the term rental. “But that brings us back to who knows about the Treaty? Most of the people who would get pissed about this have no idea it’s happening.”

“Unless they were government and went rogue. This blackmailer wouldn’t be the first government employee to leave over a disagreement. I really think our blackmailer is government. These script patterns are pure Academy, probably had a past life as a Computer Crimes Specialist given the complexity.”

Jayne shook her head. “Could be a hacker like you.”

Merry pursed her lips. “There’s no such thing as a hacker like me. Also, you know those docs you stole for me? They said this treaty has been in development for over three years. What’s curious is there was a mass exodus in a couple of intel departments around the time the deep covert ops guys would’ve first heard about the Treaty.”

“Okay, so we get a list of all the government spies that…”

Merry smirked as she finished Jayne’s sentence, “…left the government when they got wind of the Treaty. That was so thirty minutes ago. I like this guy Robert Chamberlain as our blackmailer.”

Jayne leaned back against the sofa and closed her eyes to help her focus. “Tell me about him.”

“Robert Chamberlain left about three months after Wilson and Company would’ve started the ball rolling, so it’s likely a couple of shady deals went down to make sure this stayed hidden. I didn’t get Chamberlain’s full file, but I was able to find his last psych eval. He’s got more lone wolf traits than most, some real mad bomber tendencies, and a lot of outward compliance to hide his inward ‘fuck you’ going on.”

“Sounds like trouble.”

Merry snorted. “Sounds like you, but I digress. The psych evals from the rest of the exodus were a little more on the goody two-shoes side. They realized the government they believed in was treading in some dark waters and they bailed. I can find them, though. They all got normal jobs somewhere else. Chamberlain went off the grid.”

Jayne and Merry stared at each other for a few seconds. Jayne sighed. “We need Chamberlain’s complete file. And a little insight.”

Merry snickered. “I felt like a crystal ball for one of those AI psychics just then.”

Jayne thought for a moment, her eyes closed as she settled back on the sofa. “Any known associates? Like a partner we could talk to?”

Merry flicked through her files then pulled up a search. “Gimme a minute. I’ll hack into the Agency database and see…”

Jayne thought about protesting. And then reconsidered. She lay there for a few more precious moments of rest, the events of the party swimming in her mind.

“Got it,” Merry announced. “A guy called Burrett. James Burrett. Says he disappeared a few years before Chamberlain though. No reason on his file.”

Jayne sat up and looked over Merry’s shoulder to see his profile photo. “Sharp looking guy,” she commented. “Can you send that and everything you’ve got on him to me?”

Merry shrugged. “Sure.”

“It’s a long shot,” Jayne qualified, “but maybe this guy can tell us something about this Chamberlain dude that we can’t find out from his files. Especially since we don’t know it’s him yet.”

Merry nodded. “Yeah. I’d need some more data to be able to cross reference it with anything I can determine at this end.”

Jayne became more animated. “That’s it. Alfonso.”

“Alfonso?”

“Yeah. My friend from Spy School. He can get us Chamberlain’s Academy file, and then you can merge it with the data you’ve got from the agency. Putting his aptitude and profile test results in will help build a more complete picture right?”

Merry nodded slowly. “Yeah. It might even give me a partial profile. See how likely it is that he’s the one running the show on this blackmail.”

“Good.” Jayne got up. “Then we just need to track down this friend of his. Burrett. And I know just the person who might be able to trace someone who is untraceable.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“And who would that be?”

“The poker guy. The one that got me the piece.”

Nothing from a blank faced Merry.

“The guy from our last job.”

“Oh! That guy. You and your shady contacts,” she quipped.

“Me and my shady contacts might well yet break this case,” Jayne retorted. Though her body felt utterly devoid of energy, her mind was racing. She patted her face to wake herself up. “Okay, I’m off to hit up Alfonso and deal with the poker guy.”

“No pun intended?”

Jayne winked and heaved herself up from the sofa, heading back to her desk. She mentally apologized to her overworked feet as she slid them into the ballet flats Merry had supplied her with.
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L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne had Alfonso on comm by the time she reached the sidewalk.

It was a relief to hear a familiar voice. “Hey, what’s up Jayne?”

“Hey! Whoops—” Distracted, Jayne almost tripped over her dress waving down a cab. She caught her balance. “I was wondering if I could ask a favor…”

“No ‘hi, how are you’? No, ‘it’s been a long time’? What’s happening to us?”

Jayne growled softly and pulled up part of her skirt to expose her feet. “I’m sorry. Things are crazy right now. And I need you again.”

“I’m kidding. What can I do for you?”

Jayne frantically waved at another cab. “I got my second case…”

“All hail the unstoppable Jayne! Tell me about it.”

Just then a cab slowed and pulled up. Jayne nodded at the cabbie as he hovered over the curb and opened the suicide door. “Government official being blackmailed over the Treaty—”

“The tariff one?”

“Stoke-Dorchester Hotel, please,” Jayne instructed the cabbie before turning back to her comm. “The very same, only there’s a lot more to it. This thing isn’t what it seems.”

“But bad enough to blackmail a government official?”

Jayne rolled her shoulders back to get rid of some neck tension. “That, and this official makes for a great target. He’s pretty high up from the looks of it. Has this niece with a terminal illness. From what I gather, conventional meds aren’t working for her, so my client hired a, um, pharmaceutical designer from the dark web…”

Alfonso winced. “Oooh! Not good.”

“Yeah. He’s in it deep, partially because he’s one of the key players in this Treaty…”

“And the blackmailer?”

Jayne took a deep breath. “We think he’s maybe an ex-spy named Robert Chamberlain. It appears the Treaty wasn’t too popular with the covert ops crowd. A bunch of them left the service, but only one of them disappeared off the grid.”

“This Robert Chamberlain?”

“The very same.”

“What makes you like this Chamberlain guy?”

Jayne snuck a glance at the cabbie before looking out the window and lowering her voice. “He’s got the ingredients of a rogue agent and the script he used on the dark web is pure Academy. Not that I’ve told Merry that. You know, the course where you copied my work…”

Alfonso chuckled. “I remember. And this isn’t a secure line.” He paused. “You want his file, I take it?”

“Please. I have his most recent psych eval, which just tells me where his mind was at when he left. But we were hoping for his psychometric tests and all those assessments they put us through in the beginning of training. If I can give that to Merry, she may be able to work up a useable profile to help us track him down or anticipate his next move.”

There was a pause in the conversation. Jayne could hear what sounded like Alfonso putting his hand over the comm and speaking to someone else in the room. From the breezy-yet-professional tone and what sounded like a repeated statement, Jayne guessed he was fending off another one of his lecherous professor’s advances.

Alfonso returned to the call and lowered his voice. “Sorry about that. The walls had interfering ears for a moment. You’re going to have to give me a bit of time on that one because I’ll have to… Uh … acquire some files.”

“You’re the best.”

“And you owe me. Big time.”

“Deal. Thanks Alfonso.”

Jayne closed her comm and stared out the window, watching the lights move past her in tracers. She opened her tablet device and tapped a message, attaching the profile of Burrett, the former coworker of her target Chamberlain, that Merry had sent her not ten minutes before.

She hit send.

Then she tapped a second message to the same address:

I’M COMING TO YOU NOW.

 

+++

 

Stoke-Dorchester Hotel, L75,Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne strode confidently into the lobby and looked around. There was a definite historic, art deco vibe to the crown molding and marble pillars. Reception kiosks were a faux cherry wood, with a proper desk in the back. Jayne noticed three smartly dressed AI females behind the counter. Their movements were efficient and their smiles were courteous.

The concierge she had met on the previous occasions was nowhere to be seen. Not that he would have recognized her. She noticed several eyes on her and remembered she was wearing her gown. Jayne took a deep breath and forced a pageant smile as she looked for the lounge area. If I can pull off this masochistic dress, I can do this as well.

She headed through to the main gambling hall.

Her eyes scanned the area, looking for any signs of her contact. “My, aren’t we fancy tonight?” a voice called to her from a table off to her right. “Seems like someone explained the dress code to you.”

She locked eyes with the speaker. It was her contact. He was clearly in the middle of a game, but not in that hand. Jayne ignored the baiting and instead glanced down at the dress and playfully shrugged. “Oh, this? I put this on when I don’t care how I look.” She giggled.

Her unnamed contact flashed her an amused smile before he glanced down at the next card being laid out by the dealer. Then his attention was back on her. “You don’t say.”

Jayne wandered over and sat across from him. He beckoned a server over. Jayne’s head throbbed and her mouth felt dry. “Ice water for me, thanks,” she nodded.

“To each his own,” he muttered.

The dealer had started a new hand and her contact waited for his cards. He received his final card and took a peek.

“You have the intel then?” she asked.

He looked up at her and then the dealer. He flashed her a look of annoyance, as if she might blow his cover. “No, sweetheart. My table, my rules. You can play a friendly practice hand with me before the big game starts, but all information has a cost.”

Jayne started to get up. She knew a negotiation when she saw one. This was a classic power play. Something she had learned long before the Academy had taught her how to manipulate a mark.

He eyed her carefully, like a cat playing with its prey. “To get out of that chair is to forfeit anything I could give you.”

She turned to look him straight in the eye. “Excuse me?”

“You came here for something, correct?”

She nodded.

He held her gaze. “And now you’re just going to walk away?”

She leaned her hand on the back of the chair, her body language relaying that she was compromising. “How do I know you have the intel I need?”

He shrugged, his free hand gesticulating with an open palm. Jayne noticed a large ruby and gold ring on the pinky of his left hand. “You’re right. You don’t know. I’m relatively new to your orbit. But I’m guessing you need what I have. And fast.”

Jayne remained still, waiting.

“He’s very interesting, by the way,” he continued. “Well connected, if you know what I mean.”

Jayne shifted her weight.

“Look, all I’m asking is that you play a game of cards with me to find out.”

She took a step back around the chair. “But I told you, I don’t know how to play.”

Her contact laughed in a breathless, wheezing way that suggested he’d enjoyed a few too many good cigars. “And you think I came out of the womb knowing the difference between a flop and a river?” He studied her for a second. “I know what kind of skills you’ve been taught.”

Her mind tripped for a moment, before remembering that this was Alfonso’s contact. Maybe he knew that she and Alfonso were from the Academy then.

She cocked her head and decided to play it coy. “How so?”

“You’re a spy,” he said, openly and without care.

Jayne noticed no one at the table reacted.

The guy shrugged. “Spies gamble all the time. What’s a few rectangular pieces of paper with funny pictures?”

She hesitated a moment, processing. “You have a point, but I don’t see what cards have to do with-”

His tone changed. “If you want information from someone, you have to speak their language. If you don’t know their language, you have to learn it. My language is poker, and I’m fluent.”

He went back to his hand. “No such thing as a free lunch, my girl. I probably do have your information, but you have to play in order to know for sure. It depends on how badly you want the intel.”

And just like that, Jayne realized she was already in the game of poker, weighing the probabilities versus the risks. And so, she put on her poker face. “It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing to happen to me tonight.”

He flashed her a slow, paternal smile. “Atta girl.”

Jayne picked up the cards the dealer had placed in front of her and took a peek before putting them flat on the table again. Then she took her device out of her purse and plopped it on the table.

“What are you doing?” he asked. The other players at the table were getting impatient.

“Looking for a book on how to play poker.”

He grinned, showing a row of yellowing teeth. “I wrote one, you know.”

Jayne scrolled to the ‘how to’ section of Zen And The Game of Poker. She balanced the tablet with her cards. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

The player across from her tapped his cards against the table restlessly. “Do you need a moment to read the book first?”

“No, I should be good.”

“I thought all spies played cards. You really don’t know what you’re doing?”

“It shows?” She smiled gently.

He nodded, clearly amused, and also a little suspicious. He extended his hand over the table to Jayne. “Bartholomew Fauchery, the poker guy.”

Jayne shook his hand. “Jayne Austin, the spy girl. What do I need to know?”

Bartholomew studied his cards for a moment. It reminded Jayne of the way Merry studied screens. “I thought you were here to tell me what you needed to know.”

“I’m not talking about that. I mean, what do I need to know to beat you at poker?”

 

+++

 

Stim Café, Downtown, Avalon Space Station

 

Alfonso arranged his belongings on the wobbly café table, tablet on the left and laptop on the right. The café was three-quarters empty and Alfonso recognized two other patrons from the Academy, mostly due to their navy messenger bags with a discreet Academy logo in the lower left of the front flap. He noticed that they too were sitting in their respective corners with their backs to the wall.

I wonder if we start to look more natural once we’ve been in the field a bit.

He congratulated himself, grateful he brought the burner gear.

Alfonso pulled up Chamberlain’s file and took a sip of his kava. The amount of data was almost overwhelming to Alfonso’s racing mind. Shoe size, stim preferences, quirks. It was all in the file. He took another sip of kava as if that would help him assemble all the pieces into a usable picture.

Chamberlain’s IQ was tested at an impressive 170. He completed a four-year degree by age 18 and finished at the Academy in record time. What a nerd, Alfonso thought. Professors found him “reserved,” but “highly proactive” and “inventive.” Alfonso looked at Chamberlain’s test scores. He chuckled. “Jayne would be so jealous.”

The first five years of his 20-year career appeared unremarkable. Two medals of valor, probably goodwill gestures, and positive evaluations from supervisors. Alfonso read Chamberlain’s supervisors considered him “eager” and “dedicated to the government’s mission and values.” He was given sensitive missions early on, about a third of which were in Computer Crimes and the more white-collar divisions.

He felt a brief sinking in his stomach while reading about the early trajectory of Chamberlain’s career. He was so young… What were they grooming him for?

Alfonso noticed things took a dark turn a little over five years into Chamberlain’s service. The nature of his mission was not recorded, but rather conspicuous by the 18 months of unaccounted for service. This occupational vortex was followed by a psych evaluation recording observations of paranoia and guardedness. The remaining 16 years of Chamberlain’s known government service were comprised of white-collar missions, peppered with gaps between six months and two years long, and one gap of three-years. His supervisors and evaluators often noted Chamberlain was one of the most intelligent and adaptable, but taciturn operatives in the government.

He locked his screen and got up to stretch. The metal chair was getting uncomfortable. He appeared oblivious to the disgusted looks from the other patrons as he cracked his neck. His mind was on the background check. Although the file indicated Chamberlain technically left the agency over 18 years ago, there were still several behavioral markers. Alfonso remembered what he was told about how one never “leaves” government espionage, but these seemed especially detailed.

It felt suspicious.

The tablet was cued to the file Jayne sent on the Tech Treaty. The first doc was a 125-page outline and list of operational definitions used in the treaty, which appeared to focus on rationing and tariffs. Seems excessive for a treaty between Armaros and Tarem.

There wasn’t much novel information in the doc for the first 45 pages—a ration on steel and other materials was common knowledge on the planet and the ring. Alfonso noticed seeds and nitrates were mentioned more frequently after page 46. The genetic restrictions placed on various types of seed—most of which were necessary to grow food and some herbal medicines—was worth about 10 pages of operational definitions. Alfonso was aware of the need to keep any seeds sent to Tarem pure but felt uneasy when reading about the iron clad restrictions placed on how many of these seeds the Treaty allowed Tarem.

Alfonso felt his energy dampen. It’s like they don’t want Tarem to eat.

He searched for clues regarding why Armaros would want to control the food supply. The Treaty stipulated most of the farmers would be located on Armaros, except for a handful strategically placed throughout the ring. The Treaty did not explicitly state this maneuver would effectively put several Tarem farms out of business and, to be fair, it did allow farms to merge.

Why didn’t any of this make the news? Alfonso quizzed himself. Because it’s agricultural tariffs, nimrod. The news doesn’t want to put anyone to sleep.

He noticed a scientific study in the stolen documents. It was a longitudinal study regarding soil quality on Armaros and potential environmental threats to Tarem. The researchers justified the Treaty by citing Armaros’ limited resources. But why not build up the ring as an agricultural community?

A deep sigh brought Alfonso back to the matter at hand. The next document heavily referenced what looked to be a routine conference and series of negotiations between a weapons colony, Tarem, and Armaros. The conference happened 24 years ago and was barely a footnote in most history classes, if it made the curriculum at all. This information would be glossed over even in political science and graduate-level history or economics courses.

Alfonso’s scalp tingled. 24 years ago…

He unlocked his laptop and opened another window on his tablet. Chamberlain resigned as a government spy and went off the grid about three years ago, after a respectable 26-year career. Alfonso felt his chest tighten as his mind went to the 5-year turning point in Chamberlain’s service. 24 years ago. Oh no.

Alfonso narrowed his eyes and set about researching the conference. Although the minutes of the conference were entered into public record, something about the official record left Alfonso feeling cold. He dug further into the government site for the not-so-public records. Alfonso’s hands trembled as he typed in the final command. He had a sickly taste in his mouth as the document loaded.

There it was, staring back at Alfonso like a stinging indictment. A first, more overt version of this treaty was attempted almost 25 years ago. Alfonso read the words “Armaros military presence on Tarem” at several points during the meeting. No wonder this got voted down… But what’s the difference between this conference and what they’re asking now?

The gaps in Chamberlain’s file came to mind. Eighteen months, six months, two years, three years… Alfonso wrote down the dates of these gaps before researching each date range on the government website and in the Treaty docs. He felt clammy and could tell his heart was pounding.

He wracked his brain for a logical explanation for Armaros to attempt to establish greater military presence on Tarem. There were no major interplanetary or intergalactic conflicts over the last 30 years that would require any real increase in defenses. Nothing in the documents indicated whether or not the conference was successful, but it did report an incremental increase in military presence on Tarem.

Meanwhile, trade tariffs and accompanying tensions between planet and ring increased after each of Chamberlain’s missions. And Chamberlain’s psych evals reported more and more guardedness. Alfonso noticed the behavioral markers in Chamberlain’s chart were disturbingly detailed. The government appeared to be keeping tabs on him until he went off the grid.

Alfonso entered the first of the commands to access his own file but canceled the command. Every sacrifice Alfonso made for the Academy and government played in his head like a maudlin romance movie. Alfonso shuddered. Don’t go there. You’re not Chamberlain.

Alfonso’s hands trembled as he opened the comm. He felt adrenaline rush through him. ”Pick up, Jayne…”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

Stoke-Dorchester Hotel, L75,Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne flipped her two cards over on the table triumphantly. “Full house.”

“Yes,” Bartholomew smiled.

“Think I got this?”

The dealer gathered Jayne’s cards and shuffled them back into the deck.

Bartholomew’s face was an interesting combination of elegance and age. His bone structure was mildly refined, but with a bumpy nose and prominent cheekbones. His eyes twinkled, but the rest of his face was unanimated. “If you must ask, then you don’t have it. It’s a confidence game, Jayne. Skill doesn’t kick in otherwise.”

He beckoned the server to refresh his drink. “The players will be here any time now. If you have a book on confidence and bluffing, I suggest you read it.”

Jayne sprang up, taking her purse with her. “I’m going to the restroom. Nerves.”

Bartholomew appeared preoccupied with arranging the piles of chips.

Jayne opened her comm as soon as she neared the bathroom doorway. She fished Merry’s franken-necklace out of her purse and managed to put it on.

Merry’s voice piped up almost immediately. “I knew you couldn’t quit me.”

Jayne’s gaze rose spontaneously to the ceiling. “Yeah, Merry, you’re terminal.”

“Awwwww…”

“Anyway, I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I got talked into playing poker...”

Merry’s keystrokes tapped a quick marching rhythm in the background that reminded Jayne of troops going into battle. “What happened to seeing the poker guy for intel?”

Jayne spoke in a hurried whisper. “Job hazard. Came for the intel, stayed for the poker.”

“Sounds like one-stop shopping to me.”

Jayne focused on reflective surfaces, watching the shadows of the other players. “I need to get back to the table for the buy-in.”

“And you need money?”

“You’re the best.”

“Not so fast, speedy,” Merry inhaled deeply. “Explain to me how poker chips are currency for intel. Did you even get the information you were after?”

Jayne watched from the outer door of the rest room now. She saw two more players—an older man and his 30-something son—greet Bartholomew. “C’mon, Winterbourne. I need to get to the table,” she hissed as quietly as she could.

“Don’t ‘c’mon Winterbourne’ me, Austin. I don’t think it’s unreasonable for you to explain why I should forward you money we may not have.”

Jayne watched the next three players arrive. She was filled with a mixture of hyper vigilance and dread. “3,600 I think.”

Merry’s voice rose an octave. “Six-months rent?”

“Yeah.”

“You are wagering six-months rent in a poker game? Un-fucking-believable! I need to let this sink in a bit,” Merry gulped her kava. “Okay, so what are the stakes here? Do you get the intel if you win?”

Jayne moved so a female patron could pass. “I think we get what we need either way—”

“You THINK?! Do you even know how to play poker?”

“I read a book.” She paused. “I’ll be fine. Anyway, I gotta go.”

Jayne heard the militant keyboard tapping slow to a more pensive rate. “Okay. I’ll transfer the credits, on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“The necklace. You leave it on, and let me help.”

Jayne sighed. “Ok.”

She nervously fiddled with the video button until she felt a subtle click from the center stone. Jayne smoothed her dress over her body and attempted her best ethereal strut towards the table.

She headed out of the rest room back towards the table. The necklace felt cumbersome and obvious on her neck.

Bartholomew indicated Jayne’s necklace with a nod. “Lucky charm?”

Jayne smiled meekly and gently touched the center stone of her necklace. She wondered if she could use the nervous girl act to her advantage. Maybe she could use it to throw them off. She briefly remembered a lesson from the ancient Art of War: appear weak when you are strong, and strong when you are weak.

Jayne was feeling both.

She surveyed the other players. There were seven now, mostly male and over the age of 40. Jayne scoped the other two females at the table. One was an older blonde woman, perfect purple pantsuit and expression that made her look like she had been hardened by life. The other female looked about 35, black hair, black turtleneck dress, dominatrix-like high ponytail, and a dispassionate energy about her.

Jayne could hear Merry’s keyboard tapping in her earpiece. “How many whips do you think turtleneck owns?”

Jayne resisted the urge to respond and continued to survey the competition. There was the older gentleman and his son, a man in his mid-forties with casual clothes and an expensive watch, two young men wearing the same Tesla U frat shirts, and an elderly gentleman wearing a bow tie. The frat boys and father-son duo talked amongst themselves, while the rest of the players appeared to be inwardly focused on their pre-game focus rituals.

Jayne cleared her throat. “So where should I sit?”

Bartholomew watched the dealer shuffling the cards. “That depends,” he said without raising his gaze to her. “You sit at the table if you pay, but in the next room if you can’t. Do you have the buy-in?”

Jayne checked her account on her tablet. The balance indicated 4,000 credits.

She nodded, and keyed in the digits on the dealer’s display to transfer the credits over. He pushed a few piles of different colored poker chips towards an empty seat.

“Try not to lose all of them at once,” Bartholomew teased.

“Oh, is that not the goal?” She continued her act, grinning broadly as she looked around the table. “Where’s everybody from?”

The frat boys were unabashed in giving Jayne a once-over, but promptly returned to their own conversation. The purple pantsuit lady flashed a patronizing smile, while everyone else appeared to look through her. The pantsuit lady turned towards Jayne. “First time playing poker?”

Bartholomew cleared his throat. “Nah. She’s an old pro. Isn’t that right?”

Jayne laughed nervously. Bartholomew winked at her.

Another patronizing smile from her purple-clad cohort. “I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

Self-doubt bubbled up from the pit of Jayne’s stomach.

The dealer cut the deck onto the cut card and scanned the table. He turned to the ponytailed lady to his left. “The game is Armaros Hold‘em. The blinds are 1 and 2. Please post the blinds,” he instructed.

The ponytailed lady did not bother looking at the other players. She simply held her nose up as she pushed a one-credit chip forward. The older gentlemen loosened his bowtie and threw down two credits.

The dealer passed cards out clockwise in a manner surprisingly machine-like for being a non-AI.

Jayne felt slightly winded. This was happening. She searched her memory for anything Bartholomew may have told her about Armaros Hold’em but found nothing.

The dealer turned to Jayne.

He indicated to her position by using his hand in a striking downward motion on the table. “First to act,” he said.

Jayne felt her hands grow clammy.

She glanced at her cards. “Raise. Eight.”
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Stoke-Dorchester Hotel, L75,Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne looked at her cards, feeling absolutely deflated. Her head felt heavy. She scanned the other players’ faces, but they were all perfectly stoic. Everyone else at the table had won at least one hand.

Bartholomew drew the top card from the deck and placed it facedown under the pot. He drew three cards and placed them faced up on the table. Jayne took note that the Ace of Clubs, Two of Diamonds, and Five of Clubs were drawn.

The betting continued.

Jayne felt perspiration on her forehead and armpits. She glanced at her pile of chips, noticeably smaller than the other players’.

She tried to ignore Merry hissing in her earpiece. “Don’t raise. Don’t you dare raise.”

“Check,” said the pony-tailed lady. Her face hardened into a stony expression. Jayne didn’t have enough data yet to know what that meant, but she just clocked it to add to the other information she was gathering.

The larger of the two frat bros attempted to hide a smug smile. “Six.”

Bartholomew smiled knowingly. The pony-tailed lady’s face flickered in disgust.

The middle-aged man with the expensive watch scratched his left ear.

Jayne started thinking about what Bartholomew told her about tells. “Watch your opponents. Eventually they’ll break character. It won’t be big, but one of those reactions we aren’t conscious of. Think of it like an allergic reaction when they see something they really like or can’t deal with.”

She took a fresh look at the table. Don’t think so hard she told herself. As she calmed down, the same stoic faces revealed little tics. Purple pantsuit lady had licked her lips slightly before she won the last hand. And that wasn’t the first time she had seen the middle-aged man scratch his ear. Bartholomew briefly gave her a quizzical look. Jayne refocused on her hand just before she felt her comm vibrate in her purse.

Jayne faked several sneezes and placed her cards face-down on the table. She excused herself from the table, claiming to need a tissue.

Merry’s voice came through clear. “Jayne? Jayney? Jaynarino?”

From a few paces away from the table, Jayne draped her tissue over her mouth and pretended to wipe her nose. She whispered, “I’m in the middle of a hand.”

“How’s it going? I can’t see a thing. You must be sitting sideways.”

Jayne sniffled. “Sit straight. Got it.”

“You didn’t answer my question…”

Jayne sighed. “Dismally. I have to get back to it or they’ll be suspicious.”

“Understood. I’m calling Vlad, as much as I don’t want to hear it.”

“Hear what?”

“You honestly think we’ll hear the end of it if Vlad saves the day?”

Jayne faked more sneezes. There was a sinking feeling in her stomach as she listened to Merry. “We can deal with Vlad being an asshole or we can deal with getting evicted. Your choice.” And Merry hung-up.

Jayne groaned.

Jayne shuffled back into her seat, making sure to point the center stone in her necklace at the table. “Sorry. I’m back.”

Frat Bro #1 smirked at her. “Everything come out okay?”

Jayne furtively scanned the table. The middle-aged man continued to scratch at his left ear. Purple pantsuit lady blinked quickly and rubbed her eyes. The older gentleman adjusted his bowtie. She picked up her own cards and smiled. “Much better, thanks.”

 

+++

 

Back at the Interstellar Spy Agency office, Merry stared at her comm. She felt a drawbridge of disgust and dread between her and the comm. There’s just been too damn much today. Too. Damn. Much.

Merry gritted her teeth and called Vlad. “Hey. Can you swing back by the office?”

“Miss me that much?”

Merry stifled a reflexive gag. “Don’t flatter yourself. Jayne’s with the poker guy and getting killed at the table.”

“On my way.”

He disconnected the call.

Merry studied the video feed nervously.

 

+++

 

Stim Café, Downtown, Avalon Space Station

 

Alfonso swirled the dregs of his third cup of kava. Jayne hadn’t answered the last two times he attempted to call. It was time to try again.

“Come on, Jayne. Pick up…” He felt his anxiety mounting in his chest.

No answer.

He went back to reading the behavioral markers, comparing them to the timeline of Chamberlain’s absences.

During his first 18-month absence, Armaros military presence increased on Tarem by five percent. Chamberlain’s psych evaluation from that time indicated the first signs of paranoid delusions, but they kept him in service with limited debrief.

During the next gap in Chamberlain’s file, three major Tarem farms closed. Legislation was rushed into effect that increased genetic restrictions of seeds allowed for farming on Tarem. A pro-agricultural official on the ring dies in a mysterious accident. Chamberlain’s psychological evaluator, meanwhile, notices Chamberlain seems less trusting of authority.

The next gap in Chamberlain’s file was two years. During that time, a law banning the manufacture of nitrates on the ring was passed. Chamberlain was observed to be “quiet” and “polite in a glib way.” It was somewhere between the second and third gaps that the behavioral markers appeared to increase.

Each gap in Chamberlain’s file corresponded with a subtle and increasingly restrictive law imposed on Tarem. Very few citizens of Tarem seemed to notice, the restrictions were placed in such small increments. The official justification given in the docs was to preserve Tarem’s environment and Armaros’ resources. Alfonso wondered where he would start when he finally got Jayne.

Reading the docs started to make Alfonso nauseous and restless. He got up and walked around his table to compose himself. Jayne was in over her head.

Alfonso wondered if she’d realized it yet.

 

+++

 

Poker back room, Stoke-Dorchester Hotel, L75,Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Flop after flop, round after round, the game continued. Jayne noticed on her handheld that nearly two hours had passed since she had first sat down. The poker room was in full swing, with dozens of new patrons having joined the tables spaced out around them.

And yet, there was more an air of quiet concentration than one would expect with so many people engaged in a game of entertainment. Jayne fancied it sounded more like a study hall than a games room.

The shorter frat bro frowned and rubbed the back of his neck. “I raise. 250 credits.”

Jayne proudly withheld a smile as she felt a swell of confidence in her chest. She’d won her last two hands, but barely. “Five hundred.” She pushed her chips forward. Lots had happened in the two hours they’d been playing. Slowly the amount people had been willing to bet had increased, round after round. Jayne was just about holding her own and calculated that she probably had the average chip stake.

The father and son weren’t doing so well. Both were short stacked. Jayne forced herself to concentrate on all the variables, which seemed to have an effect on her not losing her chips. It had certainly been a steep learning curve, but it was all starting to click.

The purple pantsuit lady eyed Jayne and the short Frat Bro narrowly. “Call.”

The other players looked nervous. Jayne noticed Bartholomew glance around the table, no doubt sizing up the players and their hands based on how they were betting and behaving.

The black-haired dominatrix type twirled the end of her ponytail, then sighed, “I… fold.”

Jayne looked at the short bro again. He had not stopped rubbing his neck. The bigger bro, however, was a little more difficult to read.

Merry whispered to her though her earwig. “You’d better re-raise,” she insisted.

Jayne tried not to laugh or ask Merry why she was whispering. “I re-raise. Fifteen-hundred.”

“Fifteen-hundred?” Merry protested. “That’s just nuts.”

Jayne ignored Merry in her ear and smiled at purple pantsuit lady. She blinked quickly and bit her bottom lip. “Fold.”

Bartholomew’s face took on a look of subtle bemusement as he watched Jayne. She was sitting straighter since the last hand she lost. He indicated towards the older gentleman, who was pulling his bowtie. “Call.” He pushed a small stack of chips forward.

The father and son appeared to consult each other nonverbally. The son folded, but his father decided to stay in. He pushed his chips in. The middle-aged man with the expensive watch appeared to break out in a small sweat, but he stayed with the bet too.

Bartholomew smiled, exposing his perfectly straight teeth. “Showtime, ladies and gentlemen.”

The dealer indicated at Jayne, so everyone around the table looked at her. Jayne smiled coolly. She understood from the context that because it was her re-raise she must show her hand first.

There was no going back now. She was terrified the cards she knew she held would have magically changed to a cursed hand. She took a deep breath and flipped her two cards over.

The rest of the table groaned. The middle-aged guy had come closest to her hand, but it wasn’t enough. Bartholomew let loose his inimitable laugh. “That was one hell of a comeback, young lady! Alright ladies and gentlemen, that was the last hand. Time to cash out.”

Jayne sat in shock for a moment.

“Jayne? Jayne, what just happened?” Merry asked.

“I… I won.”

Bartholomew assumed she was talking to him. “I don’t know how you did it either, young lady, but I’m glad you had it in you.”

Jayne exhaled, shaking the numbness. “Thanks.” The dealer continued to count the others’ chips and showed them the code on the cashier’s machine to retrieve their remaining credits.

Jayne was back on task though. “Now to what brought me here…”

Bartholomew frowned. “I was hoping, amid all the excitement, you’d forgotten.”

“The Armaros Hold’em gambit was a good one, however you told me you’d tell me about him…”

Bartholomew appeared to be searching for the right words. “Would you believe we were partners at one point?”

“That would explain why you have the intel. What else can you tell me?”

“I can tell you that you’re in over your head.” He smiled a slow, paternal smile. “I have to settle all this. Cash out and wait here.”

Jayne smiled to herself and stood up, waiting for the croupier to cash her out.

Merry let out a breathless, nervous laugh. “You certainly know how to bring the suspense.”

Jayne turned away from the table to whisper back to Merry. “I told you we’d get our intel.”

“And you did it without Vlad!”

She turned back around. The croupier had just finished counting her chips and was punching numbers on the cashier’s device. “Did you have a good night, Miss?”

Jayne giggled. “Oh yeah.”

“I’ll say you did,’ he agreed. The amount she had won and the code for transfer appeared on the screen on the small tableside console. “Alright, I’m adding those credits now. Here’s your transfer code.”

Jayne eagerly punched the code into her handheld tablet. She grabbed her fingers twice just to keep them from trembling. Jayne swiped into her account. 8,500 credits. She closed out of her account and signed back in. “There… there seems to be a mistake. There’s 8,500 credits here.”

“Oh, there’s no mistake, Miss. Just your lucky day.”

Jayne jumped happily and thanked the croupier. She looked around for eavesdroppers before asking Merry, “Did you see that?”

“Wow, Merry, thanks so much for walking me through that round of poker.”

“Yes, Merry, thank you. We’re a good team.” Jayne laughed, finding a sofa in the foyer outside the games room. She wondered what exactly went into Bartholomew’s settlement routine. Jayne opened her comm log. Two calls from Alfonso, but no voicemails or texts. The excitement of the day was catching up with Jayne. She yawned and felt her eyelids get heavy. Inside, she felt exhausted, but she’d never show it. Jayne thought whatever Alfonso found would have to wait until she was mentally able to process it.

She took in the scene. The bar at the other end of the hotel had a handful of patrons, mostly late-night lonely hearts types. Jayne felt her mind drifting, noting how Techcropolis worked hard to combine an ancient Victorian or mid-earth 1920’s aesthetic with the cutting-edge tech of the day. Still, the one wall with the silver and dusty purple wallpaper brought out the silver frames of the velvet chairs. She laughed to herself about the appropriateness of her sitting in a room of things that work but shouldn’t.

“Sorry to keep you waiting.”

Jayne jumped at the sound of Bartholomew’s voice. “Ah, finally. I was starting to think I couldn’t trust you.”

“I’ve compiled some information on your person of interest. His name is Burrett. He’s a real piece of work. Turns out the reason he dropped off the grid was because he was officially ‘unofficially’ disappeared. Rumor has it he’s still alive. Just holed up in one of those hole in the ground kind of places off-world.”

Jayne felt a nagging anxiety as she realized that this case was rapidly escalating into something she hadn’t seen coming. A part of her swelled with pride and excitement at the opportunity to do some real spy work. Another part of her wanted to throw up.

“Off-world?” she asked, trying to maintain her outward composure. Last thing she wanted was Fauchery thinking she wasn’t a pro. “Where off-world?”

His expression turned quite grave as he pulled her to one side and lowered his voice further. “Tarem. A secure facility, it seems.” He paused. “I mean, at this point this is so off-book we’d be lucky to get the truth… but…” He shrugged. “Seems legit to me.”

For a moment Jayne saw the façade he wore drop away, and for an instance he held the expression of someone who had been in the exact line of work she was in. It was the haunted look of someone who had fought for Federation and planet, against all threats internal and external: a mixture of pride, honor and despair.

And then it was gone.

“So I guess that’s another dead lead,” he continued, his galvanized look returning. “But good luck with this Chamberlain guy. If he’s anywhere as near as skilled as his old partner… or as zealous and brutal, I’d watch your six. Walk away from this case. That’s my advice.”

Jayne’s expression remained determined as she listened but filed his warning away to consider in depth later. “I just need anything you have,” she insisted.

He pursed his lips for a moment, and then reached into his pocket for his tablet. He held out his hand. “Give me your device,” he said quietly, glancing around.

Jayne took her tablet out of her purse and handed it over to him.

He nonchalantly pulled out his own handheld and put them close together for data transfer. He tapped a single keystroke on his own and watched the data upload. “I’m downloading what I’ve compiled for you. Perhaps you should read it right now.”

He handed the device back to her.

Jayne started skimming the master document Bartholomew had uploaded to her.

Jayne got a little over two pages into the document before the words started swimming. “I’ll have to read this in the morning.”

Bartholomew put a hand on Jayne’s shoulder. “Look, I like you, kid. You have spirit and you could season into a fantastic spy…”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “But…?”

“But you’re in too deep with this,” he told her. “The guy you’re looking for is seriously bad news. I can’t emphasize this enough. He’s psychopathic and manipulative, I doubt he’d know the truth if it kicked him in the balls. He lives within his own truth. The government doesn’t just go around disappearing ex-agents because they need a holiday in the Ring Riviera. He was disappeared for a reason. And that doesn’t even cover the political aspect. The Tarem State won’t like it. Our military won’t like it.”

Jayne let his statement marinate. “The more I hear about this treaty, the worse it gets.”

“There’s a reason for that, Jayne. It’s bad. Really bad. Whatever’s going on here, you want no part of it.”

“But you handed over the intel anyway?”

Bartholomew sighed, “I threw in a game you’ve never heard of as an obstacle, but you won. A deal’s a deal.”

Jayne extended her hand to Bartholomew. He took it and shook it firmly, his hand lingering in hers for a moment longer than it needed to. “I appreciate it,” she told him. “And you’re right. What kind of spy doesn’t know how to play cards?”

Bartholomew offered Jayne his arm. “Come on, it’s late. I know you’re more than capable of taking care of yourself but let me call you a cab.”

Jayne took his arm and the two walked towards the exit. “You’re one of the good ones, Fauchery. One of the good ones.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

Stim Café, Downtown, Avalon Space Station

 

Alfonso sighed as he opened his comm and connected with Jayne’s office number. He could feel his stomach churning, though he wasn’t sure if it was the kava or the situation that was doing it.

Merry picked up. “Spy for Hire. No problem too big, no job too small.”

“Hi. This is Alfonso. You must be Merry?”

Merry paused, slightly taken off guard. “Um.. Yes?”

“I’m Alfonso,” he repeated. “Jayne’s friend. From er, the-“

“Academy!”

“I was going to say space station. But I guess you know.”

Merry audibly scoffed. “Yeah. Of course I know. Spies have to have training, you know.”

“Yeah, I suppose there is that,” he admitted, feeling foolish.

“So, Alfonso-from-the-Spy-School-on-the-space-station. How can I help you?”

“I’m trying to find Jayne. Do you know where she is?”

“She's at a poker game.” Merry let her attention drift away from her laptop and leaned forward. “Why? What did you find?”

“A lot, actually. I think I found exactly what Jayne needs to crack this thing.”

Alfonso could hear the clack of Merry’s keyboard stop suddenly, then restart again. “She should be back any time now. How about you tell me what you found?”

“But what was she doing at a poker game?”

“Long story. What did you find?”

Alfonso sat back down on the metal chair in the kava shop and took a deep breath. “Your guy Chamberlain was groomed to have a specific skill set. I mean, really specific. He was an idealistic prodigy who graduated the Academy early. Nothing eventful for the first five years, but his behavioral markers kept coming back with more and more paranoia and mistrust for authority.”

Merry slurped at the last of her kava. “Isn’t that all spies? I mean, it’s kind of a stressful job.”

“More so with Chamberlain. His file has all these gaps, which correspond to laws and restrictions that got snuck in without Tarem realizing it.”

“What kind of restrictions?”

Alfonso scanned the documents for the key words. “The genetic restrictions on seeds got stricter and they eventually outlawed nitrate production on Tarem.”

“You know,” Merry interjected. “I don’t think most of the ring people know it’s illegal. They just seem to accept it as life. But there are only five or six farms on Tarem anyway…”

“That’s another thing,” Alfonso continued. “One of Chamberlain’s missions was around the time that several Tarem farms closed or merged.”

Merry’s head was spinning. “Hold on, Alfonso. I need to process this for a second... All of those restrictions are in those docs Jayne stole. And they all happened after each of Chamberlain’s mystery missions.”

“That doesn’t sound good,” he admitted, trying to hide his anxiety still. “Was Chamberlain the only operative for all of them?”

“I don’t know if he was the only one, but the gaps in his file occurred at the exact same times and his behavior worsened after each mission. You’re essentially saying they turned an eager prodigy into a jaded stereotype. Colonel Kurtz type shit.”

Alfonso nodded. “It makes me wonder what he saw during those missions. Or did. Hmmm… Do you suppose this is why he wants to stop the Treaty?”

“It would have to be,” Merry agreed. “All of these restrictions that started 24 years ago are specifically mentioned in the current treaty. An operative with as much tenure as Chamberlain could have opted for a cushy job. The government would have set him up with a nice desk job, private sector security stuff, or as a professor at the Academy. But instead he disappeared.”

Alfonso tried to keep his voice low and even. “Exactly,” he whispered. “Why would he choose to do that when he could have written his own ticket?”

The implications of Alfonso’s words were a ringing echo chamber in Merry’s head. Time felt like it was slowing to a stop as her mind raced, computing the implications of what Alfonso was telling her.

The door slid open and Vlad craned his neck so only his scruffy head was visible from the lobby. “Hello? I heard some beautiful young lady needed my help.”

Her annoyance at hearing Vlad’s voice brought Merry back to the conversation. She rolled her eyes. Saved by the Vlad.

Merry waved Vlad into the office. He ambled in casually and plonked himself down behind Jayne’s desk, and immediately pretended the various objects were action figures. Merry snapped her fingers at him to get him to stop. She returned to her comm conversation. “Send me his file. I need to show Jayne.”

“Sending it now. Tell Jayne it’s urgent.”

Merry said she would and ended the call.

She turned to Vlad. He had his feet on Jayne’s desk and was aimlessly playing with an LED lava ball. “Stop playing with her stuff, jackass!”

“Oh, so sorry, Ms. Winterbourne. I don’t speak Bitch.”

Merry glared at him before tossing her hair over her shoulder and returning to her laptop. She muttered, “It takes one to know one.”

A tiny smile of satisfaction appeared on Vlad’s face, mostly hidden by his goatee. He sat properly in Jayne’s chair. “You called me over to help Jayne?”

Merry shrugged, “She worked it out herself. You can go now.”

Vlad could barely contain his amusement. “Making excuses now?”

Merry obviously ignored him, choosing to focus on her research.

“I mean, your call made it sound urgent, this poker game of life and death.”

“It was urgent.”

“But now this poker emergency is over? Pssssht! What do you take me for?”

Merry picked up her tablet and appeared to compare the data on its screen with her laptop screen. “An immature stoner who needs constant stimulation and validation because he’s too entitled to amuse himself. What the fuck, man? She got herself into a situation with the poker guy, realized she didn’t have poker skills, and I called you for help. Then some poker miracle happened. Crisis over.”

Vlad ran his fingers through his hair and dramatically walked towards Merry. “If you want to see me, you can just tell me. We don’t need to make excuses.”

She growled dismissively. “In your dreams, Señor Sativa.”

“Yes,” Vlad stroked his chin thoughtfully, “I have seen you in my dreams.”

Merry met Vlad’s amused gaze with a pointedly bored stare.

“Specifically the dream about the screaming midget clown. It was the scariest thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Okay, Mister,” Merry closed her laptop with a snap, “you can go now.”

Vlad clutched his chest as if he had been wounded. “What? No rejoinder? No joust and parry?”

Merry mocked his gestures. “What? No sobriety? No boundaries? Seriously, I’d have to be half lobotomized to find you amusing.”

Vlad walked around the desk, then back towards Merry. “And yet you engage.”

“I believe in karma. Maybe if I jerk off your ego, I won’t come back as a strain of E. coli.”

Vlad laughed and attempted to perch next to Merry on the settee.

“Fuck off.” She kicked him and he fell off the armrest and onto the floor, limbs flailing.

 

+++

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne’s gait was slow and less elegant than her somewhat rumpled and sweaty ball gown. The ISA doors slid open, revealing Vlad and Merry. Merry was busy cussing out one of her online friends for some breach of hacker etiquette. Vlad appeared to be taking a nap on the settee.

Merry smiled brightly. “There’s the woman of the hour.”

Jayne dropped her purse on her desk. “I feel like the rug of the hour to be honest.”

“Alfonso called. He sent over some urgent stuff about Chamberlain. I was waiting till you got back to play the videos.”

Jayne trudged to her bathroom. “Cool, but the first order of business is to ditch this satin prison. Help me with these damn buttons.”

Merry followed Jayne to her room and instructed her to turn around. “You really kicked ass tonight, Jayne.”

Jayne blushed. The compliment woke her up somewhat. “Thanks.”

Merry was still helping Jayne with her dress when Vlad appeared in the doorway. “Should I video this?”

“Yeah. You video this,” she sneered, “then I’ll video you getting twenty billiard balls shoved up your ass.”

Vlad cartoonishly feigned offense. “My word!” Jayne noticed he actually took a step back from the doorway.

“So, Jayne,” he continued, “how was the ball?”

Jayne started to struggle with the remaining zipper. “Insane and totally not what I was expecting, but great. I got a lot of numbers…”

Vlad smirked. “Are you sure those weren’t just people wanting to bonk you?”

“Well,” Jayne sucked in her stomach as tightly as possible, “maybe. But then I’ll bonk them and show them how exposed they are. Then they’ll want to hire me.”

Vlad narrowed one eye. “Not sure it works like that, my spy friend.”

“Yeah. Wrong profession,” Merry agreed.

Jayne and Vlad turned to her. Vlad wore the smile that suggested he thought humans were amusing, simple creatures. Jayne looked unsure how to react. Merry cleared her throat, “Can we get back to the case?”

Jayne returned to struggling with her zipper. “Yes, but can you two leave the room? I want to get out of this bloody thing by the end of the century.”

Vlad got up and slowly moved towards the door. “Quite right. Need to save something for the imagination.”

Merry punched him on the arm so hard the sound echoed.

“Ow!” he complained, not joking this time. He rubbed his arm where Merry had punched him. “I’m going, I’m going.”

Merry followed him out and closed the door behind her. Then she grabbed her laptop from Jayne’s desk and situated herself just outside the back room with the sofa bed. She continued the conversation from the floor. “I’m going to play the videos of Chamberlain’s psych evals. Alfonso said it was some scary stuff.”

She pulled up the first of Chamberlain’s psych sessions from his Spy Academy days. Merry noticed how young he looked as he glanced around the evaluation room, taking everything in. He even smiled a little.

THUMP.

“You okay in there?”

“Yeah…” THUMP. “Just getting this corset thing loosened… Keep playing the video.”

Merry hit play. A young Chamberlain looked straight at the evaluator, attentive and clear-eyed.

“State your name, Agent.”

“Robert Chamberlain, sir.”

“How long have you been with the agency, Agent Chamberlain?”

“About two years, sir.”

Merry skipped ahead to the family section of the interview.

“…How did your parents discipline you, Agent Chamberlain?”

The young Chamberlain appeared pensive and lowered his eyes briefly. He seemed like he was being swallowed by his words. “I guess you would say they did it… psychologically. No intentional harm was meant. I’d like to make that clear. I love my parents.”

Merry felt a slight pang in her chest, despite herself. Vlad’s eyes softened for a moment. She skipped ahead.

BANG. BANG. BANG.

It sounded like a pogo stick bouncing against the floor.

Vlad called out to her. “What’s going on in there?”

“I… Nothing.” BANG. “Who the hell makes dresses you can’t eject out of?”

Merry cued up the video of Chamberlain’s debriefing after the first of his lengthy missions. He looked about five years older, and wore his hair less fastidiously slicked back. He looked as though he was struggling to remain in his chair, much less maintain eye contact with the evaluator.

“How long have you been back, Agent Chamberlain?”

He was wringing his hands. “Two or three months, sir.”

“Was your mission successful?”

Chamberlain nodded and looked at his wringing hands.

“But you look nervous. Why?”

“I… I haven’t been sleeping, sir. I keep seeing the mission.”

“Okay. Describe it.”

Chamberlain bit back his tears. “It’s classified. I’m sorry. But I see the people—their eyes—and sometimes I feel like I’m there but know I’m not.”

“How often have you been bothered by memories of the mission?”

“Daily… It’s worse at night.”

“And have you been getting any unexplained physical symptoms, such as chest pain, difficulty breathing, or tingling of the hands and feet?”

“Sometimes, but I don’t feel comfortable talking about that…”

Merry hit stop and read the evaluator’s notes. “Save a little PTSD and shades of paranoia, the evaluator deemed Chamberlain fit for duty after two more months of counseling and leave.”

No response came from the bedroom.

Merry called through to her. “Are you actually listening to this Jayne?”

Jayne poked her head around the door. Half of the jeweled pins were either missing or hanging on for dear life near the ends of loose strands of hair. Two random braids fell in front of her eyes. Her right arm appeared to be stuck in the dress’s strap.

“What the hell…?” Merry exclaimed.

Vlad snickered. “It’s banshee chic, Winterbourne. Do you not keep up with fashion?”

Jayne waved her entangled hand to the best of her ability. “It’s fine. I heard everything. Those were his first two evals?”

Merry nodded. “The last one was a three-month debrief after the first shady mission, but… Uhh, Jayne…?” Jayne somehow managed to have the dress on completely backwards now. “Are you sure you got this?”

Vlad laughed hysterically as Jayne disappeared back behind the door.

Merry shook her head and returned to her laptop. She skipped ahead to the second to last mission. Chamberlain was considerably older at this point. His body language was less open, less confident. He barely looked the evaluator in the eye, but when he did it was with a sneer. The evaluator noted that Chamberlain had stopped mentioning any symptoms that suggested anxiety or PTSD a few years prior, turning the conversations into Chamberlain spewing venom about the government.

“And how do you feel about the people of Tarem, Agent Chamberlain?”

Chamberlain shook his head disdainfully. “They’re parasites. They want to bleed Armaros dry. Their lives are almost as pointless as this debriefing.”

Jayne felt like something cold had dropped to the middle of her chest. She could feel the frigid condescension dripping off his words.

“Are you angry, Agent Chamberlain?”

Chamberlain shifted in his seat. His eyes pulled back into focus, his demeanor shifting to shameful and penitent. “I’m disgusted. They’re parasites. I know this, but… can they really help it? Does a leech have any choice but to suck blood? After all, the government goes out of its way to keep them dependent slaves. It’s symbiosis. It’s biology. I fear we can’t avoid it.”

Even Merry shuddered at that statement.

RRRRIIIIPPPPPP.

Merry started to get off the floor, but Vlad barred her with his arm. “You probably don’t really want to know.”

Merry paused but still called out again. “Are you sure everything’s okay in there?”

“Yeah. I just had to get a little creative.”

Vlad and Merry looked at each other.

“So!” Merry chimed breaking the awkward silence, “it seems Chamberlain resigned after the first cease fire—when was it? 18 years ago?—but the government kept tabs on him for years. They probably still do.”

“Yeah. You never truly leave the agency… Like I’m never going to—” There was a large CRASH from the other room, “truly leave this dress—” Merry and Vlad could hear Jayne hopping on one foot followed by a louder crash. “Unless you get kicked out right after training.”

Vlad peered over the side of Merry’s shoulder. “This file includes everything,” he noted, amazed. “Sexual preference, family relationships, even his shoe size.”

Merry called out again. “Did you know he likes cider with apple whiskey in it?”

Jayne wondered if there was a way to fold in her ribs. “Well, not all of his judgments are unfounded.”

Merry shifted the laptop onto her raised knee. “And from what I could gather, no one has actually laid eyes on him since he left the agency.”

Jayne briefly poked her upper torso around the corner, eyebrows raised. “Wait, we need to make sure these cyber footprints are actually him and not someone impersonating him.”

Merry appeared to ponder this a few seconds before grimacing slightly. “An imposter would be illogical. What would an imposter have to gain? Besides, I’m certain it’s him. He’s wanted in several jurisdictions for cybercrimes and illegal weapons trading.”

Jayne grunted. “It means he has credibility with his buyers,” she explained, then tucked herself back into the room.

Merry flattened her back against the wall and straightened her legs. “True. But I tracked 28 behavioral variables that I think are him. I compared it with the files Alfonso sent over. I have a 95% confidence level that we’ve got our guy. With a five-percent margin of error.”

Jayne muttered more curses. “That’s good enough. We should probably run with—” A SLAM interrupted Jayne. It was surely the sound of her face falling flat onto the floor. “Dammit.”

Merry opened her mouth but was speechless. Vlad chuckled and wandered back to the settee. He took a brass cigarette case out of his pocket and sparked up a joint. Merry stage whispered at him. “Did you bring enough for the whole class?”

Vlad blew smoke rings and ignored her.

The bedroom door opened. Jayne emerged in an Academy t-shirt and running shorts. Her hair was completely unbraided, but bounced from all the product she had yet to wash out. She looked at Vlad incredulously. “You’re still here?”

Vlad coughed. “I’ll have you know I helped Ms. Winterbourne access the seventeenth point on the profile we created.”

Merry scoffed at him. “Are you kidding me? It’s not like you did much of anything, other than not shut the fuck up. I could have done this whole thing myself.”

“But you didn’t.”

“But I may as well have. You helped me find one point out of, what, 28?”

Vlad took another hit. “Mine was a role of moral support.”

“Ha! I’ve worn broken bras that have been more supportive. Now give me that joint already.”

“Come and get it.”

Merry gave Jayne puppy dog eyes. Jayne groaned and passed the joint from Vlad to Merry without imbibing herself. She needed to stay clear headed. “We have two days. Two. Freaking. Days. Then this horrible treaty gets signed into law and the ring gets screwed…”

Merry and Vlad snickered.

Jayne glared at them both. “I suggest we focus.”

Merry seemed calmer now. She handed the joint to Jayne, who returned it to Vlad, who showed no intention to focus at all.

Jayne shook her head and sighed. “This is going nowhere. You guys go get some rest. I’m going to read those files I won in the poker game.”

Vlad almost dropped his joint. “Wait. You played for intel?”

“Yeah, so?”

“Awwww… Our little girl is becoming a real spy! They grow up so fast.”

Jayne sighed, deciding not to disclose that she’d had the same thought herself. “It’s not important,” she continued. “What matters is I have the files and I really think I should read them.”

Merry threw away her disposable kava cup and an empty noodle soup container. She gathered her bag, laptop, and tablet.

“Nothing personal, guys,” Jayne said, her voice softer now. “We’ll pick this up again tomorrow.”

Merry nodded. She placed a hand on Vlad’s shoulder blade, gently pushing him towards the door. “C’mon, you big stoner. She’s kicking us out.”

Merry continued to push Vlad gently towards the door. It opened, and then closed behind them. Jayne breathed a huge sigh of relief and wandered back through to the bedroom. She caught a glimpse of the green dress on its hanger in the bathroom.

Jayne smiled and flopped down onto her sofa bed. She briefly contemplated unfolding it into a bed but was running on fumes. Instead she unfolded the quilt Merry and Vlad had so sweetly left at the foot of the couch and started accessing the documents she won from Bartholomew.

Her eyes were already heavy.

The first file started with a basic fact sheet of the guy she needed to talk with about Chamberlain. Jayne noticed he looked quite genteel, save what appeared to be a slight twitch on the side of his left eye. Her own eyes were twitching from strain, but it was probably just the contact high. She kept reading.

Jayne felt herself slowly fall asleep, her tablet loosely clutched in her hands.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne awoke to the sound of tapping on a keyboard and the smell of kava. She checked her tablet. It was 6 AM. Jayne put on some slip-ons and trudged from the back room into the office.

“Hey. Look who’s awake!” Merry quipped, glancing up from her laptop.

Jayne rubbed eye grot and leftover makeup from her eyes. “How long have you been here?”

Merry gulped her kava. “An hour or so. You had quite a day yesterday.”

Jayne stretched her arms above her head, noting that her muscles were sore. She smacked her lips and ran her tongue along the roof of her mouth. It felt like she’d won a dirt-eating contest last night. “That’s one way to put it. We really need to start putting all these intel pieces together.”

Merry nodded. “On it. Vlad and Fred are on their way. You, uh, might want to freshen up a bit. You look like an extra from Sorority Zombies from Hell.” She looked Jayne up and down to confirm her snap assessment. “Just saying.”

Jayne gravitated towards the fresh cup of kava on her desk, instantly comforted by the smell and warmth. “You’re a walking greeting card.” Jayne retorted, picking up the kava. “Just saying.” She took a sip of the kava, and immediately felt the warm liquid hit her empty stomach. “Damn, I’m hungry! I’m going to order a round—“

“—Of breakfast burritos for the crew. I’m on that too,” Merry grinned. “They’ll be here by the time you’re out of the shower.” She glanced up at Jayne. “Hint hint?”

Jayne smelled herself. Remnants of the night before lingered on her skin: alcohol, cigar smoke, sweat, and shameless schmoozing. “Ugh. Hint taken. Any new insights?”

“Nope. Just waiting for the game plan, El Jefe.”

Jayne chuckled to herself as she wandered back to the bathroom.

The dress still hung on the bathroom door, slightly twisted from Jayne’s battle with it the night before. It still looked elegant and dignified, thanks to its restorative nano-fibers. Jayne looked at it, remembering how it made her feel, and caught herself wondering if she could bottle that sensation.

She turned the shower on. Unlike the university dorms, this was real water. Grateful, she peeled her grimy sleep shirt off, craving the warm water on her skin. It certainly didn’t disappoint. She let the water wash away the stress and tiredness of the previous day. While she was in the shower she heard Vlad and Fred arrive, and only a few minutes later, as she turned the shower off, the food was delivered.

Jayne stepped out of the shower, and wiped away steam from the mirror. Wow, she thought. Some of the feeling from last night, the confidence, the pride, and the excitement, had stayed with her. She didn’t need to bottle the feeling, after all.

In no time she was dressed in a clean jumpsuit and ready to face the day and her team. Jayne took a deep breath, and proudly strode out to her desk to meet the others. “Hey. You guys know we’re on some borrowed time, but I think we can pull this off,” she declared optimistically. She perched on her desk.

Vlad handed her a burrito. “That’s good to know.” She couldn’t tell if he was being sincere or not.

Fred’s comm vibrated. He checked it with one hand, clutching his half-scarfed burrito with the other. “What do we know so far?”

Merry activated the projector on her tablet and scrolled to a picture of Chamberlain. “We think this guy is our blackmailer. Robert Chamberlain, age 49. Ex-government spy. A real prodigy. He left the agency about 18 years ago, but some of his undocumented missions happened when Armaros pulled some shady shit on Tarem. We think Chamberlain was part of that.”

“Why would he want to stop the Treaty if he’s part of the shady stuff?”

Jayne sat cross-legged on her desk, like Buddha meditating over a burrito. “It seems the missions messed with his head. He started out real fresh-faced. An idealist. But these missions changed him.”

Fred continued to text furiously, still holding his burrito in one hand. “And now he’s anti-government? How did he find Wilson to blackmail him?”

Merry looked at Fred as if he’d asked what his own name was. “The shadow web, dude. Don’t tell me you watch porn on the standard web. You can’t possibly be that boring.”

Fred smirked, then blushed.

Jayne cleared her throat. “Moving on,” she said. Opening up her tablet she projected a mugshot of a genteel-looking older man with eyes that were simultaneously kind and chaotic. “Our problem is now tracking Chamberlain. And fast. Intel has told us that the closest person to him was a guy that he worked with. This guy. James Burrett. This is the person we need to talk to, but by all accounts he’s been, as they say, ‘disappeared’.”

Vlad raised an eyebrow. “Disappeared?”

Jayne shifted on the desk. “Yeah. No one ever truly leaves the Agency. You might retire to some private sector desk or security job. You may even turn in your badge, phaser, key card, and have your fingerprints removed before living on the beaches of Tropiconn Phi, but you can’t truly leave. This guy was getting too feisty out on civi-street. Plus, he would have had too many secrets to put through the normal judicial system. My source says that he’s still alive though. Alive and being held indefinitely, off-books at a facility on Tarem.”

Merry looked incredulous. “And you want us to talk to this guy? We can’t exactly rock up to this facility and ask this dude to tea. From what you’re saying, he’ll be on pretty strict lock down.”

Jayne smiled at her. “You’re telling me you don’t have access to something, Winterbourne?”

Merry scoffed.

Fred texted furiously, frowning at his comm. “What’s the plan?”

Jayne projected a slide with a bulleted list. “These are the obstacles we face in reaching Burrett.”

“Wow,” Vlad cooed, his mouth still full of burrito. He nodded at the slides. “You went all out, Ms. Austin.”

Jayne sighed. “Just trying to get shit done, Vlad. Anyway, the way I see it, we have five big issues. Issue number one, locating him. They don’t exactly make the location of these places public. Issue numero dos, getting access to the facility—” Jayne noticed Merry’s school-marm look of disapproval. “—as Merry said. That one’s pretty obvious, but we’re going to need some schematics and a way to get past the security system. Numero trois, getting to the Tarem ring. The government isn’t going to put these facilities in convenient locations either, and you can guarantee they won’t be registered on civilian navigation systems. We’re going to need a vessel…”

Merry interjected, “Are we stealing a ship?”

“No,” Jayne said. “We are not stealing a ship.”

Merry bit into her burrito dejectedly.

Jayne took a deep breath and exhaled bluntly. “Nummer vier, we need to infiltrate the prison. We know it’s remote. We know it’s heavily guarded. And we know it’s nothing nice. But we don’t know how we’re going to get in. And last, but not least, nimewo senk—”

“Nimewo senk?” Fred pushed his glasses up his nose. “What language is that?”

“It’s Haitian Creole. Read a book.”

Fred rolled his eyes.

“The point is, number five, this guy’s going to be bat shit crazy from all that time in solitary. From what I gather, Burrett was also a little on the crazy side before prison, so we’re going to need a way to get some sense out of him when we get to him.”

She paused and looked around the group. “Questions?”

Vlad scratched his chin. “Well, for a start, if this guy’s so bat guano how do we know he’ll be of any use to us? Even if he isn’t crazy, why would he want to help?”

Merry interjected, speaking with her mouth full of burrito. “I read Burrett’s convos with Chamberlain,” she explained. “This guy is a real narcissist. It’s all about him, all the time. Those types have a real need to be either the hero or the super-villain. Whichever gets them the spotlight for the longest time. He’ll talk.”

Vlad grimaced at her. “Hopefully he won’t have his mouth full when he does it. That’s a great point, but you could’ve made it after you swallowed.” He raised an eyebrow at her, flirtatiously.

Merry ignored the comment and looked hurriedly back at the projection from Jayne’s tablet.

Fred pushed his glasses further up his nose. “That still leaves the question of whether he has anything useful to say. Yeah, he may talk because he has an audience, but how do we know he won’t be wasting time we don’t have?”

“We don’t,” Jayne confirmed. “But I’m with Merry. This Burrett guy will talk. Chamberlain burned him on the deal, then led the authorities right to him. Our caged bird is probably pissed enough to sing.”

Vlad started to take his cigarette case out of his pocket but was stared into submission by Merry and Jayne. “That still leaves the psycho factor,” he added. “Does this guy have docile hallucinations of fairies and rainbows or is he violent and paranoid? I’m hoping for delusions of violent rainbows, myself.”

“He’s an ex-agent with an axe to grind,” Jayne reminded him. “Paranoia is a given. The activities which led him into custody involved explosives and nitrates, so I’m going with violent and paranoid.”

Vlad shook his head. “Then how do you expect us to control him?”

Fred put down his comm, frowning. “There’s that drug, Talon-R…”

Merry shot him a look. “The date rape drug?”

Fred hesitated. “I… I guess that’s one use for it,” he stammered. “I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking about that. The most common use of Talon-R—the one I’m most familiar with—is for questioning suspects. It’ll make him sedate and less crazy for a while, but it eventually wears off and he’ll return to normal. If his normal is crazy, then we’ll have the same problem on our hands unless we give him a steady dose. But we shouldn’t because too much of that stuff turns you into a drooling idiot.”

Jayne brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes and continued, “I like the idea of Talon-R for the questioning, but maybe we can play on Burrett’s gratitude. I mean, we’re breaking him out of a home for wayward agents. He’s been in solitary. I think it’ll be just as much about freedom as it will be about having an audience.”

Vlad looked as though his mind were far away. “Even so, we need a Plan B. He’s insane. We can’t expect him to think like us. Fred, do any of these Talon-R contacts have tasers or something paralytic in case he gets out of hand?”

Fred nodded. “I think I can find that, but we still don’t know how we’re going to get Burrett out of prison, much less transport him.”

“Don’t look at me,” Merry mumbled. “Nobody liked my idea to steal the ship.”

Jayne’s kava was getting cold, but she took a hearty swig anyway. “Because pulling a prison break is about as illegal as I care to get,” she retorted. “Anyway, the two most logical options are to rent a ship or grab a charter to the ring. What do you guys think about renting a ship versus a public shuttle?”

Fred looked up from his comm. “It just depends on cost and how discreet we can be. A rental would be more private, but if things got scary at the prison, how would we explain any damage to the ship when we return it?”

Merry had gone back to her laptop. “All the better reason to steal one,” she muttered.

“No. Just… No,” Jayne said flatly, before looking at the others expectantly.

Merry glanced up with a defeated expression in her eyes. “Okay, so things could get hairy at the prison. Let’s say they do? If we’re using a public shuttle, we can’t exactly hide. It increases our risk of capture, not to mention the problems it might raise if we incur any injuries or get into an altercation. Blood splatter doesn’t go down well on shuttles.”

“Oh, but we can,” Jayne said triumphantly. “Here’s why: the public has no idea this facility even exists. What is the ring going to do? Shut Tarem down and put out a ton of alerts for a person who isn’t considered real? Plus I think Fred has a point about having to explain ourselves to a rental company.”

“Can we afford a public charter?” Vlad asked, looking from Jayne to Merry and then back again.

Merry scrolled on her tablet. “It looks like renting is more expensive.”

Jayne polished off her cold kava. “Okay. There’s our answer. Now we just need to find a public charter that is leaving in the next 24 hours.”

Fred continued to type on his handset. Somewhere amongst the discussion he’d put his remaining burrito down on a napkin on the arm of the lone chair near the door. “Depends on what you need,” he told them. “I can recommend a couple that are a little more private and don’t check luggage. At least, I can carry some purchases on them without being questioned.”

Merry started twisting a lock of hair around her finger and grimaced. “Let’s reason through this a minute, because it’s a little different than Fred getting on the local shuttle with a bag of black-market weapons.” She launched into a string of reasons why it wouldn’t work.

Vlad pensively stared into blank space for a few moments then cleared his throat. “I might have a work around.”

Merry smirked at him. “You mean a reach around?”

Fred groaned, tired of their constant flirting. “Ugh. Let’s hear it, bro.”

Vlad grimaced. “The word ‘bro’ doesn’t really fit you, bro.” He instinctively reached for his cigarette case. Then he stopped himself. “But, we could be an academic team that is coordinating with a team on Tarem.”

Jayne nodded with great satisfaction. “That’s good. I like it. Tell me how that would work.”

“Pretty simple really. As a professor, I have contacts who coordinate academic transports. I know of at least two astrophysics and environmental projects happening on Tarem. I could just tell my contact that we need to be discreet because we’re doing something specific for a conference next year. We can bring as much equipment as we need because I honestly don’t think anyone understands this type of research. It’s the ultimate platform for bullshitting, if you think about it. To be honest, it’s mostly a way for professors to cheat on their spouses.”

“Wow, Vlad,” Merry said dryly, “you almost did something more than get stoned and make dumb remarks. You were so close.”

Vlad narrowed his eyes at Merry.

Jayne clapped her hands together decisively. “Let’s do that then. Vlad, please arrange this with your contact. It’d also be helpful if they could use their insider knowledge about the prison’s exact location. Then we also have the matter of hacking into the prison’s security, finding the layout of the place, finding Burrett’s cell, figuring out what equipment we need…”

Merry smiled.

Jayne returned the smile in acknowledgement. “It’s down to you on that one, Merry. I can do the stealthy in-and-out, I’m guessing through the vents and ducts. Whatever you need me to… But security is going to be state of the art.”

Merry inspected her fingernails. “This is the exact occasion that mandates me obtaining some state-of-the-art tech gear.”

Jayne raised her eyebrows at her. “Well, there’s some extra money from last night’s poker game.”

“Not enough,” Merry grumbled.

“Every credit counts. Money is money.” Merry faced Jayne with the look of a hungry dog in the face of a giant steak. “But keep a handle on your tech jonesing. There are only so many poker games.”

Merry grinned brightly. “There’s always prostitution.”

Jayne dropped her head into her hand in dismay. “No, Merry. Just… Why?”

There was a brief lull in the conversation and Merry went back to commanding her online minions to do her bidding. “I think I may have something here.”

Jayne looked up again. “Already?”

“Yeahhhh,” she said slowly. “Looks like a questionable grain farm in the New Germany sector of Tarem. It would be like hiding in plain sight. New Germany is where they have a lot of the correctional facilities. But this farm… The books look different from other farm ledgers. The script looks similar to classified government files.”

Fred looked at Merry quizzically. “How’d you find that so quickly?”

“I’m reading a self-help book about cutting toxic people out of my life, so please continue with the condescending questions.”

Fred returned to his handset without another word.

Jayne stretched as she walked around her desk. “I don’t imagine they’d post a big sign saying, ‘Welcome to this secret, off-book facility, Home of the Most Creative Torture on the Ring’. Makes sense they’d hide it in a boring business. But how would they keep up the appearance of a grain farm if none of the farmhands are allowed outside?”

Merry tapped her lip thoughtfully, the light from her screen reflecting on her face. “Looks like the official word is it’s an ‘indoor farm’. If they are producing enough grains to keep their cover, they could quite literally be putting these ex-agents out to pasture. Woah! They make hops too? Talk about a tear in your beer…”

Jayne tried to hide her laughter and project a little professionalism, then realized it was probably too late. “Indeed. Anyway, how long until you’re past the official front?”

“Almost…” Merry assertively punched two keys. “There. Yep. I think the New Bavarian Grain Farm is our location. Interesting set up, too. It looks like the actual grain farm and village are populated by the COs and other employees. That way, there’s no suspicious commuting. The actual facility is in the heart of New Bavaria. Bummer. I wanted to go to New Berlin. Anyway, so this complex takes up half of New Bavaria, with a completely blank space taking up about a quarter of that. I’m guessing the blank space is the thing we’re looking for. Doesn’t look like they house too many inmates at a time. Wonder why that is…?”

A cold sensation shuddered through Jayne’s bones. “I can think of a couple reasons,” she muttered.

Merry continued reeling off intel. “The basic layout has what must be the detention center in the middle, with the farm taking up a few mile radius outside of that. Then the village.”

Fred chirped up. “Maybe I’m dense, but what would be our official excuse for hitting New Bavaria? New Berlin is where all the academic and arty stuff is located. Why would a group of astrophysics students care about farmland and bread-making lessons?”

Vlad was reading his tablet screen. “Leave that to me. It looks like a group of students is doing an atmospheric study in New Wuppertal. New Wuppertal is a seaside town, so the atmospheric read would be different than in an agricultural community.”

Jayne looked over to him. “Does this have anything to do with the study itself?”

Vlad shrugged. “No, but does that really matter? I don’t exactly think we need to be staying for the trinkets.”

Jayne nodded. “True. We can figure out exactly what we need to say. Meanwhile, any progress on the security system?”

Merry squinted at her screen and pulled a few locks of hair behind her ear. “A little. They’re using some encryption-upon-encryption I’ve never seen before, but once I find something familiar about the script, I can trace it backwards.”

Fred looked up again from his comm. “You can do that?”

“Fred, is it just me or does your friend have a lot of questions today?” When Fred didn’t respond she continued. “I think I can crack it in the next couple hours. I just have to take it bit by bit, no pun intended.”

Vlad chuckled.

Jayne rubbed her feet. They still hurt from the night before, but she felt re-energized. Despite the plan coming together, there was a gnawing feeling in the back of her head. “Something’s missing…”

Fred looked genuinely confused. “I thought we hit all the major points you brought up.”

Jayne nodded. “Yeah, I think we did, but… I don’t know. There’s something we left out.”

“Like what?”

Jayne sat so her feet were elevated and wiggled her toes. “The intel the poker guy gave…”

Merry raised an eyebrow. “Seemed helpful to me. Why? Is there something else we should know that we’re not already researching?”

“That’s just it. I feel like we’re looking at all angles we were given—and then some—but I just wonder about the ones we don’t see.”

Vlad clasped his hands on his lap. “Okay. Where do you suppose these unseen angles are coming from?”

Merry shook her head in disgust or disbelief. Maybe both. “If she could see the angles, then she would have talked about their origin. Sheesh!”

“I was just being theoretical, Ms. Winterbourne.”

“Thanks, Captain Obvious. I didn’t pick up on that one at all.”

Jayne watched Merry and Vlad bicker and felt oddly comforted. She glanced over at Fred, who was frustratedly texting on his comm. They had a plan. They had the means to carry it out. They had intel. This grain farm in New Bavaria was probably the place. She began to wonder idly how many of these facilities there could possibly be.

“Jayne? Jayne…?”

Her head felt light years away from the scene, like it was chasing the gnawing feeling.

Jayne heard Merry’s voice, but it may as well have been underwater. She silently reviewed the intel to herself. Jayne scrolled through her tablet, feeling restless as her mind wandered.

She felt Merry’s hand on her arm. “What would you like us to do, Oyabun?”

“Huh?”

“Oyabun,” Merry explained, “is Japanese for boss. Language files help me focus sometimes.”

Vlad scoffed from across the room. “You just get weirder and weirder, Ms. Winterbourne.”

The girls whipped around to face the speaker. “Shut up, Vlad!” they ordered in unison.

“But seriously,” Merry continued, “what do you want us to do?”

“Right,” Jayne said, her thoughts growing clearer. “I like the plan we came up with so far. Vlad, call your shuttle contact. Fred, get on the Talon-R—”

“Merry, hack the prison,” Merry said, imitating Jayne’s instructional tone. Then her face dropped. “Do you think there’s more than one facility?”

Jayne put on her shoes and started gathering her stuff. “You’ll have to find that out. I’ve got to go.”

Merry looked stunned. “What now? Where? Why?”

Jayne was half out the door before responding. “To make another deal,” she called back. And then she was gone, leaving the three to their specific tasks.

Jayne’s thoughts ran at a million miles an hour in about five hundred directions. It wasn’t until she was halfway across the walkway that she realized what was nagging at her.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

Aces High Skyscraper, L75, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The building was decorated in the same art deco style as the hotel where she’d thought she’d beat Fauchery at his own game. It was impressively taller than the two neighboring buildings, with a chic deli on the left and a snooty gastro pub on the right.

Jayne approached the frosted glass doors, but stopped just before the doorman saw her. She noticed a group of people heading in the direction of the doors from the street, and saw an opportunity.

She leaned against the smooth concrete building, waiting for the group of well-dressed couples to get near enough for her to join the herd. She sandwiched herself between two of the taller couples, the smell of vanilla and leather essence cologne making her eyes water.

The doorman looked at the two men with recognition and smiled at the ladies. “Have a good day, sirs.”

Jayne traveled in the middle of the herd of free-range socialites for as long as she could stand, then veered off to the mailboxes. She touched each mailbox to reveal the name. No Fauchery to be had. Jayne traipsed to the front desk.

She caught the eye of the AI and the human behind the counter. They were wearing matching black blazers and white collared shirts. Jayne made note of the female AI’s size, which appeared similar to her own. “Excuse me, ladies? Hi. Um, I’m visiting my uncle from out of town and totally forgot his apartment number. It’s so stupid, but I didn’t program it into my comm. Would you be able to…?”

The human briefly contorted her mouth and widened her eyes regretfully. Her tone was business casual and polite. “No, sorry. We can’t disclose that information. Our tenants’ information is completely private. Would you like me to call him?”

Jayne exaggerated the disappointment in her tone. “No, that’s okay. I wanted to surprise him. I could call my mom and get it.”

Jayne slowly walked away, opening her comm. She turned on the camera and flipped the lens so she could keep tabs on the AI. “Hey, Mom…”

The AI clerk appeared to be working on a spreadsheet behind the glass and faux wood desk. Her larger human counterpart turned to her. “What time are you taking your break?”

“About 10 minutes. Why?”

Jayne continued to watch the clerks on her phone camera. “…yeah. I’m at Uncle Bart’s apartment building, but I totally forgot his apartment number.”

“Ohhhh, no reason.”

The AI looked at the human with confounded innocence. “Does this have anything to do with needing to call Jack?”

The human blushed and tossed her hair. “What gave you that idea?”

A delivery man brushed Jayne’s shoulder on his way to the desk. “Hey, I got a package here for Fuckery…”

The human giggled. The AI clerk cocked her head to the side. “I think you mean Fauchery,” she corrected.

Jayne perked up and briskly approached the delivery man. “Oh! I’ll take it. Bartholomew’s my uncle and I was on my way up to see him anyway.”

Before either clerk could object, Jayne took the package out of the delivery man’s hands and skipped towards the chrome and faux wood elevator. It arrived and she stepped casually inside. She read the tag and instructed the elevator. “Floor 29 please.”

After several seconds, the angelic robot voice announced, “Floor 29. Have a pleasant day.”

Mere seconds later, Jayne stepped off the elevator and looked around to catch a pattern to the numbers. The entire floor was covered in shiny black and white tile in a checker and compass pattern. The wallpaper was an embossed light blue monochromatic theme that echoed the calla lily pattern on the elevator doors. Jayne instinctively touched the raised flowers.

She turned left and headed down the corridor looking for Apartment 2975, reading off the numbers of the left and right as she went.

Apartment 2975. Jayne rang the opulent, brass doorbell. She could hear the latest swing-revival band playing on Bartholomew’s in-home comm system.

“Yes, yes. One moment.”

A moment later the doors slid open. She walked in with the package under her arm. Bartholomew was dressed for bed in a gray t-shirt and black pants that looked to be made of some expensive material and a matching black silk robe. His eyes widened with astonishment. “You!”

Jayne smiled triumphantly as she waltzed through the door. “That’s my name.”

He stared at her as she nonchalantly tossed the package at him. “How did you find me?”

“Really? That’s your question?”

“Okay, how about why did you find me?”

Jayne looked around, lost in the scene. Bartholomew’s living room was a giant panorama of polished synthetic wood, brass sculptures, and an antique-looking globe that opened to reveal a mini bar. Two black and white fanned chairs with elegant, swooping lines sat on each side of a black damask couch. The piece that truly caught Jayne’s eye was a large cabinet with three vertical doors; each door had the silhouette of an elegant flapper inlaid in various woods and mother of pearl.

Jayne touched the smooth cabinet top, admiring the shine and grain. “Just thinking about that file you gave me.”

Bartholomew looked concerned. “What about it? I gave you every last detail about Burrett.”

Jayne looked at the expansive penthouse windows, framing his back wall. They were punctuated with green damask curtains, drawn open to showcase the mid-morning skyline. “Every last detail, except for something I could use. There was nothing actionable in that intel, Bartholomew. There was nothing there about finding him or getting into the facility. Still need that.”

Bartholomew folded his arms and shook his head. “I thought you could manage something yourself. Besides, I told you, for all intents and purposes he doesn’t exist anymore.”

She held his gaze.

He paused, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “That will cost extra.”

Jayne sat on his couch and stared him right in the eyes. “Nope. It should be included in the original price.”

“How about we say you owe me another one, if I can get your info.”

“Owe you what? Another card game? A booze run? The movie rights to my story?”

Bartholomew hovered over the globe mini bar and shrugged. “If that’s what it takes. I’ll set the price when the time comes.”

“I don’t get you, Fauchery. I thought you were here to help.”

Bartholomew removed the stopper from a crystal decanter and poured himself a drink. He dropped four ice cubes into the crystal glass with a pair of tongs. “You have a lot to learn about espionage, my dear lady. There are a few lessons the Academy doesn’t put on their tests.”

Jayne picked up a book about art from Bartholomew’s oval coffee table. “True. But avoiding bullshit deals does get mentioned here and there.”

Bartholomew swirled his drink before gulping half. “Good to know you went to class, Austin. Look, I don’t know if I even should have given you as much as I did. Burrett is a rather dangerous man.”

“And yet in the next breath, you were telling me that all spies gamble. Which is it, Fauchery? Do I avoid the bad men, or do I gamble? Fold or raise?”

“I’m afraid analogies only go so far.” Bartholomew set his glass down firmly. There was a calm anger in his eyes. “What you do, my dear, is learn to recognize when you are in over your head. I know for a fact the Academy covered that lesson. Hell, I wish I had remembered it back in my day.”

Jayne put the book down, still open to the page she was reading. “So be my lifeline here. Tell me what I need to know.”

“Bluntly, you haven’t been a spy long enough to handle Burrett.”

“Meanwhile,” Jayne started accusingly, “you have been a spy long enough to handle him but won’t help the new kid. Why’s that, Fauchery? I thought agents stuck together.”

“Jayne, I don’t know what you think I owe you. Or why, for that matter.”

“You owe me what I won playing by your rules.”

“But I don’t think you have anything to gain by talking to Burrett. Leave him where he is. There’s no putting that genie back in the bottle.”

“He has intel on Chamberlain.”

“So? If Chamberlain blackmailed two people, he’s blackmailed three.”

Jayne heard herself almost shouting, “I don’t have time to find them, Bartholomew. We need Burrett.”

Bartholomew started to pour himself more alcohol and gestured to ask Jayne whether she wanted some.

She waved her hand. “Too early, thanks.”

Bartholomew smirked as he took another swig. “Not if this is your bedtime.”

Jayne shook her head and continued looking around Bartholomew’s apartment. The tiger skin rug under the couch was obviously a fake, as tigers had been extinct over five hundred years. But then again, Fauchery seemed to have a taste for antiques. “What kind of espionage did you do to get this place?”

He leered at her for a moment. “NOJB, I’m afraid.”

“What’s NOJB?”

“None of Jayne’s Business.” He smiled, and crossed one leg over the other knee.

“Just wondering how I could get a piece of the action, sir.” She maintained the non-hostile, directness that she had been taught to use in confrontational situations where you didn’t want to give away your power.

Bartholomew laughed his throaty laugh. “Sir is my father. Anyway, that phrase sounds like spying is a damn pie and you’re trying to get access to the grown-up table.”

Jayne felt her jaw stiffen.

Bartholomew laughed again, pointing at Jayne with the glass in his hand. “Looks like I hit a nerve.”

Jayne looked away.

Bartholomew sat on the other end of the couch and sighed. “You’ve got moxie, kid. I’ll give you that. But you can’t think that you’re owed a piece of the action. Spies that stay in the game the longest are the ones who bake their own pies, like Chamberlain.”

“And you, I suppose?”

He nodded in agreement. “You could say that…”

“And Burrett?”

Bartholomew studied his drink and frowned. “He’s a different matter entirely.”

“Tell me what I need to know.”

“I already did. You’re in way over your head.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.”

“Stubborn, stubborn girl…”

Jayne weighed her options for a moment. As she saw it, she could either walk away now and pray Merry’s intel was good, and that she would be able to hack the system when they got there. This would at least help her to avoid potentially selling her soul to a mercurial old spy. Or she could agree to pay whatever price this elegant opportunist could name and still potentially not get the intel she needed. Still, the nagging feeling was back. “Okay, Fauchery. You win. I’ll owe you one.”

“You understand that I might not get your intel?”

“Yes.”

“And I set the terms of your repayment?”

“I do indeed.” She was beginning to regret making deals with the devil.

A cool smile spread across Bartholomew’s lips. He extended his hand to shake hers. “You’re a stubborn girl, Jayne Austin, but I like your style.”

Jayne shook his hand firmly. “Thanks. You’re not so bad for a poker shark.”

“I’ll work on that intel today.”

Jayne made her way to the door. “Thanks.”

“Oh, Jayne?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t ever come back here.”

She shut the door.

 

+++

 

Liberty Library, Tesla University, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Fred’s foot tapped uncontrollably under the tech table. He’d surrounded himself with several book files and had propped his tablet on top of a literally ancient copy of The Confederacy of Dunces as he was instructed. He could feel his comm vibrate in his pocket.

It was a message.

U THERE?

Fred mumbled the message as he typed.

YEAH. RIGHT WHERE YOU SAID.

Fred looked around sheepishly before opening the e-book. The five PhinnGage 9000 phasers, 20 paralysis mines, and 40 kilos of explosives that his contact requested “for security” were in the usual warehouse about three blocks south, but it would be bad form to make the location of these less-than-legal weapons known. He’d dealt with this guy before today. Fred didn’t anticipate any surprises, but when was the last time so much was hanging in the balance?

“Excuse me?”

Fred let out a scream when he jumped. A librarian who looked like the yellowing pages of a book turned to Fred and nastily hissed, “Shhhh!”

He whispered, “Sorry…” at her and reoriented himself. The speaker was a young girl, probably a freshman at most. She pointed to the chair across from Fred. “Are you using this?”

Fred shook his head and turned back to his vibrating comm. “Take it.”

He looked down at his comm.

RIGHT BEHIND U.

Fred felt hands over his eyes. He detected a lavender smell on the rough hands. “Peek-a-boo!”

“Jeez, dude!”

The librarian glowered from behind a stack of files. “Shhhhh!”

Fred’s contact exaggeratedly bugged out his eyes, put his index finger to his pursed lips, and hissed back at the librarian. He then waved his hand dismissively and sat backwards on his chair.

“You sure know how to make an entrance, Rafe.”

Rafe shoved a piece of gum in his mouth and chomped loudly. “That was nothing. You should see me at the opera.”

Fred exhaled anxiously. “Anyway…”

“Ah, yes. Our arrangement.”

“God, when you put it that way it sounds like we’re spicing up our marriage by seeing other people…”

Fred saw the librarian’s face grow more attentive in their direction when he said it. She pretended to organize e-book cartridges by ISBN.

Rafe’s smile was broad and mischievous. “But we ARE in a relationship, Bagpipes. It’s a very transactional one…”

The librarian inched closer.

Rafe slithered towards Fred, training his bright blue eyes on him, “…based on mutual instant gratification…”

Despite Rafe’s intimidation tactics, Fred couldn’t take his eyes off the librarian. She slowly leaned a chair back to hear Rafe more clearly.

Rafe put a hand on Fred’s knee.

Fred pushed him away. “Knock it off, man!”

The librarian’s chair wobbled backwards. Rafe caught her chair by the back before she fell and set her upright. “I know, I know. Shhhhh!”

Fred looked at the various shelves of e-book cartridges to take his mind off his frantically tapping foot. He was able to slow his breathing somewhat. “Can we keep it professional?”

Rafe picked up random cartridges on Fred’s table, clearly amused. “Alright smart guy, tell me about my stuff.”

Fred pretended to make notes on his tablet. “I have your security policy but that needs to wait till later. Just tell me about the product.”

Rafe watched the librarian sneak a look at him. He winked at her, barely hiding his amusement when she blushed and looked away. “Don’t worry, Bagpipes. I got your candy.”

“No eating in the library.”

Rafe looked to the left and gently scratched the side of his nose. The go sign. Fred nodded.

An impatient drum beat in Fred’s chest. “Let's get out of here.”

The librarian adjusted her white cardigan around her bony shoulders, staring at Fred the whole time.

Rafe smiled at her and held up his hand, palm facing the librarian. “It's okay ma'am. I've got this.” He turned to Fred and angrily hissed. “Shhhh!”

Fred detached his tablet from the book desk and grabbed Rafe’s arm. “C’mon.”

Rafe laughed hysterically as Fred pulled him out of the library, inspiring hissing from every librarian they passed

Fred stopped when they descended the library steps. “What's so funny?”

Rafe caught his breath. “Sorry, man. I've just never been shushed during an illegal arms deal before.”

Fred folded his arms. “You said you had the Talon-R.”

“Why yes, I do. And the weapons?”

“You know how it works, man,” Fred protested. “When you ask for high-end stuff, I have to pull down the stock as needed.”

Rafe smiled and slipped Fred an amber bottle and some pills in an exaggerated handshake. “Yeah, I got it. I got to get back to my warehouse. I just bought everybody a group health plan, so we need to afford it now. Enjoy your trip.”

“It should be an adventure.”

“Oh, Fred?”

“Yeah?”

“Can you find a better place for this sort of thing next time?”

 

+++

 

Vlad’s Office, Physics Department, Tesla University, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Vlad leaned back in his chair and tossed a light-up ball in the air repeatedly. One of his feet was on the ground and the other on his desk as he spoke to his colleague on speaker. “So you can do it then, Cynth? I know it’s last minute and all…”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” she replied.

Vlad sat up straight, looking at a Holo-Portrait cycling through all the science greats that hung on his office wall. “Thank you so much. The team will be so excited.”

“I have to go,” she told him over the comm, “but we can finalize the details in a couple hours.”

“Oh yeah? Hot date, Cynth?”

He could hear Cynthia MacLeod laughing over the speaker comm.

He smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes then.”

“Bye, Vlad. I’ll get you those details soon.”

Cynthia disconnected the call, leaving Vlad alone with Tesla and Max Planck staring at him. “Yeah, I guess we should check in with Good Queen Winterbourne.”

Vlad dialed Merry and reached for the cigarette case in his pocket, making sure to close his door and turn on his smoke filters. He inhaled deeply, feeling the smoke fill his head and lungs. A certain tranquility flowed through his muscles and made his thoughts move at a more agreeable pace.

Merry answered the call. “Hey, Vlad.”

He quickly sat up straight again, coughing. “Hey, Ms. Winterbourne. I spoke with my contact.”

“About time. What did they say?”

Vlad inhaled again, responding only after the smoke worked its magic. “I was able to get us some last-minute slots as an academic team.”

“That’s great! So what is this academic team studying?”

Vlad exhaled through his smiling teeth. “You’re going to owe me huge for this one.”

Merry sounded exasperated and impatient. “Why do we owe you for doing a job you agreed to do?”

“I have to lower myself to feign interest in non-linear pseudo gravitational physics,” he explained. “That was an effort.”

Merry repeated his statement quietly to herself before responding. “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s your problem with non-linear pseudo gravitational physics?”

Vlad laughingly coughed out a huge puff of smoke. “You mean other than it being celebrity physics? I’m surprised a subversive like you doesn’t find NLPGP too commercial—”

“Look, Vlad, if you think that any form of physics is ‘too commercial’ you need to hang out with some real people for a change. You sound like a douche.”

Vlad settled back in his chair. “How dare you suggest something so crass, Ms. Winterbourne. If I sound like a douche, then what about those commercial physicists who repackage the ineffable in a vain attempt to get idiot children to think? They offer them something so overly applied and pre-fabricated that by the time they get to my classroom, they don’t know the good stuff exists.”’

Merry stopped holding in her laughter. “Oh. Wow. Vlad Vostock, I dub thee King of Pretention Land! Overly applied? What’s wrong with understanding general relativity and how antigrav fields work? It’s instrumental in getting students to understand life on the Tarem ring… and any space station for that matter.”

Vlad shook his head with shame. “I thought better of you, Merry. Here I go being wrong again. Understanding the Tarem ring is the only thing it’s good for! It has such limited applicability beyond comprehending the effects of gravity on a Dyson ring. Never mind understanding the nature of reality, the fabric of the universe. No… that’s obviously too lofty an expectation!”

Merry sighed. Vlad could feel her blank stare of apathy over the comm. “So you’re saying you can’t stand non-linear pseudo gravitational physics because you’re an academic purist. A snob?”

“How dare you, Winterbourne! I mightily resent that implication---”

“I think I was pretty direct, Vlad.”

“As I was saying, I take great umbrage to your statements. I wouldn’t call myself a snob because-”

“You’re a narcissist?”

Vlad felt himself inhale as if to quell anger and frustration. His joint was clenched between his fingertips, untouched for the longest time since he lit it. “No, I am not a narcissist. I resent you calling me a snob because I am not a snob. I hardly think wanting a branch of science to explain more than one event is snobbery. I just like my physics to be more theoretical, more abstract…”

“And less useful?”

“Yes. Now you-Wait! No! I wasn’t saying that at all… I’m very stoned right now.”

Merry interrupted his waffling. “Whatever the case, I suppose your academic snobbery got us passage on that shuttle.”

Vlad heard keystrokes in the background for the first time during this conversation. “Aaaaaanyway, I’ve got a ton of stuff to do. As much as you would love for me to continue giving you attention, I have to get going.”

“What?” Vlad shook his head. “Unbelievable. I do you a favor and all I get is abuse.”

Merry sounded humbler. “Well, yeah… Thank you.”

Vlad was just formulating a reply when the call disconnected.

He sat back in his chair and took another hit of his joint. Clearly Merry Winterbourne was proving to be something of a challenge.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Merry exhaled, breathing out Vlad’s pompous child energy. “In with the good, out with the Vlad…”

She texted Jayne.

V CAME THROUGH. IT’S ON TOMORROW AM.

She went back to her hacking. Merry chuckled to herself, wondering what IT super genius was in charge of the fake grain farm. “Oh look,” Merry giggled, “they even named the proxy Human Resources.”

She decided to go in through Human Resources, eventually using the facilities email for information. Merry wondered how far the government went in creating the illusion of the grain farm. She turned up what looked like civilian records. The IDs corresponded to actual Tarem citizens. “Well, whadd’ya know? The actual employees have no idea it’s fake…”

The passwords looked like simple ternary cross-coding, which Merry yawned at and then cracked in under a minute. She found two accounts with administrative privileges and appeared to speak in overly banal terms. “Hmmmm… Something smells a little too squeaky clean.”

Accessing Hashes.txt now.

The two vanilla admins exchanged at least 75 messages about ‘the processing unit’ in about three weeks. “Way to make it obvious, you guys.”

Merry noticed these two admins had privileges to a private server too. “Not a hashcat situation here… Must be the government server.”

Merry slurped her noodle soup, avoiding getting the chopsticks in her mouth. Or in her eyes. GUI hacking was out, as this set up seemed more layered. Curiously, though, one of the admins appeared to get several XaaS emails. She scrolled through some of the communications. It looked like a personal account, complete with online orders for domestic products. Her jaw dropped when she saw most of what was ordered had a unicorns-and-glitter theme.

The way into a government employee’s account is through a unicorn onesie!

Merry explored the server’s first two layers of script patterns. Then she checked her burner laptop for the right frameworks. “Guess we’re stealing the staff pass when we get there then…” as she figured out the easiest way into the facility.

 

+++

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Fred and Merry stared into each other’s eyes with a steely intensity. Merry snarled and Fred blinked. “You’re going down, you filthy gun trafficker.”

“That’s Mr. Filthy Gun Trafficker to you.”

Vlad knelt on a large pillow, looking at each of them with great amusement. “Ready?” He waited for the affirmative sign. “Ro… Sham… Bo!”

Merry and Fred each pounded a fist against their open palm three times before declaring their choice: Merry with paper, Fred with scissors.

“Awwww, man!” Merry whined.

Fred triumphantly took the last piece of supreme pizza. “Sorry, Merr. Scissors beats paper.”

Jayne smiled. “Hey. Let’s finalize our plan. Tomorrow’s go time. Vlad,” She pointed for emphasis, “give me the details again.”

Vlad cleared his throat. “Certainly, Ms. Austin. Per my contact, the lovely Cynthia MacLeod, we leave tomorrow at 0800. She would like me to emphasize this time is set in stone, so you cannot be tardy—”

Merry gave him a sideways glance. “Watch us,” she muttered rebelliously.

Vlad ignored Merry and continued. “We meet at the shuttle station I texted to you. Map should be there. Remember, though, I’m the only one who gets in on an academic discount—”

Jayne nodded. “Not a problem.”

“Okay,” he continued. “We land in the New France section of Tarem, then take the rail to the New Germany section. And on to New Bavaria. Unfortunately the protocols are going to be way more rigorous than the rest of the ring. Everything’s a security risk, you understand.”

Jayne cocked her head. “So what exactly is this academic mission we’re concocting—er, completing?”

Vlad straightened his posture proudly. “I told Cynth we were coordinating with the New Berlin team for some atmospheric readings. The official story is that we’re comparing the effect of gravity on the Dyson ring in agricultural centers versus big cities. The study is important because it will determine how the planet will engineer the seeds for maximum growth.”

“Not bad. Not bad.”

Merry munched on a funkle strip dipped in buffalo sauce. “And once we get to New Germany, I need to find a point where I can connect with the ship and get through the firewall.”

Jayne turned to her. “Have you worked out how you’re getting in the system?”

Merry gave Jayne one of her ‘thank you, Capt. Obvious’ looks. “There’s a high probability I’ll get in. I found a couple admin accounts through the grain farm they’re using as a front. One of them has quite the unicorn fetish—”

Vlad laughed in disbelief. “You’re hacking a system using a unicorn?”

Merry looked as though he told her computers run on thoughts and prayers. “Uhhh, no. I faked an XaaS email that offered a discount on a unicorn throw pillow and loaded the thing with enough trojan horses to start a ranch. I’m monitoring how their IT department is getting rid of the horses, then going in through the back door. I have a few buffer overflows up my sleeves for tomorrow in case they come sniffing too close.”

Vlad looked utterly verklempt. “God damn.”

Merry turned her attention back to Jayne. “What’s your likely trajectory once you’re inside?”

Jayne smirked and activated the projector function on her tablet. She pulled up the “grain farm’s” schematics so that they hovered above her desk. She pointed at a section of the blueprints that looked like an entrance. “I’ll enter through about here. You got a way to get us in yet?”

Merry nodded. “Yeah. Best option seems to be using the human vulnerability.” She made eye contact with Fred.

Fred took a staff keycard from his messenger bag and showed it to Jayne. She took it and examined it. “Wow. This looks truly official. Where’d you get it?”

“From a shadow web friend.” He made sure to direct the line in Merry’s direction. “It can be an occupational perk of running guns. When Merry told me about the plan I figured it was one less thing to steal when we get there. It would also give us more time before the alarms inevitably go off.”

Jayne continued to examine the chip in the pass card. She made a mental note to wear something put together, but casual enough to be able to maneuver around a vent system. “Great thinking, Fred. You totally came through for us on this.”

Fred blushed, eyes darting as if he were looking for the nearest exit. “It was the least I could do, especially after the whole bomb thing.”

Jayne smiled at him. “Dude, you’re forgiven.”

Fred smiled politely back, but he still looked weighed down with guilt. Jayne’s energy dampened a couple notches watching it.

She went back to studying the map carefully, attempting to deduce Burrett’s location. “I can move freely until I get to where the sally port meets the lobby. According to the CCTV map you sent, there’s a major blind spot by these stairs here.” Jayne circled the area with her finger. “There’s also a vent, which would let me off at Burrett’s cell block. If I followed it up and to the left for about a mile and a half.”

Merry frowned. “Do you even know where Burrett’s cell is? There was no roster in the stuff I saw.”

Jayne shook her head. “But I’m sure I’ll find it.”

Merry looked up from her tablet. “His records show the only human contact he gets is when he whines for a session with the prison shrink. I don’t imagine they’d be terribly fun conversations.”

Jayne nodded, looking up from the map. “Sure. And we have every indication Burrett is highly unstable. Fred, do you have the Talon-R?”

Fred took the amber bottle and pills out of his bag and showed it to Jayne. “Yeah, but you’ll need a way to dose him with it. I’ve got some needles to get it working right away.”

Jayne motioned for Fred to toss the funkle container, which he did. Jayne caught it with one hand while looking at the map hovering over her desk. “The staff logs show they only check twice an hour, coming as close as they can to the top of the hour and the middle. Even if my timing isn’t exactly perfect—which it will be—the CCTV doesn’t really show the guards are too bothered if an inmate doesn’t respond right away.”

Vlad shook his head. “We’re going in the middle of the day and you guys say our Burrett is known for being a talker. Wouldn’t he be more likely to respond?”

Jayne polished off her fifth funkle. They weren’t normally her favorite but made for good comfort food today. She licked her fingers clean between words as she spoke. “That’s what’s weird. He’s more into having an audience than company. The shrink’s notes say Burrett doesn’t care to engage unless he finds it validating. He barely grunts to the guards, unless they’re civil to him. Which reminds me, the officer on duty when we’re going to be there is known for being a real prick.”

Merry looked unconvinced. “I hope you’re right, but you may want to get a Plan B just in case. His file said he has a great relationship with the sarge, who sometimes covers for his officers when they’re sick. Officer Prick likes watching the play-offs, which will be on around that time. Given his attendance record, I wouldn’t put it past him to call in.”

Vlad moved a couple of inches away from Merry. “Your stalking abilities are downright frightening, Ms. Winterbourne.”

She flashed a faux grin at him. “I’m just as good at burying stoner bodies.”

Jayne pointed a half-eaten funkle at Merry and gulped about two ounces of kava. “What did you find out about the security system itself?”

Merry contemplated her laptop screen for a moment. “It looks like it may have been invented just for this facility. There’s no way I’ve ever seen some of these encryptions on other government sites. You know how you only need a couple protocols with firewall filters on them to keep things secure?”

Vlad got up and stretched his back. “No, Ms. Winterbourne. I think that’s just you.”

“Not surprised,” she retorted. “So anyway, whoever created this little nugget has at least two protocols on every layer of security.”

“How many layers are there?” Jayne asked.

“I poked around the first five, mostly the first two. It looks like there are eight, which I think is excessive…”

“In English, Winterbourne.”

“Yeah, so they have a firewall on the vent system, like three separate ones on the system that governs each cell block, the sally port, the gates, the control room… If there were such thing as visitation here, they’d have at least one there too.”

Jayne looked concerned. “What does that mean for tomorrow? What kind of time do you need?”

Merry stretched her arms and rolled her wrists. “I made a pre-emptive strike earlier with that trojan horse mail. I plan to keep them busy with that and maybe a denial-of-service on the sally port opposite you so they won’t suspect. Like I said, they have some real pros on staff. I was able to change a scheduled maintenance time to the two-hour window in which we are likely to arrive, so Control expects some glitches. I used Captain Unicorn’s email to send out that message.”

“Hang on,” Jayne stopped her, holding up a hand. “Won’t this person know you used his email?”

“Not for a week.” Merry bit her lower lip in excitement. “He left for a family vacay last night. I timed the email so the date and time stamp reflects about five minutes before he clocked out. After the distraction at the sally port, it’s a matter of disabling the vent security for 35 minutes. That’s the best I can do. It’s still pretty damn good, though.”

Jayne’s expression relaxed. “Bravo, Merry. Looks like this mission won’t be a complete wash after all.”

Merry bowed her head slightly and saluted with two fingers on her eyebrow.

Jayne turned off her projector. “Ok folks, we’re there. Great work. I’ll see you at the shuttle tomorrow, bright and early. And thanks for everything.”

The crew started to gather their stuff. “Oh, and guys? That’s a full lid.”

Merry whispered to Fred. “Holy shit. She has a catchphrase already!”

 

+++

 

Shuttle Bay, Central Space Port, L75, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

It was 7:57 AM.

Merry and Fred dropped their bags onto the shuttle port floor. Fred pulled his wallet out and darted to the vending machines. “Watch my stuff! I’ll be right back.”

Vlad was already there, impatiently waiting for them, standing with his contact, the other scientist.

The two grad school scientists on this same mission had bumped into Merry on their way to the port. Only the male one in the black Tesla University hoodie had bothered to apologize. Now, Merry eyed them both with a moral superiority, hoping they were embarrassed to see she was going to be on their shuttle.

Vlad was deep in conversation with the other scientist. They seemed to be discussing logistics and the arrangement of the equipment that needed loading. Merry studied the female scientist that must be Cynthia MacLeod. Her perfectly angled black bob and glassy blue eyes gave her an icy, no nonsense beauty. Merry noticed Vlad’s animated body language around her. For a moment she thought they were flirting. Then she realized that he appeared to be laughing at his own jokes. Cynthia MacLeod stood with her arms folded, completely unmoved.

In fact, a moment later she looked past Vlad to the large LED clock on the wall. 8:03. She smoothed her belted black jacket over her black, skintight. “You know I don’t like to be late, Vlad.”

Vlad turned to face the clock, his heart sinking in his chest. “I know, Cynthia. She’ll be here.”

Cynthia’s face was tense now. “Is she absolutely necessary to your research team?”

“Second only to me, yes.”

Merry shook her head discreetly and cased the waiting room. It was probably one of the nicer, roomier shuttle ports she had ever seen. Each reclining chair was about the size of one and a half of each chair in Jayne’s office. She noticed the attached tables were about three feet long, which was great if you were working from a laptop and tablet while waiting for the shuttle. Merry settled into a seat for a power nap.

She heard Fred sigh as he threw himself down in the seat next to her. He offered her an open chip bag. He spat crumbs at her when he asked,“Hungry?”

A smoky, sweet flavor wafted from the bag. Barbeque. Merry opened one eye and gratefully took a few. Fred looked concerned. “You think Jayne is going to be here?”

Merry chomped on the chips. “Why wouldn’t she be?”

His eyes widened. “Because she’s not here yet.”

She savored the salty, overly processed taste of the chips. “I don’t know what would keep her away. I mean, I think she’d haunt the fuck out of the facility if she died on the way to the shuttle.”

“That’s a morbid thought.”

“What’s morbid about being a ghost? Sounds dope as hell.” A female voice interrupted them, but Merry and Fred ignored her. It was the youngest grad student, Miranda. Her gray pearl stud earrings, matching sweater, and solar-helix wristwatch screamed ‘daddy’s money’. She was pretty and had a nearly poreless complexion, but her resting face included eyes that narrowed as if finding fault. Her lips were always slightly pursed and almost sneering. She had the kind of nose one could only look down from.

Her minion Ethan had a fine-featured, expressionless face and a chiseled jaw that mirrored his severe haircut. He appeared to be busy fiddling with some of the equipment they brought onboard. He lightly tugged on Miranda’s sleeve. “It’s okay, Miranda. We’ve got time.”

Miranda sniffed and looked at her 2000 credit watch. “Well, if this team makes us late…”

Merry smiled as sweetly as she could muster. “Why don’t you ask Daddy if he can buy you some more time?”

Miranda put down one of her equipment boxes and pointed her index finger at Merry. “I don’t think you understand. Our research is important. We have exacting deadlines. We can’t miss this window for takeoff. We have team meetings when we get to the ring.”

Merry sat up straighter and glared at the girl. “If you honestly think giving yourself a coronary will make our colleague get here faster, then I whole-heartedly support your approach.”

Miranda turned bright red and sank into a seated position. Ethan smiled apologetically.

Vlad hurriedly approached Fred and Merry’s row. “Guys, we need to talk,” he whispered to them urgently.

Merry whispered back, “Why are you whispering?”

“Because,” Vlad said with no small measure of annoyance, “Jayne isn’t here yet and we’re already late. Also,” he looked over his shoulder, “Cynthia does not like to be kept waiting.”

Merry frowned at him. “What do you want us to do?”

His face was taut with stress. “We can’t do much of anything without Jayne. Look, we may have to let the shuttle leave without us and find another one to Tarem.”

“Are you crazy?” Merry exclaimed, still trying to maintain a whisper. “Our plan kinda depends on multiple things happening at certain times in a very specific order. Besides, Jayne will be here.”

Like a pimple on prom night, Professor MacLeod suddenly appeared behind Vlad. “I’m sorry Vlad, but my team and myself have decided to leave now. If your research assistant arrives we’ll reconnect on Tarem. I’m sure you understand.”

Vlad sighed. “One more minute, Cynthia. She’ll be here.”

“We’ve already—“

As if on cue, Jayne scrambled into the waiting room carrying her messenger bag and a laptop case. “Hey! Sorry. Am I late?”

Professor MacLeod nodded towards Jayne, then turned back to Vlad with a smirk “Is this her?”

Vlad grinned in relief. “The one and only.”

Merry shrugged her bags over her shoulders. “Glad to know you care about punctuality.”

Jayne took one of the bags from Merry as they made their way onto the shuttle. “It was kind of important. Mission critical, you might say.”

Merry shook her head and laughed to herself. The group traipsed onto the shuttle and started allocating seats and stowing luggage. Merry noticed Ethan was staring at Jayne—practically drooling—as she lifted her bag into the overhead compartment.

Meanwhile, Miranda also watched Ethan give Jayne the once-over. Her face took on the look of a jealous wife. Jayne appeared oblivious to the entire psychodrama sinking into a window seat, and reclining it as far as it would go. Merry scooted in next to her, leaving the next row for Vlad and Fred. The crew buckled their seat belts and settled in.

Merry casually glanced around. Once she was confident they were out of earshot, she whispered to Jayne. “So what was so important?”

Jayne fished a piece of paper out of the jacket on her lap and handed it to Merry. Merry scanned the scratched out coordinates on the piece of paper, and then the finer details of the location of Burrett’s cell, and other instructions. She smiled, satisfied, and gave the paper back to Jayne. “Relieved to know I sent trojan horses to the right fake grain farm.”

Jayne stuffed the paper back into her jacket. “I had to wait for the last piece of intel. I thought it would help you figure out which systems to screw up.”

Merry put in her ear buds and cued up some anime on her tablet. “A heads up would’ve been nice.”

Jayne leaned closer to Merry and took out one of her ear buds. “Have faith.”

Merry replaced it and snorted. “Faith is for the unprepared. I prefer rigorous exploitation of data mining and uncovering of secrets.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

Shuttle Bay, New France Sector, Tarem Ring

 

“Attention ladies and gentlemen, this shuttle will be docking in the New France Sector in five minutes. We will be docking in the New France Sector in five minutes.”

Merry noticed Miranda giving Jayne sidelong glances as if she were a mother lioness and Ethan was her cub. “Well, at least we can land on time,” she hissed as if no one could hear her.

“Yeah,” Merry pointedly muttered, “then maybe you can get that stick dislodged from your ass.”

Jayne looked at Merry quizzically, appearing not to notice Miranda. “Who has a stick?”

Merry went back to the game on her tablet. “Nothing. There’s no stick.”

Jayne put her fingertips on the window and contemplated the atmosphere. Something about passing through the clouds and light blue sky in the troposphere and barely kissing the darker edge of the mesosphere felt comforting to her. She nestled back into her seat and mentally rehearsed the critical points of the mission.

“Attention ladies and gentlemen, we are currently docking in the New France Sector. Prepare for final descent.”

Merry took a quick mental inventory of her bag. Some of her most black hat root tools were loaded on her burner. Merry figured the ‘grain farm’ administrator with a unicorn fetish should be feeling the consequences of shopping on his work computer any minute now. Her heart was beating insistently.

Little did she realize that her latent anxiety was nothing compared to what Fred was going through. He looked like a cat trying to escape from a bath. His face was whiter and clammier than a bowl of chowder. “I hate this part of flying.”

Merry looked up at him. “It doesn’t show,” she said dryly.

The descent into the New France Sector was relatively smooth, but Fred still shrieked when the shuttle braked. Merry muttered under her breath, “perhaps he should have used some of that Talon-R on himself.”

Once the shuttle had come to a complete stop on the landing pad, the gang gathered their laptops, tablets, and messenger bags from the overhead compartments, almost tripping over each other all the way. Miranda sighed irritably at their every misstep. “Oh, my gawd.”

Once off the shuttle, walking through the terminal, Ethan repeatedly checked their itinerary on his tablet. “According to this, we will need to take a few back roads to make up for the time we lost on the planet…”

Miranda clicked her tongue while she wrestled with her canvas bag of scientific gear. She sped up to a near-jog. “I. KNOW. We literally need to run.”

Merry casually caught up with her and put a hand on Miranda’s shoulder as they walked. “So where are you guys going anyway? You’ve been such gracious hosts that I feel like a heel for not asking.”

She looked deeply offended by Merry’s gesture. “New Norway. We’re checking out unusual atmospheric activity in a crater.”

Merry kept her hand on Miranda’s shoulder, which slowed her down somewhat. “New Norway… That’s near the center of Tarem. Sort of, yeah?”

“Yeah…”

Merry turned and walked backwards so she was facing Miranda and grinned. “You’re checking out a hole, in the middle of the ring. And you’re going to use that?” Merry pointed to what looked like a long, skinny pole in her bag.

Miranda nodded, “Get to the point.”

Merry shrugged, keeping her face deadpan. “I’m just hoping everything goes smoothly for you and you’re able to dislodge that stick from your ring hole.”

Jayne, not wanting to miss out on some rich girl bashing, widened her stride and caught up with Merry. “You’ve been waiting the whole trip to say that, haven’t you?”

Merry’s grin was on the line between triumphant and the cat who ate the canary. “That’s classified.”

Vlad and Cynthia strolled behind Merry and Jayne. “Thank you for letting my crew of misfits travel with you today.”

Cynthia smiled as they walked. “It’s what colleagues do for each other, Vlad.”

“No, I mean it. I deeply appreciate it.”

Cynthia moved just far enough away from Vlad to make her point, but not be rude. “Again, I would’ve done it for anyone on the faculty.”

Vlad smiled, showing off his dimples. “Whatever the case, I was hoping we could get a drink the next time you’re planet-side.”

Cynthia looked uncomfortable. “I’m sorry, Vlad. I don’t drink.”

“Dinner and a movie?”

She shifted her bag on her shoulder awkwardly. “I don’t like most movies out today.”

Vlad put his free hand in his jacket pocket. “That’s fair. A museum, then? They have a great Old Earth exhibit at the-”

Cynthia held up her hand as if to form a barrier between them. “Vlad, no. I’m not interested. Sorry.”

Vlad’s face dropped for a microsecond before composing himself. “Yeah sure. Of course. Another time then,” he waffled, turning a deep shade of red as she increased her walking pace.

Crestfallen, Vlad watched Cynthia’s tight, muscular frame walk away. Merry slowed down enough to walk with him. “Awww. Looks like Vlad won’t be doing any impaling tonight.” She patted his arm.

“Not now, Merry.”

Merry put an arm around his shoulders. “Why? Because the whole shuttle station got to witness you crashing and burning?”

Vlad gave a begrudging smile. “Watch your language, or security is going to think you’re a terrorist threat.”

“No tragedy would compare to what you just went through.”

The view from the shuttle station showed a snippet of Tarem’s expansiveness. Jayne looked out the window, comparing the sprawl to the cramped and busier skyline of Armaros. She felt a sense of peace wash over her and found herself wanting to remember the skyline forever.

Jayne smiled to herself.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Fred grunted from beside her. His eyes still had dark circles around them, which were further highlighted by the pale green tinge to his face.

Jayne noticed he looked physically wilted. She handed him her bottle of water. “You gonna be okay for this mission, Baggins?”

Fred took several sips of the water. “Do I have a choice?”

“I had no idea you hated flying so much.”

Fred nodded weakly. “Always have. I just get so sick.”

Jayne helped Fred onto the shuttle station’s conveyor belt. He limply propped himself up on the railing, reminding Jayne of seaweed stuck to the side of a ship. Jayne estimated she’d been on hundreds of shuttles but the New France shuttle station took the tech-meets-ancient-art trend to new heights.

There were mosaics on each wall running the length of the conveyor belt. They looked to be made of bits of materials from failed planetoids. Jayne made a mental note of each item she recognized—sea glass, rocks from the Lorinox Casade, Orbexian anti-matter gems, textiles from Xanan, and pieces of the Telos Royal Chalice. Jayne enthusiastically took pictures with her hand held.

Vlad strode up to her. “You look like a bloody tourist,” he grumbled quietly.

“A spy’s supposed to blend in, right?”

“Too true, Ms. Austin. Too true. Stay right there. I need to herd you cats to the tube station.”

Jayne watched as Vlad brought Merry and Fred over. Fred still looked miserable. She could see Merry sneak furtive looks at the array of Tarem men, all of whom seemed to be tall and dimpled, often favoring black skinny jeans and moto atmos-jackets.

Vlad appeared to have no patience with either of them. “Fred, stay with me here. You can sleep on the tube. Merry… Merry… Okay, Merry, focus.” Vlad’s frustration was growing palpable to Jayne. His sentences were punctuated with deep sighs and running his hand through his hair. Jayne felt anxious just watching him. “Something wrong, Vlad?”

His eyes focused on everything but Jayne, as if he was trying to catch his racing thoughts with eye beams. “I… No. I’m fine. I’m just a little anxiety is—I mean.. I feel… I am feeling a little anxious.”

“Out of curiosity, when did you smoke your last doobie?”

Without having to think about it, Vlad blurted out “7:25 this morning, and my high wore off during my nap on the shuttle, and dammit I need some green.”

Jayne patted Vlad on the shoulder. “Perhaps you should invent the patch, Vlad.”

He barely seemed to register her comment. Instead he was focused on watching Merry take in the local male scenery. “They have eyes, Ms. Winterbourne,” he called to her.

Merry pried her eyes off an especially tall and gaunt specimen with the symbol for HALO KAISER, a Tarem hardcore band, on his black jacket. “Huh…?”

Vlad shook his head, rubbing the back of his neck like he was trying to keep himself in his skin. “Never mind.”

Jayne swatted Vlad on the shoulder to get his attention. She pointed at the sign for the New France Sector Tube Station. “Is that us?”

He nodded and started herding Merry towards the exit. He ducked down and put Fred’s arm over his shoulders just in case. “Yes, and not a moment too soon.”

Merry smacked into the railing on her way off the belt. Vlad made some comment about whiplash and helped Fred off the belt. Fred wobbled, but appeared mostly able to remain upright. Jayne mentally scanned everyone’s bags as they got off the belt.

Vlad handed each person a ticket. “Merry, stop gawking. Fred, you have time to get a ginger ale before we depart. Do it. Jayne, here’s your ticket.”

The gang boarded the Central Line. The train looked like an aerodynamic metal sausage, which resulted in plenty of jokes from Merry. Although relatively low-frills, the interior boasted faux leather seats, dining screens on the window blinds, and complimentary kava dispensers embedded in four pillars.

Merry shoved her equipment overhead before rushing to the nearest kava dispenser. Fred limply stored his gear and practically oozed into an aisle seat. Vlad took the window seat next to Fred.

Jayne muttered to herself, “Fred’s dying. Vlad is sober. Merry is horny. And I’m…” She didn’t know what she was. Especially not in that moment. It was all so overwhelming, all she could do was shut her eyes. She recentered herself. She took a deep breath. “And I’m the best damn spy in the universe.” She opened her eyes and smiled. “Let’s do this.”

 

+++

 

The sudden spike in confidence lasted an incredible seventeen seconds before Jayne was nervously pacing up and down the train aisle. At this point, she felt like she had walked the length of the train car at least a million times. She’d been experiencing weird surges of energy, mixed with bored restlessness and pockets of calm. She fidgeted her way into the aisle seat next to Merry.

Merry dropped her tablet onto her lap and nasally teased, “Are we there yet? Are we there yet? Are we there yet? How ‘bout now? Are we there yet?”

Jayne curled up in her seat. “Point taken.”

“Why so wound up, Jayne Fucking Austin?”

“No idea. Just bored I guess.”

Merry unleashed a laugh so full-bodied, she snorted.

Vlad’s head appeared on the top of the seat in front of them, resting on his folded arms. “Is there livestock onboard? Oh, it was you, Ms. Winterbourne.”

“Wow. I think what we have here is another example of why Vlad crashes and burns with the ladies. Anyway, Jayne, we've been on the train maybe five minutes.”

Only five minutes!? thought Jayne.

“Do you mean to tell me you suck that badly at entertaining yourself?”

Jayne shrugged her lips. “I don't know. Maybe?”

Merry pushed the Shutter button, which darkened her window and offered the option to look at a menu. “When's the last time you ate? I'm fungry. Looks like they got normal train food, but…”

“At the very least, it will force you to sit down,” Vlad offered.

“Thanks, asshole,” Merry responded on Jayne’s behalf. “Dude, they have chocolate-covered cinnamon bears!”

Fred and Vlad rotated their seats to face Merry and Jayne. Fred lost most of his greenish tint, but he looked utterly drained. “I could eat.”

The gang used the console to order up pizza subs, pickle chips, ginger ale, and chocolate-covered cinnamon bears. Merry pressed the button on her chair that lowered a movie screen. “How do you guys feel about Kill Them All #47: Kill Them Some More?”

Vlad grunted in amusement. “Why am I not surprised you’d be into such a testosterone fest, Ms. Winterbourne?”

“I know, you can tell I’m the arthouse type.”

“What merits would that cinematic masterpiece have? Scintillating dialogue? Universal themes and a feel-good premise?”

“Yes. Plus, hot guys and explosions,” she said in her best sultry voice. “What’s not to like?”

Jayne raised her fist in solidarity. “Preach it! Oh my god, Aaron Ledbetter was sexy in Number 32!”

Merry loaded the movie. “Wasn’t he? His character comes back in this one. They introduce his brother, who’s really the villain and way hotter.”

“Nuh-uh!”

Merry nodded with absolute certainty.

Vlad mocked Merry’s gestures and salivating tone. “Oh my god, Fred! Aaron Ledbetter is sooooo hot! I think I, like, lost 70 IQ points just listening to this!”

“That would put you at negative 300,” she scoffed back at him.

“Which is exactly the amount of intellect needed to appreciate the Kill Them All movies. Oh, excuse me. You’re being governed by a more southern body part when you watch those movies.”

Merry looked away from the screen. “Excuse me, Vlad. Do you have brains in your butt?”

“Excuse me?”

“I said, ‘Do you have brains in your butt?’”

“No?”

“That makes you a dumb ass.”

“Get a room! Always the bickering with you two. Only the praying mantis has a more cutthroat mating ritual.”

Merry crinkled her nose with disgust. “Wait, what are you saying?”

Fred smirked, “It was pretty obvious to me.”

“Glad to know you’re feeling better,” Merry snapped at him.

Their food arrived. Jayne helped the server get their food off the cart.

Vlad cleared his throat and raised his bottle of ginger ale. “I’d like to propose a toast. To our first trip as a family.”

Fred, Merry, and Jayne clinked bottles with Vlad. Jayne felt a little more relaxed as she drank her ginger ale. Fred’s burp punctured the pleasant stillness of that feeling. She frowned slightly.

“Hey Jayne?” Merry interrupted her thoughts.

“Yeah?”

“You haven’t paced this whole time.”
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Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

24 hours earlier…

Jayne propped her feet on her desk and started playing with her LED lava ball. “We’re gonna need key cards if we want inside.”

Merry continued typing with one hand, rubbed her eyes with the other, and somehow polished off a large portion of her kava.

Jayne watched her. “How the hell do you do that?”

Merry cocked her head to the side. “Do what?”

“Nevermind. Anyway, key cards. We need one.”

Fred put down his tablet. “Why can’t we just come in through the ceiling?”

Merry scowled in disbelief. “Like Santa?”

“Yeah, why not?”

Merry paused, curling her lips together in thought. “I almost don’t know what to say right now, Fred. That’s… That’s just… damn.”

He held his hands up in surrender. “What? We have to get in somehow.”

She took a deep breath before addressing Fred and somehow managed to gesticulate wildly between keystrokes. “Okay, even if it were a good idea to send Jayne down the chimney as Espionage Claus—which it’s not, in case you’re wondering—how in the world do you suppose we would get to the ‘roof’ without being noticed?”

“Maybe a hover ship…?” Fred scrambled.

“Dude, you deal in illegal weapons and you don’t know jack about surveillance?” Merry exclaimed. “This is a top-secret facility that’s not supposed to exist. They’re going to monitor the airspace, and teleportation isn’t a thing.”

“Yeah,” Fred thought. “You think we would have figured that out by now.”

Jayne tossed the ball and caught it. “Then the roof is out.”

Fred blushed and adjusted his glasses. “I mean, we wouldn’t have to steal a key card if we did that…”

“Okay, so we need a key card,” Merry concluded. “What if we, and by we I mean Jayne, knocked out a guard?”

Vlad examined his finger nails and slyly shot a gaze at Merry. “You really need to talk to someone about your violent tendencies.”

“What?” she deadpanned. “The guard would be incapacitated and Jayne would have free access.”

Jayne spun slowly in her chair. “But I’m a stranger. Don’t you think they’d know I would be out of place?”

Merry twisted a lock of blackish purple hair. “Say the word and I’ll get you a uniform.”

Jayne bobbed her head slowly as her chair turned. “Uniform… That might work.”

“And we’ll get a giant cake for you to jump out of,” Fred countered. “Jayne, that’s completely nuts. A place that locked down would totally know you’re not a new employee.”

Vlad snickered. “I’m still on Jayne jumping out of a cake.”

Merry glared at him. “Chill the fuck out, will you?”

Fred took two pillows off the settee and sat on the floor. “Is there any way it could work? I mean, if we could make her look the part, who’s to say she’s not part of the new cadet class or something?”

Jayne sat back in her chair. “No, maybe we could make it work. We could get a uniform.”

Merry shook her head and sat back from her laptop. The dark eyeliner around her round eyes made her look like a raccoon. “He may have a point. You want to get a uniform from a facility that’s not supposed to even exist. I really don’t think they have pictures of it online. If you want to walk around in a uniform, then you need to incapacitate a guard. But once he notices his key card missing, won’t that put the whole place on lock down?”

“Probably?” Jayne shrugged.

“When I saw that fake Human Resources server, it didn’t include any staff lists. The two admins were the only ones I found. The whole thing is shady in a way only the government can pull off. I’m not even sure about the grain farm set up. They will definitely smell the proverbial rat.”

Vlad took a sip of his tea. “As much as I don’t want to admit it, I completely agree with Ms. Winterbourne. I believe Jayne can get the drop on a guard—don’t get me wrong—but a cover story about why they’d let the newbie cover solitary is all risk and no reward.”

Jayne rolled her lips together. “So how are we getting in?”

Fred looked up from his tablet. “Jayne could get herself arrested and pick pocket a key card.”

Vlad shook his head emphatically. “What if she gets frisked? Don’t they do cavity searches in prison?”

“Sounds like a great time to me.”

“I guess Merry just volunteered for the mission,” countered Vlad.

Jayne plopped her elbows onto the desk and rested her chin on her folded hands. “So far I either have to put a sleeper hold on a guard and steal their clothes or get myself arrested and practice my thief skills.”

“Does sound like it’s smarter for Jayne to get the key card before she gets in and shimmy around the vents,” Merry commented.

Fred contemplated each of his cohorts individually. He texted furiously on his comm. No one noticed him leaving.

“So where does that leave us, Chief?” Merry asked.

Jayne tapped her lips. “I’ll get back to you on that.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

New Germany Sector, Tarem Ring

 

Present time…

“Attention ladies and gentlemen, we are now approaching the New Germany Sector station. Please return to your seats until the train comes to a full stop. Again, please return to your seats until the train comes to a full stop.”

Vlad nudged the drooling, sleepy Fred. “Wakey wakey, Fred.”

The half-conscious Fred swatted at Vlad’s hand.

Merry gingerly held her laptop with both hands. She looked over at Jayne, who sat with her arms wrapped around her bent knees as she stared out the window. “You ready for this?”

Jayne’s voice was quiet when she responded. “In the Academy, they taught us, ‘you can only be ready to not feel ready’.”

“Well, shit,” Merry laughed as she folded her laptop away and then hauled her three bags over her shoulder and across her body, “then color you prepared.”

The gang made their way off the train, semi-encumbered with their gear. Jayne studied her colleagues. Vlad was silent with an irritable look in his eyes. Fred was tripping over his own feet. Merry was sneaking a look at every male Tarem dweller she walked by. Jayne was trying to feel ready about not feeling ready.

“What’s that look, Ms. Austin?”

Jayne turned to see Vlad watching her. “I was just thinking about something. Anyone looking at us would think we were like anyone else.”

The group strode through the shuttle station and out into the main ring. Merry led the way, navigating on her tablet.

Jayne walked confidently and whispered to Fred to do the same. “Walk like you’re meant to be here,” she told him. Fred straightened his shoulders and walked more purposefully, but within minutes he was back to his usual apologetic gait.

Jayne shook her head and decided it was probably better to just let him be himself.

 

+++

 

As they walked, the corridors of the station gave way to more industrial walkways. The crowds thinned, and after leaving behind the well-inhabited areas, the smells increased. Smells of rust and chemicals. Smells of industrial and human waste. Aromas of processing units and life support systems.

Jayne walked a couple steps behind her so she could see the coordinates on Merry’s tablet. “I reckon we’re getting close to the bowels of the ring here.”

Merry grunted an affirmation. “Yeah, haven’t seen a window onto the other parts of the ring since we left the shuttle station.”

A moment later she slowed her pace.

Fred, who was bringing up the rear, bumped straight into Vlad, who had had to stop abruptly lest he did the same to Jayne. “Ugh, sorry Vlad.”

Vlad turned and looked down at him. His eyes feigned anger, and then his face broke into a smile. “No worries,” he chuckled.

“I think we’re here,” Merry told them. “The corridor just up there will take us through into the area around the facility. We’ve been lucky so far avoiding security, but around that corner, things are going to get decidedly more difficult.”

Jayne nodded and, after a quick glance at her team, started in the direction of the corridor Merry had been talking about. “Come on then. Let’s get this done,” she called back quietly.

The others followed, now with more urgency in their step.

As she approached the corner she noticed that just beyond the next section there was an area that had a lot more foot traffic—uniformed foot traffic. Some in atmosuits or maintenance overalls.

That’s when she saw their target.

“Hey, guys,” she called back in a loud whisper. “Check this out.”

She pointed to a burly man in plain clothes standing next to a metal door, appearing to bark commands to thin air. Merry looked through her Binoco-Cam, zooming in for maximum detail. The short video appeared on her handheld within two seconds.

“Activate scan, Officer Fredericks,” the man barked.

An infrared light scanned him from his feet to the top of his skull, pausing at his eyes. Jayne looked at Merry. Merry sighed, “Well, the good news is Jayne found the high security area. The bad news is we’re going to need more than a key card.”

Fred scuffled closer. “What do you mean?”

“That’s a retinal scan,” Jayne told him.

Merry turned to Fred. “Why didn’t you get us something to get Jayne past a retinal scan when you got the key card?”

Fred backed up, palms exposed to Merry as if she was mugging him. “My contact didn’t mention a retinal scan. You’re the computer nerd. Maybe you should have been the one to know about it.”

Merry took a taser that looked like a pressed powder compact and a small switchblade knife out of her bag, continuing to glare at Fred. “Looks like we’re going to have to take someone’s eye out…”

Jayne put a hand on her arm. “No one’s taking anyone’s eye out. I’ve got a better idea.”

Vlad fished his gold cigarette case out of his pocket “This is going to be good,” Vlad chuckled to himself.

Jayne dumped the gear she had been carrying, straightened her atmos-suit and confidently strode past the gang, towards one of the armed guards. She called loudly to no one in particular, “I’m going in.”

She hadn’t got five yards into the adjoining corridor when the guard readied his weapon on her. “Stop where you are!”

Jayne swiftly and decisively marched towards him, yelling, “hey, which one of you motherfuckers can take me to the Head Honcho around here? I want to speak to your boss!”

Within seconds, the armed guard and two of his buddies had Jayne in handcuffs, pushing her through a second gate just out of view of her team. The guards pushed her through the lobby, bypassing the metal detectors and full-body scans, and shoved her into a makeshift holding cell. Jayne could hear the short, stocky guard mumble something about not being able to do intake until the ‘token female’ CO was back from lunch in about 20 minutes before scanning his retina and securing the door behind him.

Jayne did some small stretches, surreptitiously activating the comm in her jacket. “I’m in.”

“Rigging holding cell cam now,” Merry reported immediately. “Get to the vents. I’ll guide you from there.”

Jayne looked around the tiny cell and found a ceiling vent in the corner. She waited for two guards to pass her cell before she rolled onto her back. One of the more practical skills she learned at the academy was how to, more or less, train her body to be double-jointed. She bent in her knees and pulled her cuffed hands under and around to her front. I love a man in uniform, she thought. Because a man is never going to check for bobby pins. She slid one from her hair and picked the handcuffs. They dropped to the floor with a dull clank. She slide the knife she had stowed inside the sole of her boot and clenched it with her teeth. Then she climbed onto the bench and maneuvered the vent cover open.
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Secure Sector, New Germany Sector, Tarem Ring

 

Jayne crawled as cautiously as she could through the filthy air ducts, trying to land her knees and arms softly enough so she did not make too much noise, or drop through them. Vents lining both sides of the ductwork allowed patches of light to provide enough illumination for her not to smack into corners.

She carefully smooshed herself against the side of the ducts when she happened upon a grate in order to hide herself from anyone who just happened to be looking up.

She waited until she was crawling through a long stretch of ducts without grates before she made contact with Merry again. “Okay, I’m coming up to where you told me. Now what?”

Jayne could hear Merry’s familiar keystrokes in the background. Merry whispered to her. “Do you see a branching point? The branch to the left should look longer than the straight path, which goes on for about 10 feet and veers to the right.”

Jayne squinted. “I think so.”

“You think so? Why didn’t you bring the night vision goggles?”

“Couldn’t risk getting caught with them,” Jayne whispered back. “Plus too much to carry. Anyway, I think I’m about four feet away. Which way do I go?”

“Go straight and to the right. The first grate you encounter will be above a storage room. Tell me what you see when you get there.”

Jayne did as she was told, carefully avoiding being in the line of vision from the floor. She caught occasional glimpses of prisoners going about their normal, incarcerated lives. Most of them were reading or playing solitaire. She wondered if they could hear the noises in the vent. If so, what kind of vermin did they think she was? Jayne laughed to herself.

“There’s no laughing in espionage,” Merry quipped on the other end of her comm.

“I thought it was ‘no crying in baseball’.”

“Don’t do that either. Are you near the vent yet?”

Jayne saw a dimmer patch of light than the rest. She approached the vent and peered through grate. The glow was from a dim safety light. She brought herself about six inches away from it to peer closer. The mustiness mixed with bleach smell hit her before she could get a good look at anything. There were racks of thin towels, almost thinner pea green blankets, and stiff-looking white sheets. “Yeah. It’s definitely a linen storage.” She shuffled her feet around. “I’m going to need you to pop Burrett’s lock when I get closer,” she added.

“What? No. That’ll get you killed.”

“I’m a trained fucking operative!”

“…who is going to die young.”

“Merry…”

Jayne listened for voices around the vent. She could hear several about 20 feet to the left. “Time for count, Campers,” one of the guards instructed. “Everyone back to their bunks.”

Jayne waited until the sea of busy noises parted. She shimmied the knife from her boot to her hand and worked the grate. “We should probably see if Ramirez got to intake the girl in the holding cell yet,” another guard’s voice continued.

“Popniczevsky said he needs a blanket,” said another.

Jayne arranged the grate back into place before the guard’s footsteps got too close. She could see she had dropped a screw on the floor. She muttered to herself, “Fuck.”

Merry whispered, “What’s going on?”

“They’re doing count.”

“So you have about 30 minutes to find the dude and get out.”

Jayne felt her heartbeat speed up as the guard unlocked the door and haphazardly grabbed a towel from the rack. His foot almost stepped on the screw she had already dropped from the vent cover. Jayne held her breath. The guard didn’t seem to notice it and closed the door behind him. Jayne breathed a huge sigh of relief.

Then the door opened again, and the guard returned. His colleague chided him from the hallway, “I said a blanket. Not a towel.”

“Look, I’ve had a long day.”

My fucking luck. Jayne thought.

The guard returned the towel, and turned to a different rack of shelves for a rough, thick blanket.

Oh no…

He stepped back and turned toward the door.

No. No, no, no…

The guard stepped right on the screw. He lifted his boot and looked down on it.

“What is it?” his friend in the hallway asked.

The guard picked it up and examined it. “A screw.” He looked up at the vent.

Jayne’s heart had never pumped blood as fast as it was now. She held her breath and prayed she was hidden far enough in shadow that the guard would not notice the strange woman in the air duct.

The guard threw the screw into the trash can. “Budget cuts. What do you expect?”

He left and shut the door.

Jayne gasped for air. She felt like she had finally reached the surface after almost drowning.

After a minute of careful prying, she removed the grate. She shuffled around and made her way out, feet first. As she slid out, she pulled the grate back into place and landed softly in a laundry cart.

“Jayne,” Merry hissed in her ear, “don’t answer. Just listen. I’m disabling the cam on Burrett’s cell. You’re about 100 feet away. You need to head to the left. The cam is off… now.”

Jayne maneuvered through the shadows to the left, hiding behind any column or in any recesses along the corridor. She estimated it would take several minutes for the count to make its way to solitary. Jayne hid behind a pillar about five feet from Burrett’s cell. She could see him through the door’s window sitting on his bunk.

“Psssst…” she hissed.

No response. Burrett was rocking and mumbling to himself. Jayne sighed, “I’m going in.”

Jayne approached Burrett’s window. “Pssst…”

Still no response. Jayne opened the door with her keycard and felt for the syringe of crushed Talon-R in her pocket. She closed the door carefully behind her and crouched under the window. “Hey… Burrett…”

Burrett looked like a rocking, frightened animal. Jayne lunged at him and plunged the syringe into Burrett’s thigh. Burrett murmured unintelligibly, stood up to fight, but immediately collapsed.
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Vlad leaned against the silo, lighting up his third joint.

Fred watched him and shook his head.

“What?” Vlad protested. “We have to act natural.”

Merry was whispering into her comm and typing furiously on her laptop. “How’s it going back there?” she asked.

Fred frowned. “Hard to tell. No major cussing.”

Vlad exhaled a cloud of smoke slowly. “Then everything is fine.”

Fred sighed and sat down.

Just then one of the security officers ambled in their direction. Between fight and flight, they all chose the third option and froze. The guard ambled up to the corridor toward them.

Fred felt his heart beating out of his chest as he approached. Fred waved meekly. Vlad held his joint behind his back until he had passed. The guard nodded at them, “Morning!” and then continued walking.

As soon as he was out of ear shot down the tunnel they had come from, Fred exhaled in relief. “What was that all about?”

Vlad shrugged. “We’re a few feet away from a prison that doesn’t officially exist. My guess is this officer is on patrol.”

Fred craned his neck to see the officer walking past Merry who had hidden her laptop and was pretending to take selfies against the rough textures of the corridor wall. In her goth outfit she likely looked like an arts student.

Fred kept his eye on the guard, now far in the distance. “Is that going to be a problem for us?” Fred queried.

Vlad resumed smoking. “Not yet. We just have to keep acting natural and stay vigilant.”

Fred felt his hands shake and grow clammy. He opened a game on his comm to distract himself. Vlad eyed him sympathetically and offered him a puff of his spliff. Fred accepted.

Vlad wandered off, back to Merry. “How’s it going?”

Merry shook her head, laptop out again, and continued whispering to Jayne. Vlad attempted to draw her focus and gestured at her computer. He mouthed, “Sit rep.”

“She’s at his cell. That’s about all I know right now.”

Vlad wandered back to where Fred was keeping an eye on the facility door. Fred stared at him anxiously. “Well? What did she say?”

Vlad shrugged and took back his joint. “She’s at his cell.”

“What are you guys doing here?” a deep commanding voice interrupted them.

Another guard approached them from the joining corridor. He was armed, with his right hand ready to draw and shoot if there were any sudden moves. Vlad stood straighter and nonchalantly dropped his joint. “What do you mean, officer? I thought this was a public area.” He snuffed out the embers with the toe of his shoe.

The officer snorted and called some codes into his radio. He received a ten four back, glancing back at them still a little warily. Vlad felt his heart knock against his chest. “It is, but you should move along,” he told them. Vlad and Fred grunted and started to make their way back into the main walkway they’d arrived through: away from the corridor and the facility entrance. “Fine,” Vlad said begrudgingly, for effect.

The officer headed back down the corridor.

“That was a little too close.” Vlad picked his still-good joint up off the ground.

“Yeah…”

“No, I mean, I know that look.”

“What look?”

Vlad looked around for the officer. “The I’m-going-to-make-as-many-passes-as-Ican-till-I-bust-you-with-something look. We don’t have much time.”

Fred pointed to Vlad’s joint. “That’s not going to help.”

“Speak for yourself.” He pulled out his handheld and texted Merry.

Please hurry. Officer Friendly will be back.

Her response came quickly. It’s on Jayne now. I have to keep radio silence for another couple minutes.

Vlad held in the smoke as long as he could and coughed. Fred continued to focus intently on his comm game. The officer was slowly walking closer. “C’mon, Ms. Austin…”

 

+++

 

Secure Sector, New Germany Sector, Tarem Ring

 

Burrett blinked as he propped himself up on his elbows. Jayne crouched in front of him. “Burrett? James Burrett?”

Burrett nodded meekly. “You… you don’t look like a guard.”

Jayne whispered, “Okay, you can see. My name is Jayne. I’m here to get you out of here.”

“I’m dreaming, or Dr. Rasmussen is in my head…”

“You’re not dreaming, Mr. Burrett. You’re in a cell in a New Germany facility.”

Burrett rubbed his eyes. “To be fair, I could be in a cell anywhere in the ‘verse as the kids say…”

“But you’re not. You’re in a Camp Cupcake for disappeared spies.”

“They disappeared me…?”

“I’m afraid so, Mr. Burrett.”

“Disappeared…”

Jayne nodded.

Burrett started to rock slightly and took a handful of hair at each side of his head. “They disappeared me…”

Jayne snapped her fingers in front of him to get his attention back. “Hey. Hey. Look here. Okay, yes, they disappeared you, but I’m here to help make it right.”

“So you’re with the guards?”

“Not. I’m a spy…”

“Government?”

“No. Uh… more in the private sector.”

Burrett started to curl into a fetal position but redirected his feet onto the floor. “What do you want with me?”

Jayne listened for the guards. She couldn’t hear footsteps. “Look, we don’t have much time. I’m here to get you out of here…”

Burrett’s face grew more animated. “Get me out of here?”

“Shhhh! I need to explain a couple things.”

“Like how you got in here.”

Jayne continued to listen for footsteps. “Yeah, that.” She pointed at the vent. “I took the spy route.”

“Why would you get me out now? I have a parole hearing any time now.”

“Parole…?” Jayne censored herself quickly. “I need your help before the hearing.”

“With what? Why should I go with you? I’m getting out the right way. All rights restored.”

“You don’t know that. Parole hearings can go either way. Our records indicate you earned your way in here.”

“Is that why they sent you to get me out?”

“I’m not sure. Which ‘they’ do you mean?”

“The government.”

Jayne felt herself literally unable to speak for what felt like at least a minute. “The Gov—yeah, the government. New Germany doesn’t want to admit they have you here. You’re a big deal, you know.’

Burrett nodded and smiled with a great degree of self-satisfaction. “Yes… Yes, they don’t want to admit that they’re holding me without a trial. But why… would they send a spy…” he looked up, “through the vents?”

“They—the government, that is—wanted to, uh, make it look like a jail break. Save face, you know.”

Burrett nodded again. “They got the wrong guy.”

“Be that as it may, we have an urgent situation. Mr. Burrett—Agent Burrett—do you remember a man named Robert Chamberlain?”

“Yeah... Old partner. Old friend… Did he send you? If so… You can both rot in hell!”

Merry hissed, “No more radio silence. You’ve got less than 10 minutes. Get out of there!”

Burrett jumped, looking around the room for the source of the other voice. “Who was that?”

Jayne sighed and closed her eyes briefly, making a mental note of any approaches that may be more effective. “That was one of my people.”

“Is she with Chamberlain?”

“No, sir. Neither of us are with Chamberlain. We need your help to stop Chamberlain.”

“What did he do? He’s crazy, you know.”

Jayne stifled a small laugh. “Oh, I know. And he’s been up to a lot of terrible things.”

Burrett eyed her suspiciously. “What kind of terrible things?”

“You name it. Blackmail, for starters…”

Burrett’s eyes grew large. “Blackmail…?”

Jayne nodded, “Just like he did to you decades ago. Only this time he’s threatening civilization as we know it…”

“How? What’s that crazy bastard doing?”

“It’s hard to explain, Agent Burrett, but he blackmailed a high-ranking government official…”

Burrett roared with laughter, involuntarily clapping his hands as he did so. “Yeah, that’s him.”

Jayne heard faint footsteps veering to the left corridor. “We need to hurry if we’re going to get you out of here.”

“Not so fast. I need to hear more. Chamberlain blackmailed a government goon.”

“Yeah. It only gets worse from there. This is your chance to bring him in, make Chamberlain pay for what he did to you. Switch places with him.”

This flipped a switch in Burrett’s brain. He stood up and visually inspected Jayne, more so to confirm that she was a real person and not a confinement-induced hallucination. His face took on the genteel-yet-deranged look she recognized from his face sheet. “I’m getting out of here the right way, full rights restored. What do I get out of leaving with you through the vents like a common criminal?”

The footsteps were starting to head back up the corridor. “You get to right a terrible wrong.”

“And then what?”

“And then we’ll see.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

24 Hours Earlier

Jayne mindlessly scrolled the Zen rock garden app on her tablet. “That’s assuming he agrees. If he agrees, he’ll probably want us to break him out. We’ll need him out anyway if he’s going to help us…”

“Sounds like a jail break to me. But then how are we going to get him from the prison to our office?”

Jayne moved the virtual rake in a figure eight pattern. She sighed. “That part I don’t know. Ideas?”

Fred shifted in his seat. “We know we can’t take him past any cameras. All prison CCT systems are equipped with facial recognition software now. We’d be in some deep shit.”

Jayne sat back in her chair. “What about out of an airlock? If I’m breaking him out, then we’ll both need a lift. Or some full-featured space suits.”

Merry shook her head and frowned, not looking up from comparing data on her tablet to her laptop. “We don’t have the money for that little caper.”

That little piece of reality stung Jayne’s ears. “Champagne espionage on a beer budget…”

Merry laughed. “That totally belongs on our business cards.”

Jayne chuckled and moved more rocks with her virtual rake. The repetition was soothing the jittery feeling in her stomach. “We could print it on old gum wrappers. Anyway, maybe we could distort his face…”

Merry looked up from her work. “Like with a branding iron. Ooo, or improvisational plastic surgery! We could make half of his face look like he got too close to a nuclear reactor!”

“Way to keep it dark, Winterbourne,” Jayne smirked. “No, I meant change his appearance somehow. Remove his facial hair or something.”

Vlad folded his arms behind his head. “I wouldn’t go the facial hair route. They’ve been looking at his face for over two decades. They have to have a picture of him without the face wool somewhere on file. Ms. Winterbourne may be seriously mentally disturbed, but she has a point. We have to go a little more drastic to throw the authorities off our scent.”

Merry scowled. “Thanks.”

Vlad turned profile to hide his smile.

Fred propped his feet on the chair next to him and started playing a game on his comm. “Maybe we should look into prosthetics.”

“But Fred, we like you the way you are!” Merry chuckled without missing a beat.

Fred sat up on his elbows. “I’m serious. Like a mask or a stick-on nose for this Burrett guy so the guards don’t recognize him.”

Merry picked up her burner laptop and the furious keystrokes began. “Okay, so we get this guy a facial strap-on-”

Vlad turned to her. “Did you really need to give us that image?”

Merry snarled venomously at Vlad. “That’s what your last girlfriend said when she saw you naked.”

Jayne rested her chin on her folded hands. “I think you might have something there, Fred.”
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Secure Sector, New Germany Sector, Tarem Ring

 

Jayne fished a flat package out of her navy cargo pants pocket. “We have to hurry, Agent Burrett.”

Burrett took several steps back and pointed at the floppy rectangle in Jayne’s hand. “What’s that?”

Jayne unfolded the flesh-colored rubber to reveal a mask. It was a perfectly flat and oval, save for small bumps representing the cheeks, nose, and lips. “The best way for us to get out of here alive.”

Burrett took the mask and held it to the light. “I thought we were going to take the spy route.” He was essentially back in reality now, speaking in full sentences and picking up on all the details.

“That’s part of the plan too. Now put that on. We don’t have much time.”

“How do I know there’s no poison on this? You shot me up with something a few minutes ago…”

“That was to keep you functional so we could get you out of here. The mask is the same thing.”

Burrett continued to contemplate the mask.

“Just put it on!” Jayne insisted.

Burrett stared suspiciously at Jayne, but finally pulled the mask over his head. The nanotech in the mask instantly melded to his face upon contact, transforming him into a younger man with a more bulbous nose and a facial scar. Burrett shook his head several times. “This feels like a vacuum seal.”

Jayne took a counterfeit name badge out of her pocket, along with the keycard. She also produced handcuffs.

“Why do we need those?”

“Because you’re not out of prison yet.”

Burrett allowed himself to be cuffed. Jayne held his hands behind him and opened the cell with the keycard. “Act natural,” she said, pushing him forward into the corridor.

The two made their way down the row of solitary cells, each separated by about 50 feet of concrete. Burrett looked at each cell as they passed.

Jayne guided him in the direction of the storage. “This way, Inmate.”

Two large male guards gave Jayne the once-over as she passed. Jayne nodded in acknowledgement. “Taking this prisoner for his session.”

Burrett whispered as soon as they were out of earshot. “Do you know what that means around here?”

Jayne directed Burrett towards the storage and opened the door with her keycard. “Nope. Don’t need to. Now help me move these boxes so we can climb out of here.”

Burrett seemed genuinely tickled. “Through the spy route?”

“Absolutely.”

Jayne and Burrett arranged a pyramid of boxes, testing each level to make sure it would hold their weight. Jayne quickly climbed the pyramid and removed the grate with her knife.

Burrett’s face brightened beneath the mask. “I haven’t done this in forever.”

Jayne felt a little warm and fuzzy inside. She motioned for Burrett to follow her up into the vents. Once he was behind her and they were away from any grates, she called Merry. “Okay. We’re back in the vents.”

Merry hissed over the comm. “About five minutes ago would’ve been nice. There’s a little heat out here.”

“Sorry. Where are we going?”

“In short, away from the huge tech distraction I created. Go straight on for another 100 feet.”
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Civilian side of the Secure Sector, New Germany Sector, Tarem Ring

 

Another security guard stopped about three feet in front of Vlad. “You two need to move along.”

“Are we not allowed to be here, officer?”

The officer folded his arms in front of him and cocked his head to the side. He reminded Vlad of a miniature brick wall in both physique and intellect. “No. That’s why I told you to move. What are you doing here, anyway?”

Fred looked at Vlad, beads of sweat forming on his forehead. “We…”

Vlad walked away from the corner so the officer didn’t discover Merry squatting with her laptop out. “It’s okay, Fred. He has an intelligent face. He would’ve figured the truth out eventually.”

The officer suspiciously put his hand on his holstered weapon.

“You won’t need that, officer. My friend and I are just two scientists doing a study on how the ancients… communed with nature.”

Fred nodded. “Yeah. How they connected with the land.”

The officer raised an eyebrow at Vlad. “I don’t believe you.”

“Well, I don’t know what I could do to convince you. It’s just the truth.”

“What’s your hippopotamus?”

Vlad stared at the officer for several seconds, bewildered. “Hippopo—Hypothesis! You mean hypothesis! My, are you a scientist as well?”

The officer blushed a little and shrugged. “I’m more of a dabbler than anything…”

Vlad stifled a laugh and looked at Fred, who shrugged. “Our hypothesis is: Groups of individuals create larger energy loops between them and the earth than individual, erm, individuals. However, smaller groups and individuals create a purer energy loop between them and the earth. A small, pure energy loop is more powerful than a larger energy loop.”

The officer scratched his chin. “That’s an interesting hippocampus. I never thought of it that way…”

Vlad flashed him one of his charismatic smiles. “Well, I’m glad to share my work with someone who gets it. Who can really appreciate it.”

Merry’s whispers could be heard as soft hisses from around the corner. The officer turned towards the sound. “What’s that noise?”

Fred jumped to his feet. “The animals! These energy loops they… attract small animals.”

The officer continued to walk towards Merry’s whispers. “Is it the thermos-dynamo theory, like snakes with the floral pit on their noses?”

Vlad and Fred exchanged a quietly perplexed laugh. “Floral pit…? Oh! Yes, Officer. It is exactly like thermodynamic theory and the reptilian loreal pits.”

“…motherfucker,” Merry hissed.

The officer looked at Vlad and Fred, then walked quickly towards Merry. She turned a near-transparent shade of pale and her jaw dropped. Vlad steered the officer away from her. “You may want to leave her alone. She’s…”

Fred piped up, “Recording messages she receives from the earth.”

The officer looked at the three of them suspiciously, then his features softened somewhat.

Vlad nodded. “Yes, she’s our best earth whisperer. But she needs privacy and silence, which is why we have been keeping watch. The equipment she’s using is very sensitive, but you probably know that. I mean, as a fellow scientist and all.”

The officer blushed again and smiled at Vlad. “I always excelled in physics. Chemistry, too!”

“Oh? At the graduate level?”

The officer nodded. “Yeah. I graduated high school about 50 miles from here.”

Vlad wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cry. “I like that I’m speaking to a fellow educated man. It’s… as refreshing as it is entertaining.”

The officer beamed with pride. “How much longer do you need to be here?”

“Not long. A half hour at the most. We’re approaching… the peak of loopage.”

The officer paused for a moment. “Well, I guess it’s okay. You seem like nice people. And I don’t believe in standing in the way of science. Just don’t—”

The crackling voice on the officer’s comm cut into their conversation. “All available officers. Attention all available officers. We have a 145 on the North Block. Repeat, we have a 145 on the North Block. Code Yellow.”

The officer looked at Vlad and Fred, then spoke into his comm. “Copy for Barnaby.” And like that, he was off running to the gate.

Vlad waited for Officer Barnaby to be far enough away, then he and Fred raced back to help Merry pack up her equipment.

“We need to get the fuck out of here,” she told them urgently.

Fred motioned for Vlad and Merry to run ahead of him. He remained several steps behind, checking as they went.

Vlad turned to Merry. “Do you think she knows where she’s going?”

“I hope so.”
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Jayne was smooshed against the side of the vent when the alarm rang.

Burrett jumped, banging his head. “Ow!”

“You okay back there?”

He grunted in response.

Jayne switched back to her comm. “What was that?”

Merry whispered to her. “We’ve got to get out of here. We’ll leave you and Burrett and meet you in the next sector. Just go back towards the way you came but keep going straight. They’re calling a 145, which means they noticed Burrett isn’t there, but have no idea you’re not in the holding cell yet. It almost seems like they forgot about you amid all this chaos. So hurry!”

“Shit…”

Burrett sounded panicked. “What’s wrong?”

“Remember how I said the government is going to make it look like a prison break, rather than admit they have the wrong guy?”

“Yeah?”

Jayne pressed herself to the side of the air duct and crawled until she was far enough away from the vent to continue. “We need to treat this like you’re being busted out of here the wrong way.”

“Oh. Got it.”

Jayne looked through all the grates as she passed them, hoping to find another unused room. Burrett pointed to a dimly lit grate about 15 feet in front of them. “I think that one might be the supply closet by the lobby. We could get out there.”

Jayne started moving towards it. “Any thoughts on how we’re going to get through the lobby?”

“Didn’t your friend say she was causing maintenance glitches in Control?”

“Yeah, but I don’t know for how much longer. It sounded like she had to vacate wherever she was fast.”

“Do you see another option?”

Jayne laughed a little.

“What?”

“I’m just… Nothing.”

“No, what is it?”

Jayne shimmied like a knotted earthworm so that she could take the knife out of her boot. She started opening the grate. “I was just thinking if I have to do this, I’m glad it’s with a fellow spy. It’s a nice change of pace.”

Burrett beamed through the mask. “Alright, it looks clear. Get down there, then help me. My old bones rotted a little in that cell, you know.”

Jayne looked for the best place to land. It wasn’t nearly as soft as the laundry storage, but the shelves to the right of the grate looked like they could hold her. She tested the theory by putting one of her feet on the middle shelf. It creaked, but it seemed stable enough.

“Everything okay?” Burrett asked.

Jayne nodded and put her other foot on the wall, then maneuvered both feet on the wall like a spider. She repositioned her hands, so she was facing the wall with both feet planted firmly on it. Jayne was able to jump down easily. She made a mental note to thank her parents for the gymnastics lessons when she was a kid.

She looked around for boxes or anything else she could fashion into a makeshift stepladder for Burrett. Jayne was able to stack boxes of jumpsuits against the wall like stairs. She shook her improvised staircase. A little wobbly, but she could hold it steady. “Alright. It’ll work if you climb quickly.”

Burrett looked momentarily apprehensive but managed to position his feet on the middle step. Jayne caught him as he started to falter backwards, shifting the boxes. The footsteps outside faded away from Jayne and Burrett.

Jayne cracked the door open and looked around. “It looks clear,” she whispered.

Jayne and Burrett slunk past the lobby hiding behind any object they could and listened for footsteps. Burrett stopped suddenly. “Someone’s coming.”

Burrett pushed them both into the closest empty room. Jayne listened for any footsteps or nearby conversations. They waited for all noises to get farther down the hall. Burrett opened the door slightly and nodded back at Jayne, and headed out.

They made it about ten feet before they heard static from a radio behind them.

“Hey!” a male voice called.

“Fuck…” Jayne muttered under her breath. She turned around, motioning for Burrett to keep going. A large guard with stripes on his shoulders ran towards her. ‘What are you doing here?”

Jayne heard Burrett run about 20 feet then stop. She faced the officer. “It’s not what you think, officer.”

He continued to advance towards her. “Then what is it?”

“I…”

He leveled his gaze at her. “You what, dear? What are you doing in this facility with an inmate?”

Jayne inhaled, deeply. She felt the oxygen enter her body, filling her up. Her mind became clear, she felt a calmness in her heart. Her entire body entered a slow-motion calm, even though Jayne knew she was suddenly moving almost too fast for the guard to perceive. She hooked one hand around his elbow and pulled his arm behind his back. She spun him around, his back to her front. Jayne popped a quick punch into his carotid artery. The guard fell like a sack of potatoes.

Then she turned and ran.

Jayne caught up with Burrett. “Hurry. He’s only going to be out for a few minutes.”

“What did you do to him?”

Jayne kept running. “You’d be amazed what they’re teaching at the Academy these days. But I saw that trick in Kill Them All #47.”

“They’re on 47 now? I have a lot of catching up to do.”

They were both moving in a dead sprint down the hallway when Burrett slowed down to speak. “Maybe you should call your friend again. She couldn’t have gotten far by now.”

Jayne was about to open a channel to Merry to test Burrett’s theory but a pain stabbed through her eyes. She couldn’t breathe. She saw Burrett bend over and cough through her blurring vision.

“Nerve gas!” Burrett coughed.

Sharp pains shot through Jayne’s legs and the sides of her torso. She felt herself bend over, clutching the wall for support. Jayne looked for Burrett, whom she saw as a retching, orange blur. She looked for a doorway or any opening. “Burrett… follow… me…”

Jayne and Burrett made their way through a doorway, hunched over and clutching the wall the whole time. The air on the other side was cleaner, cooler, less oppressive. Jayne gulped it to capacity and let the tears drain from her eyes.

Burrett smiled wryly. “I… I think… they saw us.”

Jayne hit her comm. “Merry. Merry. Come in.”

There was no response.

“Nothing?”

Jayne looked at Burrett. “Any idea where we are?”

Burrett glanced around, the tears and mucus draining from his face made him look like a dragon coming out of hibernation, but the nano-mask remained perfectly affixed and morphed to his face. “Could be a meeting room. It’s too far away from the cells to be Interrogation.”

Jayne looked around for a vent system, desperately praying to herself that Merry would answer. She could hear several pairs of boots running towards them. Jayne started climbing up a shelving unit to get to the grate. “Up here.”

Burrett stayed near the doorway, in a corner. “I’ll cover you.”

Jayne turned around, trying to figure out what Burrett meant. Four guards appeared in the doorway, one of which was one of the guards who initially arrested Jayne.

“Hey! That’s the girl from the holding cell!”

Burrett hid further in the corner, finding a large stack of boxes to obscure himself. Jayne felt for the small gun on her hip. She looked at the guards’ weapons. Tech Nine Thousands, old school destruction with a twist. She turned back towards the grate.

“Freeze!” a voice commanded.

Jayne took two small steps towards the guards with her hands in surrender position.

“That’s it,” he said slowly. “No one has to get hurt.”

Jayne pivoted quickly and started up the shelving unit. A shot rang out, the bullet grazed the unit. Jayne kept climbing, but another shot dislodged the shelving unit from the wall. Jayne fell with the unit.

“We don’t want to hurt you…”

Jayne started to maneuver herself from under the fallen shelving unit. Two guards advanced further into the room, taking aim. Burrett let out a feral cry and shoved the stack of heavy boxes at the two advancing officers, knocking them to the floor. The back two guards advanced, each taking aim at Jayne and Burrett.

“You’re both under arrest!” the first one shouted.

Jayne inhaled deeply, accessing the source energy in her abdomen. The slow-motion zen state took over again. She leapt onto the back of one of the fallen guards and let her boots and gravity do the rest of the work. Burrett let out another savage cry and tackled one of the guards.

Jayne stole the guns of the two sleeping guards and kicked the knees of the guard who was taking aim at her. The guard fired two shots on his way down, one hissing by Jayne’s temple. At the same time, Burrett wrestled a losing fight with the second guard.

Jayne ran at the guard, training her stolen gun on him. “Burrett!”

Burrett attempted to roll out of the guard’s grasp, punching him in the abdomen as often as he could. The guard did not release his hold on Burrett. This reignited the tussle, knocking them both to the ground. Jayne crawled towards the tussle, stolen gun in hand.

“Freeze, little lady!”

Jayne looked up to see the guard she had kicked kneeling above her, gun pointed straight at her head. Jayne inhaled. After the last guard, she was nice and warmed up. Jayne rolled on to her back, hoisting her legs up into the air and right into the guard’s chest. In the same motion she leapt up onto her feet. She pistol whipped the guard once in the jaw. He spun a 180 and fell flat on his face.

“Jayne!” Burrett called.

The guard was on top of Burrett, using his gun to keep Burrett on the floor while his other hand frantically reached for the handcuffs on his belt. Jayne used the butt of her gun to knock the guard off Burrett, giving Burrett a chance to straddle the guard and repeatedly punch him in the face. “A punch for each year, asshole!”

“Jayne? Jayne?” Merry called through the comm. “Are you there?”

Jayne picked up her comm. “Merry! Please tell me you have some good news.”

“I was able to disrupt communication between the guards. At least you can get out without causing more of a commotion. But hurry. I can only keep it up for a few minutes.”

Jayne couldn’t believe Merry said that without making one of her patented jokes. A sign that the situation was as dire as she thought.

“Right. I’ll meet you in the next sector.”

Jayne rushed over to Burrett, who was practically foaming at the mouth as he repeatedly hit the guard. “Excessive force, agent.” But Burrett kept socking the guard’s now bruised and bloody face. Jayne knew what solitary could do to a person, but she understood now why she was warned about him. “Agent! Get off that man!” Jayne pried him off the limp body.

Burrett’s posture was hunched and his eyes traded their kindly look for a blank stare, volcanic with hate. His chest was heaving and a string of drool hovered over the fallen guard. The hate disappeared from his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

Jayne put her hand on his shoulder before kneeling over the guard. She swung the inside edge of her hand hard against his temple. The guard stopped moaning and slept.

“How do you do that?”

Jayne waved her hand dismissively. “Very quickly.” She called Merry on comm. “Okay. Give us an exit.”

Merry directed Jayne and Burrett through two more empty corridors until the front entrance was in sight. Jayne touched the keycard in her pocket, grateful for Fred’s initiative in acquiring it.

“Great work, Jayne,” Burrett said, looking at what lay ahead of them, “but how the hell are we going to get out of here unnoticed?”

Jayne’s gaze scanned the room. There was a cap and a pair of work pants on a chair. Jayne grabbed both and threw them at Burrett. Jayne turned her jacket inside out while Burrett changed out of his orange jumpsuit.

“C’mon.”

Jayne grabbed Burrett’s hand and ran with him out the front door, down the corridor and back the way Jayne and the others had come initially.

“Merry, which way now?”

“Keep following that corridor. You’ll need to do a right hand turn in about 1000 yards.”

Merry directed them, turn by turn keeping them away from the busy corridors in the space ring, until the very last minute.

Burrett appeared to have little trouble keeping up with Jayne. Before long, they reached a tube station. The pair instinctively dropped to a walk and blended in with the crowd.

Burrett bent over to pretend to tie his shoe. He ripped off his mask and threw it into a trash bin, but a tiny mist of sweat still clung to his face.

“We’re meeting my crew back at New France,” Jayne told him quietly, “then on to the planet.”

Burrett laughed triumphantly. “To Armaros! I knew I’d be back.”

Jayne did as she was directed over her comm. At the entry booth she picked up the tickets Merry had ordered for them, and went to find their train back to New France.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

Shuttle Bay, New France Sector, Tarem Ring

 

The three unlikely team-members arrived at the tube station, exhausted from running with their heavy equipment. Vlad took his cigarette case out of his pocket and held it up to the other two, indicating he would be right back.

Fred and Merry trudged their equipment to the rental kiosk. “I feel bad that we left her.”

“I know. It’s part of the gig,” Fred told her, as if he knew anything about it. “Plus, it was the plan if we got rumbled.”

Fred and Merry hit the kava stand and got on the conveyor belt to their train stop before Vlad caught up with them. Fred studied Vlad and Merry. He wanted to scream, “How can you guys be so calm?”

Merry was distracted though, monitoring a conversation thread on her handheld. “Oooh, you’re so noble because you’re a white hat hacker,” she muttered. “Same hat, different derby. All hacking involves theft, dumb fucking script kiddie…”

Their train arrived and the three piled on, along with a dozen other passengers.

Fred fumbled into the seat next to Merry, his leg twitching like a fish out of water. He checked his handheld. He checked every outlet of communication he could possibly be linked with Jayne through. Every option was empty. He sighed.

Vlad reclined in the chair across from him. “They’ll make it, Fred. You have to believe that until we have reason to believe it’s not true.”

“Wow, Vlad,” Merry huffed, “that was surprisingly nice. Who knew you were so sensitive?”

Vlad shook his head. “Force of habit, Ms. Winterbourne. A lot of teacher training comes from the time students and parents would sue when teachers kept it a little too real.”

“Way to kill it.” Merry turned to Fred. “Look, Jayne is a trained operative. She has some weird methods, but this is nothing she can’t handle. Jayne will get Burrett here.”

“I guess you’re right…” he muttered, unconvinced.

“I didn’t say he’d be unharmed. Or even alive,” she added with a raised eyebrow, “but she’ll get him here.”

Vlad laughed and shook his head. “We’ll know what happened when Jayne shows up with a large box.”

“Do we have the tickets?” Fred asked.

Merry clamped her hand on Fred’s spastic leg without missing any keystrokes. “Dude, chill. Yes, we have the tickets, alright? They’ll be here.”

Vlad paced pensively to the large window.

Merry sighed, “Not you too.”

Vlad shook his head and placed his bent index finger on the middle of his chin. “No, not at all. I was just thinking---“

Just then Jayne rushed onto the train with an older man in tow. “Hey! Did we miss anything?”

Merry acted like Jayne wasn’t late and like they hadn’t just pulled a jailbreak. “No, I think you’re good. How was the trip?”

Confusion flashed across Jayne’s face. “I… Wow. Nothing unexpected, I guess. Guys, this is James. He will be joining us for the next couple days. James, this is Merry, Fred, and Vlad.”

Burrett meekly shook their hands. He couldn’t look anyone in the eyes. Not yet. He continued to rub his left arm with his right hand. Now that the excitement had ended, now that he wasn’t literally fighting for his life, he settled back into nervously rocking back and forth. His eyes alternated between a kind and chaotic expression. “It is nice to meet all of you,” he told them.

Merry felt the outline of a syringe in her purse. Jayne discreetly shook her head and mouthed, “Not here.”

The automated voice rang out through the train cabin “Attention ladies and gentlemen, Shuttle 247C for Techcropolis, Armaros Station departing in five minutes. Repeat: Shuttle 247C for Techcropolis, Armaros Station departing in five minutes.”

Jayne led Burrett to a seat where the other three were sitting. Burrett’s upper lip quivered slightly as he caught the view out the window. “I haven’t seen any of this for a very long time.”

Jayne felt a wave of patience in her chest and put a hand on Burrett’s shoulder. “I understand. It’s okay.”

His eyes grew wide. “Can I sit by the window?”

Merry stifled a laugh. Jayne nodded. “Sure.”

Merry rotated her seat to face Burrett. He had half of his face on the window, watching his breath condense on the glass. His finger traced a spiral in the fog. Merry twisted the syringe in her hand. She pulled the plunger back and leaned forward. In one motion she pushed the needle through Burrett’s pants and into his thigh.

“Ow!”

Merry removed the needle and dropped it into a small waste bag. She explained, in a clinical tone, “It’s for your safety. You never know what sort of bugs are running around that prison. Don’t be a baby.”

Burrett continued to stare at the puncture site in apparent shock. Merry tapped Jayne with her foot and indicated Burrett with her eyes. “Compos mentis window.”

Jayne nodded. She leaned in, trying to draw Burrett’s focus. “James? James?”

Burrett jumped, as if she had woken him from a deep sleep. “Huh? Yes?”

Vlad widened his eyes and compressed his lips before turning away.

Jayne took a deep breath. “I think now is a good time to give you a debriefing on what we’re dealing with.”

“Chamberlain? What about him?”

Jayne pressed her lips together, searching for the words. “He… It’s a long story.”

Burrett’s eyelids drooped slightly. “Everything with Chamberlain usually is.”

Vlad twirled his cigarette case between his fingers, watching.

Merry interjected. “The short story is, your buddy Chamberlain wants to stop the Treaty between Armaros and Tarem. He wants it done so badly that he is willing to blackmail our client, using information about our client’s terminally ill niece.”

Burrett’s eyes widened. “He’s bringing an innocent child into it…?”

Jayne nodded, “Yeah. We don’t know what else he’s capable of.”

“I see… And what’s my role in all this?”

Jayne paused, searching the faces of her three cohorts for the right words. Merry sat straight in her chair with her chest out, exaggeratedly indicating a feeling of importance as she jerked her head towards Burrett. Jayne’s gaze lingered on Merry before turning to Burrett. “It’s… a very important role, James. You’re going to help protect a young girl and bring down a madman.”

His brow twitched. “How will I be doing this?”

“Just tell us what we need to know about Chamberlain and how he operates.”

Merry slipped a packet of pills out of her pocket, giving one to Burrett. “Here, take this. The shot I gave you is going to pass too quickly. We need you, uh, well, for the time being.”

Burrett obeyed as he furtively watched her return the pills to her pocket.

 

+++

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Merry raced into the office, bags of equipment in hand, as soon as the doors slid open. She dropped the equipment on the floor and poured herself onto the settee as though she was lava destroying a small village. “Ahhhhh… Home sweet home.”

Fred appeared in the doorway, positively wilted but managed to slide his three bags in over the threshold and off to one side out of the way of the others following in behind him. He plopped face down onto the floor and pretended to kiss the ground. “Land!”

Vlad smirked. “I suppose this is the time one of you ladies asks if anyone’s hungry.”

Jayne and Burrett ambled in behind them. Burrett continued to touch and inspect every surface as if he didn’t understand the concept of buildings. “This way, James. There you go…” She looked at the others. “Is anyone else hungry?”

“Right on cue,” Vlad grinned, satisfied.

Merry fired up her laptop and picked up her tablet with her other hand. “I’ll order something now.”

Burrett started picking up random objects on Jayne’s desk. He turned them over, inspecting each and every aspect of them. “This is a nice set up you have.”

Jayne felt her scalp crawl. Something about Burrett twirling her desk chair with his hand felt like a red flag in the back of her mind. “It’s a work in progress.”

He paused, then looked up at her. “Where are you going to put me? I can’t exactly check into a hotel.”

“You’ll be staying here so I can keep an eye on you.”

“What happens after the mission? Do I get to move freely again?”

“I wish I knew, James. It depends on how the next couple days go.”

Burrett’s eyes flashed, transforming his face from humble, to clever and sly, then back to humble. He winked at Jayne. “I have a good feeling about this.”

She forced a smile. “I’m glad you’re confident.”

Burrett sat himself down in the chair behind her desk and started spinning himself around slowly. “What do we know so far?” he asked, idly.

Merry finished ordering from the tablet and scrolled on her laptop. “Beyond the blackmailing? He learned to hate the government when he was with the Agency.”

Burrett chuckled. “Him and everyone else, Miss.”

“Gotcha. Well, he’s pretty hell-bent on stopping this treaty. Chamberlain likes to do things through the dark web, with as much encryption as possible. I’m talking layers between layers of dense double-code.” Merry spent a whole year learning how to pick apart double-code. It was like doublespeak. A line of code appeared to perform one function, usually something innocuous. But it was actually running through a second code that hid its true function. “He has kept his hand in the illegal weapons biz, from what I can tell. I was able to isolate his voice.”

“Good, good...”

Jayne felt her comm vibrate in her pocket. The log revealed a text message from Gerald Wilson. “Call me ASAP. New developments.”

Jayne wandered through to the back room for some privacy and connected a call with him. He answered halfway through the first ring.

“What happened?” she asked.

Wilson’s voice sounded desperate and breathy. “Jayne, things have… escalated. We have less than a day. And Chamberlain is now threatening to kill Celia.”

“When did he tell you this?”

She could hear a hard swallow from Wilson. He sounded like he was making an extra effort to speak slowly. “Earlier today. He… he sent me these pictures of Celia in her hospital bed.”

“How did she look? Did he do anything to her?”

“Not that I could see. She actually looked healthier, better… I… What do we do?”

Jayne took a deep breath, hoping to inspire Wilson to do the same. “For now, stay calm. Chamberlain is playing games with you. Freaking out will only give him what he wants.”

“Okay,” he agreed, the panic subsiding from his voice. “How are… things?”

“We’re making a lot of progress. I feel really good about getting this resolved. I just need you to stay calm. We will be in contact very soon.”

He hesitated a moment, as if he were going to press her for more information. Then he responded. “I’ll try.”

Jayne and Wilson closed the call.

Ambling back into the main office Jayne turned to Merry and Burrett. “That was Wilson. Chamberlain is now threatening to kill his niece.”

Merry gasped. Burrett’s posture straightened. “Then we have to find him,” he declared. “I’m going to need some tech.”

Merry turned to him. “I like you already.”

Burrett continued. “I’m going to be using QER to pick up the short-wave frequencies the authorities tend to use. It’s a little primitive, but the major advantage is it can receive infinite frequencies. At least, conceptually.”

Merry smiled like the overly eager girl sitting right in front of the teacher. “Like in the old days when perps would use short-wave radios to know when the fuzz was coming?”

Burrett beamed. “Exactly. The draw back with the quantum version is that the act of receiving the signal alters the signal itself. With a sophisticated enough program, it’s possible to monitor signals over, say, a city. Then you can pinpoint the location of one of these devices.”

Jayne’s eye narrowed with interested focus. “How come this isn’t standard issue police equipment?”

Burrett shook his head. “Too expensive. And to be fair, it’s not the kind of device your run of the mill criminal will have access to. Besides, the police know they’re better off ignoring the kinds of people who do use this stuff.”

“How do we go about tracking it?”

Burrett paused for a moment. “I can probably pull the program we need off one of my old servers. It probably needs an upgrade, but it should work.”

Jayne nodded. “Great. Let’s do that. Merry can help you.”

“So young lady, I was wondering how Jayne was able to get in and out of my cell without a retinal scan. Did you work a little magic in the security realm?”

Merry’s eyes flashed with self-satisfaction, despite the rest of her face remaining perfectly enigmatic. “A lady never hacks and tells, sir. Besides, I want to see that program you’re pulling off the server. Show me where.”

Burrett shifted in his chair and puffed his chest out slightly. “Well, certainly. Anything to get the job done. But you’ll have to show me how you got Jayne in.”

Merry grinned at him. “Oh, so it’s a you-show-me-yours-and-I’ll-show-you-mine proposition? No can do because I can’t even tell you I’m the one that did it. Now come on, let’s save the day and shit.”

Burrett and Merry huddled on the settee. Jayne noticed Merry would only hand Burrett her burner laptop. Burrett’s overall presence seemed prouder, more grounded as he exchanged subversive hacking tips with Merry. Her eyes were wide at times when he spoke, with no glimmer of her usual disengaged cynicism. Burrett looked at Jayne and smiled gratefully.

“They work well together.” Jayne turned to see Vlad evaluating his cohort and the disappeared spy. “Yeah… What do you think about his mental state?”

Vlad shrugged. “Are you asking if he’s compos mentis? It could go either way at this point, honestly. I hope you have plenty of pills.”

Jayne’s mind flashed back to peeling Burrett off the guard he overpowered. The guard was clearly not in any condition to fight back and his face was swollen like a cylinder of pressure-packed biscuits, bursting at the seams. Burrett wouldn’t stop. The almost cannibalistic look in his eye at the time made Jayne’s entire body shudder. “Me too.”

Vlad patted Jayne’s shoulder politely as he sauntered to a chair near the window. He plucked a joint out of his cigarette case and lit it. “I’ve been waiting a while for this…”

Jayne tugged at her jacket. “And I need a shower.”

Vlad nodded towards the bathroom and coughed out the smoke. “So take one. I can watch the kids.”

Jayne watched Burrett and Merry out of the corner of her eye. “You sure?”

“Absolutely. You narrowly escaped death.”

“Yeah, well, I smell like it, too.”

“Well, I wasn’t going to be the one to tell you, Ms. Austin…”

They laughed. Vlad lowered his voice. “Seriously, go. It’ll all be here when you get back.”

“Thanks,” she smiled, and wandered away.

“But not the food,” he added. “Nobody’s picked that up yet. Send Baggins.” He nodded at the young Fred curled up on the floor.

Jayne knelt by Fred and shook him gently. “Hey… Hey! Fred, you with us?”

Fred put his head in both his hands. “No!” He groaned into the floor. “Fred isn’t home right now. Fred go bye-bye.”

“Sorry, but I’m going to need you to get food. I need Vlad and Merry here.”

Fred groaned and rolled to one side. “Why can’t we get it delivered?”

“And risk some delivery dude seeing Public Enemy Numero Uno sitting on our couch? I don’t think so.”

Jayne hovered over Fred, intensely fixing her eyes on his temple. She stifled a giggle as he writhed under her gaze.

Jayne continued to stare at him, watching his body language grow more and more agitated. Fred shot up to sitting. “Aaargh! Alright, I’ll go.”

Jayne made sure Fred left before she dragged her tired bones to the bathroom. She gave herself a pressure point massage as she waited for the water to reach the right temperature. The combination of steam and steady pressure of her fingertips and knuckles melted the knots in her muscles and eased the tension in her head. Jayne inhaled deeply, choosing to focus on the coconut smell of her body wash.

She splashed more water on her face, quickly admonishing herself. “Stop it, Jayne. You have plenty of time to focus on the stuff you can’t unsee.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Burrett and Merry huddled over her laptop. Merry scrolled slowly across the channels at Burrett’s direction. They toggled between two stations for about 15 seconds.

Burrett listened intently. The language spoken sounded like a mix of ancient and modern Armaros. “Wait, what was that?” he said suddenly.

Merry scrolled back.

The alto voice boomed with authority and upper crust diction in something Merry couldn’t make out.

“Theater broadcast,” Burrett confirmed. “Never mind.”

Merry’s scrolling landed on a scratchy channel. The speaker was using a foreign dialect, sometimes coordinating his cadence with techno jazz. Burrett listened intently and laughed, then blushed deeply. “Red light planetoid. Good to know that hasn’t changed.”

Merry raised an eyebrow and continued scrolling. “Good to see you know all about the red light planetoid.”

Vlad lit another joint and took a hit. “What exactly are we looking for?”

Merry scrolled to another station, this one asking if a ship had permission to dock. “We’re listening for Chamberlain. The short-wave encompasses most channels, increasing our chance of finding him. The trick is figuring out what channel he’s using.”

“My current theory is a military transport channel or an obscure foreign one. We have to stick with DX-ing the foreign stations or cruising the more specialty ones. There’s no way Chamberlain would hide in plain sight in this case.”

Vlad contemplated Burrett. “Interesting theory. Chamberlain managed to go off the grid and disappear himself. That’s pretty much unheard of for your kind, isn’t it? What makes you think he wouldn’t hide in plain sight?”

Burrett took a huge gulp of orange soda, then studied the bottle happily. “It’s been forever… To answer your question, though, Chamberlain has been doing all of his work in the shadows. That chicken shit always has.” His upper lip twitched slightly before he appeared to catch himself, calming his expression considerably. “I don’t see him changing a pattern that’s been working for him long term. Nobody ever does, especially if they think they’re the smartest and strongest.”

Fred and Vlad made quick eye contact. “What are we listening for anyway? How will we know when we find this guy?”

Jayne noticed Burrett’s hands clenched into shaking fists before he looked around the room. Burrett’s right hand rubbed his left arm until his energy settled. “I’m sure James will know his old partner when he hears him. The trick is narrowing down the channels out of the pool of foreign, military, and merchant.”

Vlad pried himself off his chair and shuffled towards the bedroom. He waved his hand dismissively and yawned. “I need my beauty sleep. Wake me up when you find him.”

Jayne snapped her head and torso towards Vlad. “Hey!”

Vlad waved at Jayne before disappearing into her room. “G’night.”

Deciding not to further confront the interloper, Jayne leaned back in her chair and started tossing the LED lava ball in the air. The rubbery surface with uniform bumps and bubbles had a soothing, hypnotic effect on her mind.

The voice on the radio sounded even, but emphatic in an audio forest of scratches and howls. “…8…9…3…6. Repeat: 2…7…8…9…3…6.” Followed by four bars of Beethoven’s 5th symphony.

Burrett jumped up and down giddily. “Keep it there! I think we have a numbers station.”

Jayne sat up, dropping her ball in the process. “That sounds like a straight-up Academy sequence. We could be listening to a training exercise.”

Burrett’s smile barely contained his self-satisfaction. “All the more reason for him to do it.”

Merry grimaced. “Would he be that stupid?”

Burrett nodded. “I dealt with this guy for years. He’s an expert at this. Keep listening.”

The even baritone continued, “Listen up, #19: 6…3…9…8…7…2. Repeat: 6…3…9…8…7…2. Listen up, #19.”

Burrett excitedly shook Merry’s shoulder. “Get a fix on that! That’s him!”

Fred shifted a little. “Umm, I don’t get it. How do we know this isn’t a drill?”

Burrett practically shouted. “It’s too simple. Academy exercises and real spies don’t read the numbers backwards. He’s using a number station. That’s no accident. If this signal is coming from L19, it’s him.”

Merry fiddled with equipment until she got the location. She jumped off the sofa, shrieking and jumping up and down with Burrett. Fred put down his handheld and smiled brightly.

Burrett waved his hands like he was trying to dry them. He was breathless. “What are you waiting for? Get that lunatic!”

Merry grabbed Jayne’s tablet and hastily downloaded an app. “This will mirror the office computer,” she explained, “so you can see the results in real time.”

Jayne leapt to her feet and started to rush out of the door, almost forgetting her tablet in the process. Merry shoved it into her hands and pushed Jayne out the door. “Go get ‘em!”

 

+++

 

Burrett looked at his feet. “Is L19 still mostly office buildings?”

Fred nodded.

Burrett clasped his hands behind his lower back. “Do you know what hospital this girl is in?”

Fred adjusted his glasses. “I found her at the Ridgeview General, L64. At least she was there.”

Burrett ran his tongue over his teeth behind tightly closed lips. “This girl is the pawn in this game. There’s no way Chamberlain would leave her unguarded.”

Vlad shuffled out of Jayne’s room, yawning. He moved the light blue satin sleep mask from his eyes to is forehead. “I was going to get some sleep, but then I didn’t want to miss out on this party.”

Merry shook her head with disbelief. “We found Chamberlain. Jayne’s going after him now,” she pointed to the sleep mask, “is that…?”

Vlad waved her off. “I always keep one in my jacket.” He folded the mask and put it in his inside jacket pocket. “Anyway, you were telling me some good news?”

Merry corrected him. “Sort of good news, you mean. We found Chamberlain’s coordinates, but James was just saying that girl Celia is a pawn.”

Vlad sat behind Jayne’s desk. “I see. What do you think that means for young Ms. Wilson?”

Burrett’s expression went from pensive to grave. “Nothing good, if I know Chamberlain.”

Vlad made a motion encouraging Burrett to expound upon that statement. “Which means…?”

The air around Burrett felt heavier and darker. “…which means this Celia Wilson is in serious trouble. My guess is he’s either kidnapped her or has a henchman in her hospital room already.”

Fred stood up. “That means we should go to the hospital to see if—’

Merry frowned, “If she’s still there. Or I could hack into the hospital site and verify that one Celia Wilson is still in Pediatrics where Fred left her.” She started typing furiously. “Nevermind, I’m already almost in.” Merry muttered an insult to a script kiddie for good measure and punched in another command. “Yep. Still in Pediatrics.”

Burrett stared at Merry in amazement, then quickly snapped back into the moment. “We need to hurry. Chamberlain is crazy like a fox. It’s not beyond him to have his henchman be in deep cover for a while before the event. Maybe he’s got a hospital worker on board. Someone Celia trusts.”

Vlad put his cigarette case back in his pocket. “So what’s the plan?”

Burrett sat down next to Merry. “Chamberlain is using short-wave radio to communicate with whomever this is. He’s probably going to use another number channel by the end of the night. And maybe even a different one tomorrow. We’re going to need to—”

Merry nodded, continuing to type furiously. “—to disrupt communication between the two. Got it. But once we find this goon, they’re probably going to be armed.”

Burrett drank the last of his orange soda. “Or an expert at hand-to-hand combat. Likely both. Fred, got anything discreet at your disposal? We’re talking short-range, maybe a taser.”

Fred scrolled on his comm. “I do indeed. We just have to hit my safety deposit box on the way. Maybe we should use a sniper too, just in case.”

Burrett snapped his fingers and pointed at Fred. “Great idea. I think that would be my department. I’ll jump in if you guys get in over your heads, but I’m probably the best long-range shot here. How are you fixed for rifles?”

Fred’s eyes twinkled knowingly. “There’s one I think you’ll like in the safety deposit box.”

Burrett smiled, his eyes mirroring Fred’s. “That’s my boy.” He turned to the group. “We’re stopping by Fred’s safety deposit box on our way there. But first, I need the layout of the hospital.”

Merry twisted a lock of hair, her brow furrowed in contemplation. “I agree with everything so far, but won’t it look a little weird for all of us to be there?”

Vlad started to put his feet on Jayne’s desk, stopping when Merry shot him a dark look. “What did you have in mind, Ms. Winterbourne?”

Merry activated the projection feature on her laptop, displaying the Ridgeview Pediatric Floor’s schematics over Jayne’s desk. She circled Celia’s room with her finger and made an X over the window in the adjacent building. “The best vantage point where a sniper is less likely to be found in this building is the Pathology Lab. You can easily hide a rifle in janitorial equipment.”

Burrett nodded in appreciation of her logic. “This makes sense. Yes.”

Merry continued, “Let’s play to our strengths. I can intercept comm between Chamberlain and his goon. Fred and Vlad can guard the girl undercover like.”

Burrett examined the projection above Jayne’s desk, running his finger along the hallway. “I like it. We can refine it on the way there.”

Merry called a cab as the gang gathered their gear. She looked at Burrett. “You coming?”

Burrett looked up briefly. “I’ll meet you in the hallway. I just want to memorize this a bit more.”

Merry shrugged and Burrett watched the gang leave the office. He traced the path to the labs on Pediatrics with his finger. “Gotcha.” Burrett smiled to himself as he took the packet of pills out of his pocket. He muttered to himself, “Gotta be one step ahead.” He returned the pills to his pocket and walked out of the office to meet the others.

 

+++

 

Haron Building, L19, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne approached the dark building, moving as quickly as she could without being conspicuous. Most of the windows were broken, shattered by bored kids or vagrants looking for a place to stay. The windows left unshattered were caked with thick, nearly opaque layers of dust. Spider webs and nests of roach eggs covered and filled all exposed holes and chips along the walls. She compared the map on her tablet to the address on the building. Jayne twisted her way through the security door, which time and neglect had frozen into a permanently half open position. She felt a large moving object under her boot.

An angry young man with stringy hair rolled away from her boot and scurried to a crouching position. “Fuck off!”

“Sorry,” Jayne whispered.

He went back to his spot and covered himself with a thin, tattered blanket. “You should be, bitch.”

Jayne surveyed the dark lobby. The signal indicated Chamberlain was on the third floor. The elevator was straight ahead but looked as well-maintained as the rest of the place. That was to say, not very.

Good thing this place is old enough to have stairs, she thought to herself.

Jayne felt a pang in her heart as she stepped over a small girl and a woman who reminded her of her mother and sister. She ran up the stairs as quietly as possible, unholstering her pistol as she went. Jayne memorized the location given and put her tablet back in her bag.

She reached the third floor. The smell of mildew, crack, and vinegar hit her like a brick in the face. The only source of light was a hanging lamp at the far end of the hallway. She squinted in the darkness to read the numbers on the doors, looking for 348. Then, something skittered across her foot and Jayne leapt in the air. She turned the wheel around the face of her wristwatch until she reached the flashlight setting. The beam cut through the ambient dust of the hallway, revealing the rat who’d just paid her a visit. The pattern on the carpet was so dirty and worn she could see the chewed foam matting and rat droppings underneath. With the flashlight function on her watch leading the way, she moved down the hallway towards Apartment 348.

Jayne turned off her flashlight and leaned against the wall by the doorway. An amused male voice greeted her. “Right on time. I’ve been expecting you, Jayne.”

Jayne readied her pistol. “How did you know?”

The man laughed heartily. “I’m a spy, dear. It’s my job to know everything.”

Jayne stayed behind the wall. What is his game plan?

He sighed. “I know all about you, Miss Austin. Top of your class at the academy, till that unfortunate fit of passion,” he gave a dismissive snort, “we all have our unique ways of gathering intel.”

Jayne felt her blood momentarily boil as she surveyed the apartment. He had a dim light near him and her eyes were growing accustomed to the dark. Chamberlain sat in a crumbling green brocade chair by the window. He was a nondescript man of medium build with an affable face that reminded Jayne of a benign auditor. “I suppose this is the part where you tell me how you’re on to me and will stop my evil plot,” he said as he placed a self-lighting cigarette in his mouth.

Jayne walked around the perimeter of the room. The chair, a small nightstand, the lamp, and a separate cabinet were the only articles of furniture in the room. Everything was covered with rat droppings, dust, and bug carcasses. “You always were a clever one, Mr. Chamberlain.”

Chamberlain studied Jayne, then pointed at her pistol. “You don’t need the gun, Miss Austin.”

Jayne cautiously put per pistol back into the holster and faced Chamberlain. She shrugged. “A girl’s got to be prepared.”

Chamberlain sat back in his chair, hands clasped in his lap. “And a girl spy probably has to be doubly so. You know you can’t trust him, right?”

Jayne narrowed her eyes at her suspicious host. “Who?”

He smirked and shook his head. “Who do you think? Your new friend, Burrett. There was a reason they locked him up and threw away the key.”

“He feels they should have done the same to you.”

Chamberlain’s smug grin faded for a second. He sighed and plastered on a smaller smile. “He’s done… things even I wouldn’t do.”

Jayne folded her arms and evaluated Chamberlain. He didn’t appear armed, but she felt uneasy. “What kind of things?”

Chamberlain leaned forward, the light from the lamp exaggerating every line on his face. “If our actions were recorded, Burrett would have been a permanent target of the Office of Human Rights. Disappearing him would’ve been the least of his worries. You think I’m cunning and dangerous? You haven’t seen anything. You don’t know what you’ve unleashed. You’re going to regret getting him out of that hellhole they threw him down. Your spy BFF is seriously unbalanced. But I’m sure a good spy like you has done her homework.”

Jayne exhaled sharply. “I did indeed, Mr. Chamberlain. We planned for Burrett and implanted a microchip in him. He’s not going anywhere.”

Chamberlain chortled with surprising vigor. “You honestly think he can’t dismantle a chip? What do you think he is? A stray dog at the pound? Hell, he’s probably already dug it out.”

Jayne smirked. “Mr. Chamberlain, I’m sure me springing Burrett isn’t even in the top five of the dangerous choices made here. In fact, I can think of a worse one. You blackmailing Wilson.”

Chamberlain sat back and crossed his legs. He took a long drag on the cigarette. “What about it?”

Jayne’s eyes grew wide with disbelief. “What about it? You blackmail a government official and threaten his niece’s life. Seriously, the girl is innocent. She did not deserve to be dragged into this. I don’t care what your problem with Armaros is. What you did should get you put away for life.”

Chamberlain’s face flushed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Jayne reached into her pocket and opened her comm, starting a call to Merry. She smiled smugly. “Oh, I don’t? It seems pretty cut and dried to me. You disappear yourself, losing more of your marbles to your grudges and issues. Then, when you finally boil over, you hatch a plot to ruin a treaty. But you’re so far gone that you forget your little problem isn’t worth a human life.”

Chamberlain leapt to his feet. “A Tarem invasion isn’t worth one life? What academy did you attend? Haven’t you ever heard that the needs of the many outweigh the needs of the few?” His breathing became heavier. “And have you ever thought to ask yourself what your precious government was doing behind the scenes? Did that ever make it into your homework, Jayne the Amateur Spy?”

Jayne didn’t blink or shift her position. “She’s an innocent girl. You blackmailed a government official. This is less about my spy skills than it is about you being a heartless criminal.”

Chamberlain regained his composure. He sneered. “Your superficial moralizing isn’t going to save this girl. I have someone at the hospital, so you’re a little too late to be a savior today.” He opened his jacket to reveal a small mic. “I can give him the go sign any time I want.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The gang sprint-walked into the hospital lobby, attempting to look as natural as possible. Merry’s comm vibrated. “Fuck. It’s Jayne.” She opened her comm. “Hello?”

Instead of Jayne’s usual rapid-fire explanations and requests, Merry heard a tense conversation in the background. She muted her comm and called to her cohorts. “Guys!” She motioned for Fred, Vlad, and Burrett to gather around her. “She’s with Chamberlain now.”

The group took a collective deep breath and searched each other’s faces for what to do or say next. Merry hissed. “Listen!”

They could hear Chamberlain’s smug taunts regress to shouts of righteous indignation. Jayne goaded him with the facts she knew, adding a little snark to further fuel the fire. Chamberlain’s sneer practically oozed through the comm.

“I have someone at the hospital, so you’re a little too late to be a savior today. I can give him the go sign any time I want.”

Vlad looked at Burrett with an almost scientific skepticism. “Well that part definitely played out as you predicted. What’s your thought?”

Burrett’s eyes scanned the lobby. “We need to find this guy. Merry, you stay here and see if you can intercept and disrupt. The rest of us need to look for anyone who seems to be out of place or a little too caring towards Celia Wilson. We probably need a staff list for every pediatric’s shift for the last 36 hours, then for the next two shifts. That way, we can compare anyone we run across to anyone who should be there.”

Merry nodded, scrambling for a seat. “On it.” She set up her burner laptop and handheld with almost superhuman speed, then set about listening to the short-wave radio with her ear buds. Her keystroking and clicking kept a quicker, less hypnotic rhythm than her typical frantic work.

Fred shifted his backpack of gear from one shoulder to the other, thankful the rifle Burrett was carrying fit into a normal backpack when disassembled. “I’ve been to Celia’s room before, so I can take you guys there.”

Vlad hesitated. “What if he’s not there? If this henchman is posing as an employee, wouldn’t he need to do normal work tasks to look like he belongs?”

“Good point,” Fred agreed. He moved towards the elevator.

Burrett put a hand on his shoulder to slow Fred’s pace. “Where are you going?”

Fred kept walking, calling back. “Celia’s room, 6B in Pediatrics. One of us needs to be there and I know where she is.”

Burrett called to Fred. “I’ll meet you there.” He slid his hand into his pocket, rubbing the packet of pills like it was a worry stone. He smiled at Vlad, “It’s just you and me now, partner.”

Vlad tried to hide his suspicion and suppress the troubled feeling in his stomach. “Yeah, seems to be. Where else do you propose we look?”

Burrett pulled up the layout on the welcome kiosk screen, scrolling towards Pediatrics. “This girl takes medications, right? My guess would be the pharmacy. I wouldn’t put it past Chamberlain to give an order to have her meds poisoned.”

He hovered his finger above the screen before pointing to the exact location. Burrett took a deep breath, as if it would keep his heartbeat from getting ahead of itself. “Here. Call me if things get out of hand.”

Burrett looked towards Merry, who appeared completely consumed by the task at hand. He could see her hold a hand to her ear, apparently focusing intently on any sounds on the QER. Burrett smiled to himself before racing towards the elevator Fred used.

Vlad made a mental note of how fast Burrett ran towards the elevator, further noting the similarities between him and Jayne. He scratched his head. “I guess inmates do work out a lot.”

Vlad hurried towards the elevator that would get him to the right floor. He felt uneasy, but somehow disconnected from the situation at the same time. His skin was clammy. Vlad exhaled as he reached the elevator, ultimately deciding to chalk his feelings up to nerves, hoping that Merry had plied Burrett with enough Talon-R to get him through this.

Merry looked up briefly, watching the guys go their separate ways. Her head was pounding. She went back to the channel where they originally found Chamberlain, but there was nothing but static. “Burned it already,” Merry muttered. “What are the chances he made a Plan B…?”

She found Jayne’s comm signal and attempted to lock onto any signals in the same location. Jayne’s was the only signal coming from that location. Merry growled to herself. “Son of a bitch.”

Punching a couple commands into her browser to access the dark web, Merry located a makeshift Tor reverse phone detective and started searching for encrypted vid-o numbers.

Merry went back to listening to Jayne’s open comm conversation with Chamberlain. Jayne’s voice had a calm ferocity to it, like a cobra about to strike. She felt a chill in her bones and a tightening in her chest. “C’mon, that number exists somewhere…”

She found the first relay point, which quickly led her to a file directory. The public-private key pair was simple enough, as was finding the second relay point and local file directory. Merry could feel the blood vessels in her head tighten. She was dying for a kava. No time for kava now, kid. We have shit to do.

Not having a kava cup in her hand left her feeling strange and vulnerable, but she pushed that feeling aside. The fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth relay points progressed in much the same way. However, the ninth offered up a rendezvous point. Merry felt her overall energy perk up. She smiled to herself. “Where there’s a rendezvous point…”

Finding the introduction point gave her little difficulty. In a matter of seconds, she was able to see five more comm signals in Jayne’s vicinity.

 

+++

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Burrett sped to the hallway where Room 6B was located, slowing his sprint to a casual walk after reaching it. He nonchalantly scanned the hall for Fred.

Nothing.

Burrett started whistling a tune that a guard had gotten stuck in his head a few months prior. He smiled to himself.

A brunette nurse of medium build stopped him. “May I help you, sir?”

Burrett smiled calmly. “I was just going to meet a relative in 6B. Our darling cousin is in there.”

The nurse gestured to the room. “He just went in. Please call if you need anything.”

Burrett had to force the next smile and could feel the corners of his mouth starting to twitch. Smiling had never come naturally to him. “Thank you, you’ve been most kind.”

The nurse blushed and looked slightly confused by his choice of words. She thought to add one more thing. “My shift is about to end. But if you need anything, the next shift nurse will be at the desk.”

Burrett watched her walk towards the Pediatrics station and sit in front of an employee kiosk. He resumed whistling. It kept his twitching under control. When he strolled past Room 6B, he could feel his chest expand. His stomach turned inside out, a morbid sense of butterflies as he neared his destination.

Turning a corner, he muttered to himself. “Time to see what you did to me.”

The Bio-Scan Lab was closed for the night. Burrett’s hand had a slight tremor as he took a blank hospital key card he’d stolen from Fred’s wallet out of his pocket. He chuckled to himself. “Good thing that boy’s always prepared.”

Burrett slinked past the opening door. The lab was dark, except for the dim red of the safety lights. He saw the pale, techno-ethereal glow of the bio-scanner and adjoining computer. He quickly familiarized himself with the computer and its various functions. He pulled up its holographic screen and started shuffling through the help section. Once he understood the basics to initiating a scan, he fired it up. He moved as fast as possible to lie down in the metal tube.

He perceived a sensation that felt like bugs running across his body as the machine scanned him. The scan ran over his body several times, each scan serving a different purpose, searching for different secrets. When the process was done, Burrett felt relieved to get out of the tube and start looking through his scan results. He smirked about how normal his brain looked, a judgment against the machine’s accuracy. He scrolled to the image of the injection site.

Burrett frowned. “I thought so.” A small nanotech chip sat on the insertion point of one of his quadriceps, about two inches above the knee. He looked around for a nano-med programming and deactivation device, sighing to himself about the predictability of Merry’s scheme. Pointing the handheld device at the injection site, he whispered.

“Come to Papa.”

He felt his thigh shake under the quick sonic vibration of the device. Burrett found himself smirking at the thought of this being the most important massage he would ever get. He felt his fists clench and a wave of anger and anxiety crash to the surface. Burrett fished a pill out of his pocket with his shaking hands, wondering who was going to be his supplier now that he was finally free.

He shrugged. “I can always ask around.”

 

+++

 

Merry closed her comm call with Jayne.

Chamberlain had given more than enough detail about his goon. He sounded like a real sociopath with ice in his veins. As she opened a comm call to Burrett, a sick feeling expanded in her stomach. There was no answer.

She closed her eyes and attempted to focus on her racing thoughts. Merry closed her comm, then reopened a conversation with Burrett.

No answer.

The comm signaled several more times before going dead. Merry exhaled. “Well, that can’t be good.”

 

+++

	

BZZZZZ! BZZZZZ!

The comm notification brought Burrett back to reality. He felt the tremors in the corners of his mouth subside. His shaking hands steadied themselves, and his tunnel vision opened up, dropping his conscious self right back into the bio-scanner room. Burrett disabled his comm, throwing the earpiece in the trash. He leaned against the doorway, listening for Vlad or Fred. But the hallway was silent.

He casually walked in the opposite direction of Celia Wilson’s room. Burrett started to whistle softly but stopped when he heard footsteps. It sounded like three men running.

Vlad’s voice sounded rushed. “In Room 6B! Hurry!”

Burrett looked around for an extra hallway or storage room. He ducked into a storage closet on his left, crouching behind a rolling mop bucket. The three men ran past, not even looking in Burrett’s direction. He snorted. “That dumb bastard went to Security.”

Once the footsteps had disappeared he strolled out of the closet, whistling, and headed straight for the exit.

 

+++

 

Haron Building, L19, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Chamberlain’s cigarette gasped its last breath in the ashtray on the armrest of his decrepit chair. The embers burned out before Chamberlain’s indifference. He glared at Jayne, but Jayne did not back down.

He slowly got out of his chair and wandered towards the window. He ran a hand through his hair and contemplated the view. “It’s poetic, isn’t it?”

Jayne snarled. “Didn’t know you were such a romantic, Chamberlain.”

Chamberlain smiled, continuing to stare out the window. “I’m tired of this, Jayne.” He opened his jacket and pressed a small button on the bottom of the mic. He lifted the mic closer to his mouth. “This is Green Light, coming in.

A hushed voice came through the device. “Copy. What’s the command, Green Light?”

Chamberlain smirked and stared Jayne right in the eye. He slowly moved his mouth to speak, as if he was about to enjoy each simple word. “Do it.”

Jayne felt her breathing slow. She saw wavy lines in her periphery, as she slipped into a heightened tunnel vision. She controlled her breathing to the best of her ability, accessing her source energy. Jayne felt the energy flow into her center from the top of her head and the bottom of her feet, the surge heightening her awareness. She ran at Chamberlain, tackling him to the ground before he could register what was happening.

Swiftly and silently, Jayne unleashed her anger at all the injustice she had been witnessing. She jammed a knee into Chamberlain’s chest, holding him down with one arm. She planted her other knee on his upper arm. Chamberlain struggled beneath her. Jayne felt him bend his knees as she focused her energy into her thumb, preparing to jam it into his windpipe.

Chamberlain grunted and attempted to lurch his upper body. He did not throw her off him but managed to disrupt the trajectory of her thumb to his windpipe. Jayne managed to rip the mic out of his jacket and throw it across the room before he landed an upper cut.

Jayne fell backwards, momentarily dazed. She swiftly rolled out of the way when Chamberlain lunged at her. She whipped her gun from her holster and pointed it at Chamberlain. “Stay down!” ‘Stay down’? Guess that training still kicks in when you need it.

Chamberlain evaluated her for a second before raising his hands to the surrender position. He got up slowly. “Okay. Okay. You don’t have to-”

Then, as if a switch flipped in his head, he lurched at Jayne and wrestled her gun arm behind her back. Chamberlain pulled her forearm further and further up her back until she couldn’t stand it anymore. She felt each finger go numb, and finally heard the dull thud of her gun hitting the rotting carpet. Chamberlain kicked it, sending it skittering across the floor. At the same time, Jayne felt Chamberlain take his own gun from his pocket and press it against her kidney. He laughed. “You think you’re the only one here who’s armed, junior spy?”

Jayne stomped on Chamberlain’s instep, simultaneously bending forward and throwing Chamberlain over her back. He rolled to his knees and started to get up. Jayne lunged for his gun hand, elbowing him across the face as she did so. Chamberlain moved his arm so that her head was held in a vise grip by his elbow. Jayne struggled, but was unable to lift his arm from her throat.

 

+++

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Merry shook off losing communication with Burrett and focused on a faint signal. She thought she heard Chamberlain’s smug, clearly enunciated baritone. “This is Green Light, coming in.”

Merry felt her hand shake slightly and her lips go cold. It was him. She transferred the location of the introduction point into her jamming device. Merry hit Enter, but nothing happened.

A whispered voice came through the wire. “What’s the command, Green Light?”

Merry set up her jamming device on her tablet and transcribed the introduction point location. She hit Enter, feeling a great sense of relief when she saw movement on the screen. Merry stared at the screen, terrified. Her mind was screaming. “C’mon, fucking initialize!”

A gray dialogue box appeared in the middle of the screen. “Action Initialized.”

Merry clicked Okay with a profound sense of relief. As she did so, Chamberlain announced, “Do it.”

Merry laughed to herself, releasing a great deal of her anxiety. Then, she started to cry. She knew there was no way the whispering goon got the signal. Merry felt her hot tears streaming down her cheeks as she laughed.

A couple of passing hospital patrons shot questioning looks at Merry, but she didn’t pay them any mind.

 

+++

 

Burrett listened for more activity as he approached the elevator. The floor foyer was silent, except for the normal chatter of nurses and the beeping of equipment. He casually strode through the open elevator doors and laughed to himself. “Music to my ears,” he muttered.

He rode the elevator down to the first floor, making a mental note of where he could get the materials he needed to live as a free man. He smirked at the thought of becoming a spy-for-hire, then felt his sense of hope drop to his feet. Burrett thought about all the years he knew in his heart that he was getting out but could not remember a concrete exit plan among them.

Burrett thought about the family and friend connections he’d had before he’d been disappeared. He wondered if they would remember him, or how long it took them to assume he was dead. Or if they were dead. As the elevator approached the ground floor, Burrett mapped out the path that would keep him out of Merry’s eyeline. The opening of the doors felt like breaking out of a cage.

He hid behind a pillar and watched Merry from afar. She looked excited and relieved, laughing and crying to herself like Burrett had when he’d deactivated her nano-chip. He smiled to himself as he sauntered to the exit farthest from Merry.

The air felt crisper than it had when he arrived at the hospital. He felt like he couldn’t fill his lungs with enough of it. Burrett nearly hyperventilated breathing in the fresh air. He walked off the hospital grounds and hailed a cab.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

Tailo Building, L19, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Chamberlain grunted as he continued to press his forearm into Jayne’s throat. “I don’t… ugh… like killing women, but… I’ll allow an exception.”

Jayne felt herself going lightheaded, but her body wanted to flail. She pressed an elbow back a couple inches, feeling a small opening in his armpit. Jayne leaned into the opening, shoving her shoulder upwards and into his armpit as hard as she could while throwing his arm off her.

She heard a pop and Chamberlain screamed. “You bitch!”

Chamberlain hunched over and clutched at his dislocated shoulder. Jayne scanned the floor for her gun, which slid by the doorway separating the living area from the kitchen. She scrambled across the floor for it. Chamberlain let out another cry and barreled his body weight into her, knocking Jayne to the floor. He snatched the gun from the floor with his functional arm, exhaling in pain. “It seems you won’t get your way, junior spy.”

Jayne pushed herself backwards. Chamberlain fired a shot, barely grazing her arm. She saw a metal object under the cabinet—her gun. She contorted her shoulder. She pressed herself against the floor as hard as possible until she could reach for the object.

Chamberlain fired another shot, this time barely missing her head. Jayne grabbed the gun from under the cabinet fired a shot into Chamberlain’s thigh. He fell to his knees, maintaining his grip on the gun while clamping his hand over the wound.

Jayne continued to inhale deeply to combat the lightheaded feeling. She noticed Chamberlain held his gun in his left hand, which Jayne remembered from his file was his weaker hand. She lined up her shot and fired at his left hand, knocking the gun from it and further wounding his leg. “Give up, Chamberlain. I don’t want to shoot you again.”

Chamberlain was pale. The fire in his eyes burned with hate and desperation. He ran at Jayne with every ounce of energy left in his body, knocking her back onto the desk. “Fuck… you… junior spy.”

His injuries kept him off balance, projecting him towards Jayne on the desk. Jayne scurried off the desk, landing in a crouching position. Chamberlain’s torso landed sideways on it with a smacking sound that made Jayne wince. He managed to shake it off quickly and ran at Jayne again. She pointed the gun at his head. “Chamberlain, it’s over. You were a great operative. It doesn’t have to end this way. Please don’t force me to do this.”

But Chamberlain was like a rabid animal. Reasoning wouldn’t stop him now.

Jayne felt tears welling in her eyes as she pulled the trigger two more times, once hitting his dislocated arm and once hitting Chamberlain between the eyes with a bullet. His knees buckled under him and he fell like a sack of potatoes. Jayne fell to her knees, completely winded and with the gun still aimed at Chamberlain.

Her extremities went limp, causing the gun to fall to the floor. The corners of Chamberlain’s mouth turned up smugly as the embers in his eyes fizzled and faded to glassy. Jayne flopped against the wall for support and let loose a series of choking sobs. She pleaded with Chamberlain, “I’m sorry. Please forgive me. I’m so, so sorry.”

BZZZZZT! BZZZZZT!

The comm notification wouldn’t have registered to Jayne if it hadn’t vibrated. Her head was swimming with murky, heavy thoughts and she almost resented being taken away from them. She did her best to sound normal. “Hey Merry.”

Merry sounded positively giddy and more energetic than usual. “Hey Jayne. We disrupted the comm signal—Hey, are you alright? You sound like shit.”

Jayne ran her fingers through her hair. “Yeah, I’m…”

Merry sighed. “…completely not fine. Don’t hand me that crap. What happened?”

Jayne could barely squeeze the words out of the lump in her throat, “He’s dead. I… I killed him.”

Merry let out a breathy, “oh fuck,” then paused. “I’m so sorry, Jayne. I know you were only doing what you had to do to keep everyone safe.”

“I wish I believed that. He was just another spy. Like me.”

“Which makes what he did that much worse, Jayne. You did not choose this for him. Chamberlain made his own choices with his own fucked up brain. Hell, for all we know, he was going for suicide by spy. How is that your fault?”

Jayne started wringing her hands. Her muscles tensed. The swirling feeling in her stomach grew. She was in no mood for absolution.

Merry cleared her throat. “Anyway, Celia’s safe. I was able to disrupt the comm signal between Chamberlain and his goon just in time. It was all thanks to your quick thinking. The right lives were saved, thanks to you. You have to remember that.”

Jayne smiled faintly. “That’s great news. You guys made that happen.” Jayne felt dizzy, like she was between the eye and the wall cloud of a tornado. Merry’s words barely registered in her head.

Merry continued excitedly. “Yeah, the boys are tracking the goon down as we speak. He’ll be in custody in no time.”

Jayne felt a weight lift from her chest. She looked at Chamberlain’s body. His glassy-eyed gaze was permanently affixed to the ceiling and the river of blood gushing out of his forehead was trickling more slowly. “I’m proud of you guys, Merry.”

Merry smiled. “I’m proud of you too, Jayne Fucking Austin. It’s almost over.”

Jayne wiped her eyes, the combination of sweat and tears was almost cloying. “Thanks.”

Merry disconnected the call, leaving Jayne alone with her thoughts. The air was completely still and smelled of mildew and stale bread. Jayne asked out loud, “What the fuck did I do?”

Jayne searched her brain for anything in the Academy that could have prepared her for her first occupational kill. Eventually, she decided there was nothing the Academy could’ve done to prepare her for this. How would they know her first kill would be a fellow operative? She continued to contemplate Chamberlain’s body and what must’ve happened in his life that led him to this place.

Jayne closed Chamberlain’s eyes, muttering thanks for the boy in those psych evaluation videos who was ready to give everything for Armaros. He gave up the possibility of a normal life, honest relationships, and the ability to trust in order to be a good agent. It wasn’t long before Jayne related this line of thinking to herself. She rested her head on her knees and cried.

She allowed herself a couple more minutes of crying before picking up her handheld. Jayne weighed the pros and cons of calling the police. On one hand, she would be implicating herself by calling. Plus, she would have to invent one hell of a cover, risk getting caught, and having to live with a heavy secret.

Doing the right thing it is. Her hands trembled as she called the police.

The voice on the other end sounded tired and disconnected. “Techcropolis PD, District L19. What’s your emergency?” Jayne opened her mouth, but nothing came out. “Hello?”

Jayne snapped herself back into reality. “Yes, I… I want to report a death—a murder…”

“Are you hurt in anyway?”

“I… Technically, yeah, but I’m fine.”

“Can you tell me exactly what happened?”

Jayne ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “There was a fight. It was an accident. It was self-defense.”

“Who was fighting, Ma’am?”

Jayne forced herself to stand up. “Me. I apprehended a spy.”

“Okay, ma’am. Stay with me. Where are you located?”

“In the Haron Building, third floor.”

“Can you please walk me through the fight? What happened?”

Jayne felt nauseous. She walked to the window to better hear the imminent sirens. “It… It’s a long story. Please just get here. I’ll explain everything.”

There were two clicks on the line. “We’ve locked onto your coordinates and will see you in approximately 10 minutes. I will need you stay on the line with me until police arrive.”

“Do I have to say anything?”

“No, I just need to keep you on the line.”

	The pollution outside stung Jayne’s battered face.

“Thank you.” Jayne continued to enjoy the air for a few moments longer.

She contemplated the ways this scenario could play out, none of which felt particularly appealing. She looked at the body again, remembering this was once a respected agent.

Jayne closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. “Okay. It will be okay.”

 

+++

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Merry shook the jittery feeling out of her hands and exhaled, composing herself. She opened a comm call to Fred. “Pick up. Pick up. Pick up.”

Fred scoped out the hallway, completely unaware of his comm buzzing. He stopped two doors away from 6B to further survey the scene. He saw a dark figure by the bathroom, but the safety light was too far away to be effective from Fred’s vantage point.

Merry closed out of the dark web, a little disturbed by Fred’s lack of response. She frowned, closed the comm call and opened a conversation with Vlad. “Hey. Did you go to the pharmacy?”

Vlad chortled. “Ummm, no, Ms. Winterbourne. I’m talking with Security instead.”

Merry accessed the nano-tracking program on her laptop. “Huh. I’m not disagreeing, but why the change up?”

Vlad exhaled slowly, searching for the right words. “I can’t put my finger on it, but something isn’t right about this. Anyway, I have to get back to them. What did you need?”

Merry opened a memo, looking for Burrett’s chip number. “I was just calling to let you know I disrupted the signal between Chamberlain and his goon. He won’t be giving the order to kill Celia but bringing Security to her room is probably a good idea.”

“Ooh, you agree with something for a change?” he chuffed.

“Disconnecting now.” She closed the call and pasted Burrett’s chip number into the search box.

The prompt made her heart sink. This chip is no longer active.

“This can’t be right,” she muttered to herself. She verified the number and searched again. The energy she felt from a few moments ago deflated in a slow leak.

 

+++

 

Celia Wilson’s room, Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Fred flattened himself against the wall outside 6B and listened for the accomplice. He heard a brief whisper, then nothing. Fred felt cold and lightly touched his sidearm for comfort. He gritted his teeth and muttered to himself, “Time to do this.”

BZZZT! BZZZZT!

Fred glanced at his comm, cursing Merry’s timing. He set it to Do Not Disturb and entered Celia’s room, immediately making eye contact with Chamberlain’s goon. He wore a long gray sweater over his faded teal scrubs and stethoscope. The goon broke eye contact and approached Fred. “Oh, I didn’t see you there. Are you related to Ms. Wilson?”

Fred eyed the phony doctor carefully, his hand instinctively moving towards his sidearm. “You could say that. She’s my friend’s niece. Do you normally check on patients with the lights off?”

The fake doctor’s eyes traveled to Fred’s sidearm. He moved slowly towards Fred, appearing to reach for something in his pants pocket. Fred felt himself freeze. He was completely immobilized, except for his labored breathing and the tightening in his throat.

The costumed goon smirked. “Didn’t want to wake her. Her condition gives her insomnia sometimes. Why are you visiting so late?”

Fred stammered through clammy lips. “I… I was in the neighborhood and just concerned.” Fred gripped his sidearm. “She… She’s like a little sister to me.”

The goon’s gun was fully drawn. “Bullshit. Try again.” He lurched at Fred menacingly, but it was only a cruel fake-out. He laughed. “Why are you here?”

Fred remained motionless, hand frozen on his sidearm. “I told you,” he managed to choke the words out. “I’m visiting my friend’s niece…”

The goon snarled and indicated Fred’s weapon with the tip of his own gun. “Then why the piece? Were you going to put her out of her misery?”

“No! That’s—“

The goon interrupted Fred. “Know what? Don’t care.” His eyes grew more focused and intense. “You’re in my way. Maybe I should put you out of your misery.”

“FREEZE!”

Three armed security guards burst into the room, and immediately surrounded Fred. One of the officers yanked Fred’s arms behind his back. Just as they were about to cuff him, Vlad rushed in. It took him a split second to understand what the fuck was going on. He pointed at the phony doctor. “No! Him! It’s him, officers!” The security guards immediately aimed their sights on the goon. Fred caught his breath, stepping behind the security guards. He felt Vlad’s hand on his arm.

The goon looked towards the window, as if contemplating jumping out of it. An armed guard pointed his weapon at the goon. “I wouldn’t do that, sir.”

Two of the security officers stood in front of the doorway. The third officer quietly moved to the goon’s left. The goon’s eyes darted around the room, searching for an exit. He rushed closer to the window, finally noticing the bars on the outside of it.

The guard to the goon’s left tackled the goon to the ground, disarming him in the process. The other two officers backed him up, one assisting the first officer and the other keeping his gun aimed at the goon. “You have the right to remain silent…”

Vlad anxiously watched the officers take control of the interloper. He turned to Fred. “How you doing, kid?”

Fred was shaking, two streams of tears trickling down his face. His skin appeared completely bloodless. He couldn’t take his eyes off the scene on the floor and his mind felt like it was suffocating under the weight of its own thoughts. “I… I’m okay, I guess.”

Two of the officers continued to cuff the goon, assisting him from prone position to standing. The third officer picked up his gun and placed it in a plastic evidence bag. Vlad and Fred stood in silence as the officers led the goon out of the room.

Fred continued to shake, looking paler than ever. His stomach gurgled and he ran for the bathroom. Vlad shook his head.

BZZT! BZZT!

Vlad smirked as he picked up the call. “Impeccable timing, Ms. Winterbourne. Security just escorted the accomplice out of here. The girl’s still asleep, and Fred is vomiting his guts out.”

Merry breathed a sigh of relief. “So Fred’s okay then? I was worried when he didn’t pick up.”

Vlad heard the toilet flush and the sink running. Fred gagged twice more before emerging from the bathroom, pale and disoriented, which was starting to seem like his new look. He adjusted his glasses sheepishly. “Sorry.”

Vlad chuckled. “I wouldn’t say he’s fine, but he’s unharmed.”

Merry paused. “Is Burrett with you?”

Vlad raised an eyebrow. “No. No sign of him. Isn’t he with you?”

A sick feeling washed over Merry. “No. He somehow managed to deactivate his chip.” She swallowed hard. “I think we’ve lost him.”

Vlad exhaled as he kept an eye on Fred. “We’ll be right there.” He motioned to Fred to follow him. He guided Fred out of the room. “This is most assuredly not what I expected.”

 

+++

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Merry stared blankly at her laptop screen, letting her conversations with Vlad and Jayne marinate. Chamberlain was dead and Burrett escaped, two hypotheticals that somehow never made it into their planning sessions. She attempted to track Burrett’s signal again but arrived at the same result.

Deep down, she expected a call from Jayne asking to be sprung out of a holding cell. Merry laughed at the thought. She started to punch in commands to access the dark web, some weird porn, some dirty classified files—anything to get rid of the nervous energy. Anything to keep her from feeling helpless.

Still, she felt as though she could sleep for days and it might not be enough.

Merry leaned back against the foyer bench, gratefully feeling the cushioning and support on her spine. She looked at her hands, marveling at how she was too exhausted to even think of getting on her laptop or handheld right now. She chuckled to herself. “There’s a first time for everything.”

Vlad and Fred stepped off the elevator and hurried over to her. Vlad looked at Merry as if she was missing an arm. “Everything okay? Are you restarting after you upgrade or something?”

Merry was too punchy not to laugh. “So they got the guy, you say? What happened?”

Vlad shrugged. “It was simple, really. Fred got there first and held him off, then I brought security. It was actually a pretty good fight.”

Fred looked away and shook his head. “I kinda froze.”

Vlad patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t be modest, kid. You totally froze.” Vlad turned back to Merry. “Any word on Burrett’s chip?”

She shook her head. “Nope. I lost his tracker signal and his earpiece has been deactivated. I let him disappear in all the confusion.”

“Don’t beat yourself up over this, that won’t help,” Vlad said to comfort her in his own way. “Dammit, he gave us the slip. What would Jayne do if she were here?”

Merry’s head was pounding and she wanted to hibernate for a week. “She’d know what the fuck to do next.”

Vlad smiled. “That too, but she’d have us pow wow over food, right? When’s the last time you guys ate?” He pointed to the hospital cafeteria. “C’mon, how bad could it be? Besides, after all that crisis, it wouldn’t kill us to feel normal until we have to make our next move.”

“Normal is a setting for washing clothes,” Merry muttered.

Vlad smirked. “Oh, did you learn that little platitude in rehab?”

Merry snorted. “Why? Do you need me to recommend a good one?” She pried herself off the bench and gathered her gear. “This is the second good idea you’ve had tonight, Vlad.” She looked him in the eye as she walked past. “Don’t let it go to your head.”

Fred smiled, momentarily distracted from his brush with death.

The gang made their way to the cafeteria and poured themselves into a booth, Merry on one side and Vlad and Fred on the other. Vlad got up and instructed, “You guys stay here. I’ll take care of this, being the only one with a legitimate job and all.”

Merry smiled in reply. She turned to Fred. “How are you, man? You seem awfully distracted.”

Fred bobbed his head in acknowledgement. His eyes had glazed over and his brow furrowed. “I’m alright. I mean, Jayne calls me the friendly neighborhood arms dealer and I’m used to shit going down, but that… that was intense.”

Merry twirled a lock of her hair. “It seems to be in the air.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Fred murmured.

Merry rolled her ankles under the table. “I think it’s to be expected, given what we’re doing and all. I mean, saving a government official is pretty high stakes stuff. Not that trading guns isn’t.”

Vlad returned with their food. “Okay, I kept with the hospital theme.” He started handing them their plates and cups. “Mysteriously colored burgers, fries, kava, and whatever’s suspended in this gelatin. Eat up.”

Merry laughed gratefully and swiped a fry. “I didn’t know I was so hungry.”

Vlad nodded. “Acute stress does that to you.”

Fred stared at his burger before deciding to take a large bite. “Speaking of stress, think Burrett’s holding it together without us?”

Merry raised an eyebrow and sipped her kava. “What do you mean?”

Fred continued between bites of his burger. “Well he’ll be a blithering wreck again in an hour. Those pills don’t last long.”

Merry smiled. “That’s true. He won’t get far without—” She felt for the pills in her pocket. Then she dug through all her pockets.

Nothing.

“Oh no,” she murmured.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

Tailo Building, L19, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

The officer attempted to draw Jayne’s focus back to the conversation. “Ms. Austin, we just have to ask you a few more questions.”

Jayne looked at the officer for about five seconds before her skin crawled and she had to look away again. She exhaled, attempting to push down the tears welling in her eyes. “What do you want to know?” She looked around at the CSI officers, gathering the weapons and any unusual fibers into plastic bags.

The officer followed Jayne’s gaze. He had a rugged face with a nose that Jayne reckoned used to be straighter. He scrolled to a yellow section of his tablet. “Let’s start with the fight.”

Jayne continued to gaze at the CSI process, watching the officers place the plastic bags onto holding shelves. The light coming from the holding shelves as the cataloging machine registered and filed the objects into a locked chamber was oddly comforting to Jayne. “I… tracked the subject to this location.”

The officer wrote with his stylus. “How?”

Jayne scrolled to the tracking app on her tablet. “With this.” She handed it to the officer, allowing him to download it onto an Evidence tablet. “The search should still be on there.”

The officer smiled politely. “Thank you. What happened when you approached him?”

Jayne folded her arms to keep herself warm. Her eyes darted around the floor. “We engaged in banter. I was trying to get him to confess his intentions. It went too far.”

“How so?”

Jayne took a deep breath. “I opened a comm conversation with my cohort so she could listen in. The comm was in my pocket the whole time.” Jayne produced the comm and handed it to the officer. “Here. The conversation should be in the log. Anyway, I pushed him too far, he lost it and admitted he was going to kill Celia Wilson.”

“And you believed him?”

Jayne felt her face get warm. “I totally did! He showed me the microphone. I tore it off during the struggle and threw it over there somewhere.” Jayne indicated the general area where she tossed the mic.

“And then what?”

Jayne closed her eyes and swallowed hard, pushing the images to less accessible parts of her memory. “I lunged at him first. He was giving the order to kill the girl and I had to stop him. Then he had me in a choke hold from behind. We struggled. I dislocated his shoulder. We drew weapons on each other and he kept coming at me. I tried to warn him, that I didn’t want to hurt him. I just wanted him to stay back, maybe wound him so he had to quit attacking, but he wouldn’t stop…”

The officer smiled warmly. “It’s okay, Ms. Austin. We can guess what happened from there.” The officer looked at the outline where Chamberlain’s body was. “You know, if it were anyone else, I don’t think I would’ve believed they could get the upper hand on this Chamberlain the way you described. But I saw the way you dismantled that bomb at the school. You have skills, Ms. Austin.”

Jayne smiled weakly. “Thanks.”

A familiar voice broke through the chaos. “Excuse me, coming through.” Officer Cameron Stafford smiled as soon as he saw Jayne. He hurried towards her, stepping over CSI cabinets and officers scanning for prints. “Jayne! I heard you were here.”

Jayne felt her heart skip when she heard Cameron’s voice. “Blue Eyes—umm, I mean, Cameron. Yeah, it’s me. Not exactly how I wanted us to meet again, but…”

Cameron smiled, assessing the scene. “What’s going on here?”

Jayne felt her anxiety multiply at light speed. “I was tracking a blackmailer and things got out of hand.”

Cameron looked around. “Where’s the perp?”

Jayne paused. “He… died. It was an accident.”

Cameron fixed his gaze on her. “I see…” He put a hand on her shoulder reassuringly. “It happens to the best officers. You can’t always prevent it. But here’s what I don’t get…”

Jayne raised an eyebrow. “Yes…?”

He looked around the room before his questioning gaze fell on Jayne. “Why would a bomb disposal operative be chasing a blackmailer?”

“Umm, let’s call it a favor for a friend.”

Cameron smirked. “Is that the truth?”

Jayne smiled mysteriously. “More or less.”

Cameron laughed, bobbing his head. “Alright, I see you want to keep some secrets, but I have one more question for you, Ms. Austin. Once we wrap up here, would you need a ride home?”

Jayne looked around the abandoned apartment, taking in all the mildew and chaos. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

She followed Cameron out of the apartment, laughing under her breath. “Blue Eyes to the rescue.”

 

+++

 

Neareso Bar, Downtown, Avalon Space Station

 

Professor Levitsky seductively ran her fingertip around the rim of her martini glass. She sucked the olive off the toothpick, running her tongue around the pimento behind her closed lips. Levitsky observed a man at the other end of the bar attempting to make eye contact. She waved her hand dismissively and sighed.

The skinny bartender with the perfect smile nodded at her drink. “Another martini, Miss?”

Levitsky smiled and winked. “You know how I want it.”

The bartender laughed. “Yes, ma’am, I do.”

She laughed with him. It was a high, fae-like laugh. Levitsky smoothed out her sweater dress and leggings. She pulled her clutch closer to her, fishing for the thumb drive in one of the pockets. Levitsky smiled to herself. “This should do it.”

Levitsky could feel the stranger’s eyes on her. The mere thought of the stranger looking at her made her entire body annoyed. The bartender carefully slid Levitsky’s drink in front of her, then gave her an extra one several seconds later. The bartender pointed to the stranger. “From the gentleman over there.”

She slid the second drink away from her and dryly responded. “Send it back. Thanks, but no thanks.”

The bartender’s eyes grew wide as he took the drink away. “Ouch. You’re a tough one.”

Levitsky smirked. “You have no idea.” She looked around impatiently and started practicing what she would say when Alfonso got there. Not that she was worried, but any good pitch anticipates objections before they’re spoken.

Alfonso quickly sat on the stool next to Levitsky. “Sorry I’m late, Professor.”

Levitsky put a hand on his knee and looked him in the eyes for a couple seconds, long enough to either make Alfonso get the hint or feel incredibly uncomfortable. Judging by the involuntary recoil she felt from him, Levitsky guessed his feeling was more the latter. She withdrew her hand and cleared her throat. “Thanks for coming, Alfonso.”

Alfonso smiled weakly. He signaled for the bartender. “Midori sour please.” He turned towards Levitsky. He opened his mouth to speak, but instead just nodded at his former professor. He couldn’t help but feel awkward. “How have you been?”

“Why are you asking me how I’ve been? You don’t care, and I’m not going to ask you the same question. “

The response put Alfonso to ease. “So, what did you need to see me about?”

Levitsky gave Alfonso a once-over. She watched him look at anyone but her and felt a wave of jealousy. “Maybe a booth would be more private.”

Alfonso continued to avoid eye contact. “I don’t know. I’m fine here.”

She put a hand on his wrist. “Not after you hear what I have to say. Trust me, Alfonso, it’s big.”

He continued to scan the room before looking just past Levitsky. She felt tension in her shoulders and her brow furrowed. He graciously accepted his drink from the bartender.

“Look.” Levitsky stared into her drink. “I know there have been a few misunderstandings between us, and I was hoping this meeting could signal us starting over.”

Alfonso eyed her suspiciously as he took his first sip of the green drink. “Okay,” he said slowly. He cased the bar for all available exits and anyone he thought looked out of place. Nothing set off any intuitive red flags for him.

Except Levitsky.

“I’ll listen. There are no guarantees for the future, but I will hear you out.”

Levitsky gave a half smile that somehow made her look submissive, a nearly impossible feat. “That’s fair.” She motioned with her head and picked up her drink. “Follow me.” She was three martinis in, but didn’t spill any of her drink as she walked toward a booth at the back of the bar. She glanced over her shoulder at the halfway point to make sure Alfonso was following her.

She noticed with no small measure of irritation that Alfonso was following her but didn’t seem interested in looking at her directly. He appeared more preoccupied with not running into chairs, billiard tables, or the other patrons. Levitsky slithered her way into the maroon and black booth. Alfonso took one more quick glance around the bar before sitting across from Levitsky. He gently placed his drink on a napkin and swirled the ice. “So… What’s on your mind?” he asked.

Levitsky daintily put her French manicured hand out on the table, reaching halfway to Alfonso.

“Maybe I have been approaching this completely wrong. The lack of trust between us hurts.”

Alfonso narrowed his eyes at her and took a sip of his drink. The pit of his stomach made him feel as though her words and candid thoughts were wildly incongruent. “Again, I’m sorry. But I’m not sure what to say to that, Professor Levitsky.”

Levitsky sighed deeply and appeared to contemplate the table for a few seconds. She looked up at Alfonso. “Look, Alfonso, can I ask you a question?”

Alfonso shrugged. “Sure.”

She sat up straight. “Where do you see yourself after the Academy? What do you want your life to look like?”

Alfonso grimaced, wondering what he could say that would get at the truth without leading him into a trap. “I… I guess I want what every cadet wants: travel, adventure, satisfy my need for adrenaline, to serve the Federation, and do something good. But I don’t see what-”

Levitsky stared Alfonso right in the eye as she took a long, deliberate sip of her martini. “You want a life of adventure and service, right?”

Alfonso shifted in his seat. “Yes, but I don’t see where you’re going with this.”

Levitsky broke eye contact, briefly staring into the distance. She set her elbows on the table and intertwined her fingers in front of her lower lip. “I know what the wholesome cadets like you want. To be a virtuous, but bad ass agent.”

Alfonso’s creeping sense of shame left him breathless, like he was trying to shove plaster into his lungs. He felt himself blush. “More or less, I suppose. Maybe?”

Levitsky’s predatory, analytical gaze fell on him again. “Maybe retire and write your own ticket doing something with intel or security-related in the private sector?”

He didn’t even bother to control the quizzical expression he felt on his face. “I mean, yeah. We’ve talked about this before. What does this have to do with anything?”

Levitsky mustered up her best concerned smile, making sure not to show any teeth. “Have you given any thought to who you’re going to surround yourself with when you make these dreams a reality?”

Alfonso exhaled sharply and took a sip of his drink. The sour melon taste clung to the inside of his mouth. “I have friends, if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

She chuckled. “I know you have friends, Alfonso. I’m more concerned with whom you’re choosing to surround yourself.”

“What do you mean?”

Levitsky maintained partial eye contact as she spun the stem of her glass between her fingers. “I think you know who I mean.”

“How is bashing one of my dearest friends from the Academy supposed to get me to trust you, Professor? I thought you were on Jayne’s side!”

Levitsky polished off her martini in one gulp. “What little idealism I have left is on Jayne’s side. What the Academy did to Jayne was wrong, but that doesn’t mean I like her. Look, I’m only saying this because I see a lot of potential in you. Jayne is bad news. Do you know what it would do to your career if the top brass knew you were involved with a rental spy?”

Alfonso slammed his fist onto the table. “Don’t you mean a rental spy who disarmed a bomb and saved our precious Academy from a sinister operative? Is that the rental spy you’re talking about? Jayne was top of her class at the Academy and she’s a damn good spy on her own.”

Levitsky hovered her hands above the table as if to tell Alfonso to calm down. “I’m not saying she doesn’t have talent,” she said with a smirk, “but associating yourself with her is career suicide. She’s already dragging you down.”

Alfonso started to scoot himself to the edge of the booth. “Thank you, Professor, but I’ve heard enough.”

Levitsky gingerly placed a hand on Alfonso’s arm. He froze, then returned to his seat. Levitsky had already dropped the bomb; now to see how big the explosion would be.

She sat back in the booth and smiled. “I see I’ve hit a nerve. Alfonso, I think you’re the one who hacked into the Academy this week.”

“How…?”

Levitsky shook her head and waved her hand as if to strike it from the record. “That’s neither here nor there. What is important is I know you did it to help Jayne. You did it because you’re a loyal friend, a team player, and one hell of an operative.”

Alfonso’s shoulders felt clenched all the way down to his deltoids. “So what do you want?”

She compressed a smug smile and drew the thumb drive from her clutch. “I have a job for you. It’s important, but you can handle it.”

Alfonso narrowed his eyes. “What is it?”

Levitsky leaned in slightly. “I would like you to go undercover and observe your friend Jayne.”

Alfonso shook his head. “No way. I’m not doing it.”

Levitsky intertwined her fingers in front of her lower lip again. “You said you’d hear me out. I need you to do that now.”

“Alright. Goodbye, Professor. Thanks for the drink.” Alfonso moved toward the edge of the booth again.

Levitsky licked her lips and then pressed them together. “You’re one of the best, Alfonso.” Again, she had Alfonso’s attention. “It goes back to what I see in you and what you could become. You are an exceptionally intelligent, loyal, dedicated, and intuitive operative. I can see your career going one of two ways. The first, you get looked at with prejudice because of your association with her. You will still be a good operative but will never be able to prove you’re worth more than the ho-hum normal placements and jobs. Perhaps a secretary to a rental spy.”

Alfonso folded his arms across his chest. “I get it, I get it. What’s the second way?”

She smirked and slithered forward. “The second way this could go is you could work with me on more intense cases. More important.” Levitsky slid the thumb drive across the table with one finger. “For you.”

Alfonso stared at the thumb drive but kept his hands to his sides. “What’s this?”

Levitsky winked and sat back. “A little good faith intel.” She pushed the thumb drive closer to Alfonso. “No strings.”

“Why do you want me to have this?”

Levitsky pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Consider it… an investment in your future.” Her overall expression intensified as she went for the kill. “You might decide that I can be very useful to you, and your friends. Plus, do you want to get a normal placement? Or one working with me on some of the most top-secret cases the Academy has to offer?”

Alfonso sighed and picked up the thumb drive, his own personal version of 30 pieces of silver. He felt like it was the most repugnant thing he had ever touched. He reluctantly put it in his pocket. “Like I said before, there are no guarantees.”

Levitsky nodded matter-of-factly. “Absolutely. No strings and no guarantees.”

Alfonso slid out of the booth. “Good night, Professor.”

She caught his arm as he was leaving and looked in his eyes. “Just think about it, Alfonso.”

Alfonso pulled his arm away and walked out of the bar. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared straight ahead.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne stared out her office window, absently watching the pedestrians on elevated conveyer-ways. She was running on physical and emotional fumes, but there was an undercurrent of punch-drunk energy and restlessness. Her mind was racing, yet desperate to wind down.

She plopped into her desk chair, not even caring that it rolled backwards into the wall. Her arms hung limply at her sides. Jayne could still feel splatters of dried blood bunched on her hands and chin. The hospital’s schematics still hovered above her desk.

Jayne propelled herself forward and peeled her back off the chair.

“I should call him,” she muttered to herself. She dragged her comm out of her pocket and stared at it for several seconds before opening a conversation with Wilson.

His voice sounded grasping and frantic. “Hello? Jayne?”

She sighed, trying to sound upbeat. She failed. “Hi, Gerald.”

Wilson paused. “Yes… Jayne?

She continued to stare straight ahead, through the holographic hospital layout. “She’s safe. We, uh…” She had to keep it professional. “We neutralized the threat.”

Wilson exhaled an expansive, grateful sigh. “Oh, thank you so much!” He paused. “Where is she?”

Jayne rubbed her clavicle, which felt hot and swollen. “Still at the hospital. I don’t even think she woke up.”

Wilson’s laugh sounded like a nervous release. “That’s probably for the best. I can’t thank you enough. I mean it.”

Jayne noticed an acute pain in the tissue surrounding her ribs when she moved her torso. “Ow! It was all in a day’s work.”

Wilson chuckled. “And you’re very good at your job. I’m just curious…”

“Ask me anything.”

Now it was Wilson’s turn to sigh. “Was it… did anyone get hurt?”

Jayne did her best to sound understated. “No, not anyone that wasn’t involved. There was one fatality, though. Chamberlain. The blackmailer. I didn’t intend for that.”

“Oh… I’m sorry you… had to kill him.”

Jayne forced herself to speak around the tightness in her throat. “As a spy, I am trained to expect these things to happen sometimes… Besides, he had it coming.”

“I know,” Gerald answered quietly. He cleared his throat. “Anyway, the fee is already in your account, plus the 10% for early closure.”

Jayne smiled. “Thank you for trusting us with your case, Gerald.”

He laughed gently. “I’ll be sure to refer a friend. I just won’t mention how I know about you.”

She smirked. “I’ll be discreet.”

“I’ll count on it. Thanks again, Jayne. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, my family, and national security.”

Jayne felt her face flush. “Like I said, it’s part of the job.”

“I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances, but it was great doing business with you.”

Jayne smiled and disconnected the conversation. She checked her account. The funds were there, just as Gerald had promised. Jayne felt a sense of emptiness and uncertainty, which was interrupted by the sharp pain in her hands and around her ribs.

She was barely able to lift herself out of her chair and fell forward on her way to standing. She used the desk to prop herself up, feeling splintering pain in her wrists and forearms. Jayne ambled toward the kitchen area, stumbling when she noticed how swollen her ankle had become.

She rolled her shoulders back, trying to work out some deep knots on her way to the freezer. Jayne scooped ice into plastic bags until it was all gone. She shuffled back to the sofa. She laughed to herself. “Well, that’s one way to get combat training.”

Lowering herself onto the sofa proved more difficult than she anticipated. Jayne felt every creak, pop, dull ache, and stabbing pain on the way. She situated the ice bags on every surface where she felt pain, wincing at the cold.

Jayne closed her eyes and acclimated herself to the ice bags until some of the pain surrendered to the cold. She heard her comm fall out of her pocket, but the gentle thud on the floor sounded like it was miles away.

 

+++

 

Alfonso’s Quarters, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Alfonso repeatedly glanced at the case file as he paced. He wondered what was taking Jayne so long to answer. He closed the conversation and tried again, falling backwards onto his bed.

Jayne answered in a stammering rasp. “Hello?”

“You sound like hell,” Alfonso blurted. “Did I wake you up?”

Jayne laughed, instantly sounding more alert. “Hello to you too, Alfonso. I feel like hell, thanks. What’s up?”

He gesticulated towards his open laptop, as if she could see Burrett’s file. “This Burrett guy is way too dangerous to be walking around. He was tried and disappeared for very good reasons.” Alfonso took a deep breath. “We don’t just arbitrarily do that to our own, you know.”

Jayne laughed. “Oh, I know. Is that all you wanted to talk about?”

Alfonso shifted on his bed. “What do you mean ‘is that all’? I think that’s important enough. You don’t know what this Burrett guy is capable of. His delusions are off the charts. Did you know he kept calling the prison shrink to talk about a parole hearing that was never going to happen?”

Jayne sighed. “Yeah, I heard something about that.”

Alfonso continued, practically tripping over his words. “And then, as if his delusions weren’t enough, then there’s his prison disciplinary record. Do you have any idea why he was in solitary for decades?”

“No, but it probably wasn’t good?”

Alfonso was speechless for several seconds. “How can you be so flippant? But yes, I mean, you have to do something ultra bad to get thrown in there. Your fugitive consultant is violence personified. There are no discernable triggers, either. He’s highly volatile.”

Jayne groaned in pain. “I think I read something about that.”

“And that doesn’t concern you in the slightest?” Alfonso exclaimed. “Nothing—and I mean nothing—he did makes Chamberlain right or correct. He was just as crazy. But there’s a lot more method to Chamberlain’s madness. He has a cause. But that just makes Burrett more ruthless, deadly and cunning than Chamberlain. Burrett is-”

Jayne raised an eyebrow. Even that was exhausting. Her facial muscles hurt like hell. “—pure chaos? Yeah, I’m pretty aware of how illogical he is.”

Alfonso sounded almost rabid with zeal. “Illogical is the understatement of the century. How can you be so calm about this when you have two psychos looking to duke it out?”

Jayne breathed deeply. “Because one of those psychos is dead.”

Alfonso felt the blood drain out of his face. “What?”

“Yeah. One of them is dead.” She shifted on the sofa, trying not to disrupt the ice bags. “I accidentally killed Chamberlain when we fought.”

Alfonso sat up straight. “That… That’s what I thought you meant. What happened to Burrett?”

Jayne turned her head, grimacing from the effort. “Burrett escaped. He deactivated the chip Merry put in him and ran during all the commotion.”

“Oh man…”

Jayne attempted to sit up, but the pain shooting through her ribs and lower back were too much to bare. “Ow! Is that all you called about, buddy?”

Alfonso’s energy settled somewhat. “No, of course not. I’m not sure how to say this, but…”

Jayne laboriously maneuvered a pillow under her back. “Yes…?”

He exhaled apologetically. “I, uh, met up with Professor Levitsky.”

“Oh, how’s the lecherous bitch doing?”

Alfonso laughed. “Jayne! Be serious.” He took the thumb drive out of his pocket and spun it with the index finger of his other hand. “She had a proposition for me.”

“I bet she did!” Jayne teased. “Did you take one for the team? Or tell her she’s the wrong sex to be your type?”

Alfonso shook his head. “No, no. Not like that. She is asking for something almost as bad, though.”

Jayne shifted one of her ice bags from her ribs to her swollen ankle. “How could it be any worse than that?” The ice was doing its work. She made a mental note to keep a bag of frozen peas in the freezer at all times.

He exhaled roughly, as if he couldn’t get the words out any other way. “She wants me to spy on you. She handed me this thumb drive and said she was giving me intel in good faith.”

Jayne fell silent. The energy that was building in their banter crashed. “I understand.” She shifted her torso to a slightly less painful position. “What sort of intel?”

Alfonso twirled the thumb drive with his fingers. “I don’t know. I haven’t looked yet. The whole thing makes me uncomfortable.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“I mean, what does she have against you?”

Jayne rearranged the ice bag on her clavicle. “Who knows?” She thought for a second. “What are you going to do?”

Alfonso held the thumb drive in front of his face and examined it, as if he could read the contents externally. “I don’t know. I’m leaning towards not doing it. I just thought I’d talk to you first.”

Jayne stared at the faded peach walls of her apartment and office. She exhaled raggedly. “I think you should do it.”

“You can’t be serious.”

She attempted to sit up, once again reminding herself that it was a painful mistake. “No, I’m totally serious. Think about it: you can tell me what that witch is planning, and we can feed her whatever we want. Plus, we can always do with an inside track.”

“I don’t know…”

“This is a good thing,” Jayne insisted.

Alfonso frowned and scratched his head. “I don’t know how I feel about being her asset.”

Jayne smiled knowingly. “You’re not her asset. You’re mine.”

Alfonso chuckled, “Okay, if you put it like that… I’ll let her know.”

“Okay. Then it’s decided then,” Jayne smiled, wincing again at the pain.

 

+++

 

Theron Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Jayne stood under the warm shower, watching the flakes of blood dissolve and swirl down the drain before she attempted to shampoo her hair. She winced whenever she tried to raise her arms to shoulder level. Looking down at her body, Jayne relived each punch, kick, and body slam while examining her bruises and cuts.

Like a leopard who earned her black and blue spots.

Her coconut body wash felt like the only anchor Jayne had to the real world. Jayne did her best to imagine the events of the day—the fight with Chamberlain, learning Levitsky had it in for her in a real way, losing Burrett, saving Celia—dissolving and circling the drain, but her mind kept returning to all the forms of torment Burrett could unleash. She lightly rubbed her bath pouf over the bruised areas of her skin, bracing herself for the sting each time.

After her shower she somehow managed to twist her way into her pajamas. Jayne sprawled out on her bed in a starfish pose. The sheets felt cool and soothing against her bruised skin. She sighed to herself.

Jayne turned off her tech devices and let herself melt into sleep. She ran through her plans to sort out the events of the day tomorrow. Pushing Burrett out of her mind seemed almost possible as her eyelids got heavier. She felt her breathing slow to an almost-snore and focused on all the random images in her mind.

Diiiing donnnnng…

Jayne bolted straight up. Her eyes darted wildly around the room before she remembered she was in her own bed. Jayne’s chest was heaving and her first thought was, Where is he?

Diiiing donnnnng…

Jayne smoothed her hair and threw on a robe. On the way to the door, she muttered to herself, “I have to get that damn bell fixed.”

She unlocked the door and let it slide open. Jayne’s eyes flew wide. “Hey!” she exclaimed.

Cameron Stafford smiled sheepishly, his blue eyes sparkling. He looked at her attire. “Did I wake you?”

Jayne nodded. “It’s been quite a day.” She tugged her robe closed. “Um, please, come in.”

Cameron casually surveyed the office as he sauntered through the entry way. “Is this where you work, or where you live?”

Jayne shrugged. “Both.” She cleared her throat. “Do you, um, want anything to drink?”

Cameron shook his head. “I shouldn’t—I can’t. I can’t stay. It’s late and…”

Jayne bobbed her head. She felt herself drifting again. “Yeah, it’s been a long day.”

He looked around, minimizing eye contact with Jayne. “Anyway, I just thought I’d swing by and let you know how things are panning out with the investigation.”

“Okay.”

Cameron smiled. “It really helped your case that you called the police and the evidence matched up to your story. We were able to verify the victim as one Robert Chamberlain. And we learned he hasn’t exactly been a member of society for a while, but I think you knew that.”

Jayne nodded. “Yeah.” She internally kicked herself for being so tongue-tied.

Cameron continued. “Your wounds were consistent with self-defense wounds and there was clearly a fight. There was no way this was a calculated murder. The department isn’t going to prosecute you for Chamberlain, in light of how you saved us.”

Jayne stared at him, cringing inside when he used the word ‘saved.’

Cameron intertwined his fingers awkwardly. “I just thought I’d swing by after work. To let you know. Personally, and all.”

Jayne smiled in acknowledgement. She looked down at her feet as she started blushing.

Cameron crossed the office, back to the door. “I should get going. It’s late.”

Jayne followed him, speechless. She felt incredibly lightheaded and flustered.

Cameron paused in the doorway, taking a long look at Jayne. Jayne returned his gaze. The air between them felt purposeful and electrically charged. He said softly, “I’ll… see you around?”

Jayne watched Cameron walk through the door, pausing to look over his shoulder at Jayne. The door closed behind him. Through the peephole, Jayne watched him head down the walk way.

“Yeah. I’ll see you around.”

 

+++

 

Berty’s Beer Bar, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Merry threw a jubilant arm around Jayne. “Nicky!” she called, slurring slightly, to grab the bartender’s attention.

Jayne winced, evading her touch. “Ow! Still painful.”

Merry gingerly took her hand back. “Sorry.” She turned back to the wizened old bartender. “Nicky, another round for my girl here! She just saved humanity and looked fucking hot doing it!”

The old, bearded bartender laughed as he drew another glass of honey stout. “Is that so?”

Merry’s eyes grew wide. “It is indeed so.”

Jayne laughed and took the beer from Berty. “She exaggerates a bit.”

Merry leaned sideways. “No, I don’t! Jayne Fucking Austin is fucking amazing!”

Vlad laughed loudly as he lifted his pint glass in the air. “I’ll drink to that! To Jayne Fucking Austin!”

Merry and Fred lifted their glasses and declared in unison. “To Jayne Fucking Austin!”

Jayne blushed as the gang clapped and cheered. She wondered if they knew no member of ISA was at liberty to tell anyone why they were cheering. Jayne felt warm and happy watching the gang let loose, but she also felt like something was missing. She began to zone out, but Fred nudged her elbow.

“Still with us, Jayne?”

Jayne smiled. “Yeah. Just tired, thanks.”

Fred narrowed his eyes suspiciously for a few seconds, then turned his attention back to his comm. Merry and Vlad were engaged in their usual banter. Jayne sat back and watched their body language. She rubbed her swollen ankle and felt her mind wander.

Merry put one hand on her hip and pointed at Vlad. “You are one fucked up dude!”

Vlad laughed uproariously, his face turning a beet red. “Why don’t you spank me then?”

Both Merry and Vlad doubled over with laughter. They caught each other before they fell on the bar, which made them laugh even harder.

Fred glanced up at them. “Get a room!”

Merry looked at Vlad and stepped away from him. “Not unless this is Purgatory or something because that… that just sounds like fucking god damned hell.”

Vlad and Merry glared hatefully at each other for a few seconds, then burst with laughter again. Merry downed her beer and ordered shots of whiskey for the crew.

Berty nodded towards the group. “It’s good to see you all happy.”

Jayne smiled weakly. “Yeah, it’s great.” She went back to the gnawing, acidic feeling in her stomach.

Jayne caught sight of an older gentleman in the mirror behind the bar. He was turned away from the bar and Jayne couldn’t discern his features, but the shaggy gray hair and faded blue jacket wailed like an alarm inside her head. She felt to make sure her gun was in her pocket. “Fucking Burrett,” she muttered to herself, careful not to draw the attention of the others. The last thing she wanted was to put them in danger.

Jayne continued to watch the hunched man. He appeared to be engaged in an arm wrestling match with a friend across the table, laughing gruffly. His laugh even sounded evil and grating to Jayne. She readied her weapon, her chest tightening and her heart pounding.

The man pounded his free hand on the table, making Jayne’s heart jump. She started to slide off her stool, plotting the best trajectory to apprehend him.

The man shouted, his voice filling that corner of the bar. “That’s three for three, Tony! Pay up!”

Jayne felt like she could jump out of her skin when the man yelled. It took her a few seconds to register that he was not Burrett.

For a second she was relieved.

Then her stomach sank.

He’s still out there.

She sat back on her stool, feeling numb and embarrassed. Jayne wondered if she would ever stop thinking about Burrett and what he might do. She nursed her beer, wondering where she could even begin to look for someone as random and untethered as James Burrett.

Vlad sidled up to the barstool beside Jayne. “Credit for your thoughts?”

Jayne rubbed a bruised rib. “I’m good.” She looked down to the bottom of her drink, watching the bubbles in the frothy head shift and pop. “Just thinking about everything, you know?”

He pensively drained a third of his drink in one gulp. “What part of everything, Ms. Austin? The good part or the bad part?”

Jayne put her drink on the bar. “The bad part. The part of everything where I let a psycho like Burrett give us the slip. There’s a real dangerous nutcase on the loose and I’m responsible.”

“But you completed your mission and preserved national security.”

Jayne bobbed her head and took a sip of her beer. “I guess there’s that.”

Vlad lightly rubbed her back. “Enjoy your victory.”

Jayne hugged Vlad to the best of her ability. “You’re a good friend. Thank you.”

Vlad hugged her back, mindful of her injuries. “And you’re greatly underselling your pain.”

Jayne studied Vlad, searching for a sign he was reading her mind. She wanted to spill her guts, but everyone looked like they were having such a great time. Jayne pushed the corner of her mouth into a half smile. “You know what? You guys just have fun tonight. You’ve earned it.”

Vlad shrugged and threw back the whiskey shot Merry shoved in his face. Merry pushed a shot at Jayne. “No wimping out,” she commanded.

Jayne obeyed, tossing back her head and feeling the burn of the shot down her throat. It was fuel for the acidic fire in her gut. She chugged the rest of her beer. “Holy shit,” she rasped, “big mistake.”

Merry’s body contorted with a maniacal cackle. She squealed with delight. “That was fucking awesome!”

Jayne signaled for Berty. Once she caught the bartender’s attention, she ordered a water.

“And another beer!” Merry chimed in.

Berty looked at Jayne for confirmation. Jayne shook her head to the negative. Merry folded her arms and grimaced at Jayne.

Jayne shrugged. “I should watch it while I’m on these pain meds.”

Merry snorted. “Whatever, you wuss.”

She looked at the stilted expression on Merry’s face and laughed quietly. “Besides, I think you’re putting down enough for both of us.”

Merry wailed in a high-pitched drawl. “Puttin’ it down like Old Yeller!”

Fred patted Merry on the shoulder and chuckled. “I think you should make that the last one, Merry. You’re a little…”

Merry grinned. “Super fucked up?” She nodded proudly. “Yes, yes I am.”

Fred sprouted a twisted grin. “Maybe now you can tell Vlad how you really feel about him.”

Merry turned to Fred, almost falling on him. “I tell Vlad how I really feel about him every day. Like this,” she turned to face Vlad, “fuck you, Vlad.”

“Heaven help us all,” Vlad muttered under his breath.

Merry looked at Jayne, her eyes half-mast. “Actually, I think I should tell Jayne how I feel.”

Vlad snorted. “The poor girl’s been through enough, Ms. Winterbourne.”

Merry punched Vlad on the arm. “Shut it, you canned ham!” She turned to Jayne. “I’ve been thinking…”

Fred raised an eyebrow. “Congratulations.”

Vlad laughed hysterically and high-fived Fred. “You’re a mean drunk, but I like it.”

Jayne smiled at Merry. “What was your thought?” She jumped slightly at the sight of an older gentleman in a blue jacket walking through the door. Jayne acknowledged Merry, but her mind turned once again to Burrett.

Merry signaled for Jayne to wait while she gathered her thoughts. “What was I thinking…? Oh yeah! I was thinking…” Merry paused to burp. “I was thinking maybe with all this notoriety, you know…”

Jayne propped Merry up as she swayed closer to the bar. “I know what?”

“We could start doing more high-profile stuff for more money.”

Jayne shook her head and sighed. “No way. I don’t think I’m ready.”

Merry sloppily pointed at Jayne. “You don’t like earning money or what?”

Jayne looked away. She caught sight of another blue jacket out of the corner of her eye. Jayne shuddered. She noticed Vlad was watching her carefully.

Merry shoved her face closer to Jayne. “Well? Why not? What do you have against the high-profile stuff?”

Jayne shrugged. “I’m just not ready.”

“Impossible! We have the people and we have the technology. We can do it!”

Jayne gently directed Merry to a barstool. “Yeah, we have the materials, but I can’t justify it with Burrett still out there.”

Merry propped herself up and looked for Berty. “Hey Berty!”

Berty approached Merry. Fred shook his head and made the hand sign for drinking at Berty. Berty nodded.

Merry looked confused.

Fred shrugged. “You told him you didn’t want any more.”

Merry scratched her head, then turned back to Jayne. “I don’t get you sometimes, you know that? Why do we need to hold ourselves back because of him?”

Jayne spoke slowly so Merry would understand. “We need to catch Burrett first because we unleashed a dangerous individual on the world. That’s on us.” Jayne saw the weight of her words dampen the celebration in Merry’s eyes. “He’s our responsibility now.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Heavy smog, brown and caustic as nicotine tar, boiled slowly up through the metal grating of the walkway to coil around Jayne's boots. She walked fast, her steps ringing on the metal. But the sound was lost in the clamor of voices and vehicles which came like a constant roar from the levels below her, their origins lost in the fog of pollution. Jayne turned up the music playing in her headphones to drown it all out. Behind dark glasses and a white filter mask meant to keep the smog out of her eyes and her lungs, she was just another faceless stranger hurrying through the choking air.

Another walkway, to the left and slightly above her, rattled as two young men ran across it, dragging their shirts up to cover their mouths for lack of proper masks. They had probably forgotten their masks at home, if they owned any. That might have gotten them killed if they'd lived a dozen levels down. But on level forty-five, even on a bad smog day like this, the concentrations were only dangerous when the updraft from the lower levels was strong. Jayne resisted the urge to scan their faces, keeping her eyes straight ahead. They wouldn't be the face she was looking for. And if she allowed herself to give in to the urge to search for that face everywhere, she'd never be able to stop.

She opened the door to the office, practically bringing in a bank of smog with her.

"Jesus, Jayne, I can smell the smog on you!" Merry shouted from her desk. "Are you trying to kill us?"

Jayne slammed the door shut and dragged her mask off.

"No, that'd be the landlord for not putting doors and filters at the entrance," she answered. There was an air filter near the door and she cranked it up to high before taking off her coat. "Not to mention, the city utilities department… news says they cut funding for cleanup on the lower fifty again."

"Of course they did." Merry rolled her eyes and turned up the smaller filter sitting on the edge of her desk. "Where else are they going to get the money for yet another wind barrier construction project for the hundred levels? They're saying level fifty is only a couple of years from being swallowed by a permanent smog bank and turning into another slum."

"It's just a bad smog day Merry, not the death of the middle class." Jayne flopped onto the black settee upholstered with lab-grown leather and propped her feet up on their new black and silver coffee table. The black and silver motif matched Merry’s desk and she was thrilled the day it arrived. Jayne had laughed until she cried when Merry exclaimed with glee, “Finally! I was getting worried that resting a tablet on my lap all the time would fry my ovaries.”

She'd recently ordered them both from the same furniture distributor on Level 70. An extravagance that Jayne prioritized. Unfortunately, first impressions swayed clients more easily than the ISA’s rapidly growing track record. Maintaining that professionalism meant hiding the sofa bed in the back, where Jayne slept on the nights she couldn't find friendlier beds to occupy. Jayne’s specific vision for a welcoming yet down-to-brass-tacks office didn’t concern her when all she wanted to do was sleep. The sofa bed was sturdy, but Jayne had chosen comfort over style. She kept the backroom door closed at all times, lest a potential client judge her by the plaid monstrosity she spent too many nights on.

Merry had tucked her new desk in the rear corner and crowded it with monitors, signal scanners, and the surveillance equipment associated with Merry's hacking pursuits. Jayne was about as sure what any of it was for as she was certain about its dubious legality, but Jayne trusted Merry. She worked best when she was left to her own devices, literally. Vlad playfully referred to the corner as “Merry’s Porno Station”. The name stuck, even after Jayne convinced Merry to stop watching porn at work.

Jayne’s own desk, rarely used lately, was more central and faced the front door, holographic orchids flickering in a vase on the corner.

The office itself had proved its worth impressing clients. Exposed iron beams that the ad had called "charming and modern" kept the place from feeling too sterile. Jayne loved the serious sound of her boots thudding across the hardwood floor on her way out to solve a case.

Merry had hung up one of those fake windows on the wall behind the settee. Its cheeriest setting was an unnaturally green hill beneath a bright blue sky. Jayne welcomed the cheesy image today. It almost emitted enough simulated sunlight to combat the depression caused by the ever-present smog.

"It's the third Category 7 smog day in as many weeks," Merry argued, while Jayne scraped at the brown soot on her boots, and then grimaced at the layer of solid pollution left under her fingernail. "Level forty-five used to only get hit with these a few times a year. Now it's getting record breaking smog banks one after another."

"Yeah, and you made me walk through it to get here," Jayne pointed out as she walked behind her desk to examine the smog out of the real window. "Sorry, Merry, I think the smog is getting to me. Anyway, let’s get to the point.”

"The point is that breathable air is a basic human right and—"

"The point in calling me into the office today, Merry." Jayne cut Merry off before she could launch into a speech about the malicious apathy of the wealthy and the war on the poor. She agreed with Merry in principle, but god the speeches were tedious.

Merry pursed her lips in annoyance and crossed her arms.

"First of all," Merry said, "I shouldn't have to call you into the office at all. You should be here. Working. You live on the couch, Jayne. There's really no excuse."

"I'm allowed to have a life outside the office," Jayne said, leaving the settee to visit the small office bathroom. Its narrow sink was playing storage to every hygiene and makeup product Jayne owned. One of her bras hung drying from the corner of the mirror. The one amenity they lied about was their bathroom. “Sorry, that’s a utility closet,” they told clients who needed to pee.

Jayne grabbed a can of instant shampoo from the cluttered mess on the sink and began spraying it into her long, chestnut hair, trying to get the smog smell out.

"Having a life outside the office implies you have any life in it," Merry countered, leaving her desk to stand in the door.

Jayne chuckled, and teased Merry right back. “And what do you know about life, Merry?”

“Only one thing.” She held up her knuckle tattoos: LIFE SUXX.

Jayne and Merry laughed together. They had made it through the morning irritables, and their comradeship was as strong as the floral scent of the instant shampoo wafting out into the office. "Is that Moonlight Magnolia?"

"Yeah," Jayne confirmed. "You said the Cherry Blossom Serenade gave you headaches."

"This isn’t better. What happened to the Warm Vanilla Sugar Cookie Holiday one I gave you?"

"Fred stole it."

"Why?"

"He thought it was coffee creamer."

“I’m worried about our son, Jayne.” Merry joked. At this point, they knew it was a dead-end trying to understand Fred’s quirks. "Anyway! The reason I called you was because I've been looking at some cases for us and I—"

Jayne groaned loudly, leaning against the sink in exaggerated exhaustion.

"Not again Merry..."

"I’m finding jobs, it’s not my fault you don’t want to work any of them." Merry said, gesturing towards Jayne's desk. "And the few you have done you half-assed!"

"I'm not interested in more petty corporate backstabbing, or—”

“Or cheating spouses! I know. Seriously, Jayne, if I have to listen to your cheating spouse speech, then I should be able to finish my clean air monologue.”

Jayne shouldered past Merry and shut the bathroom door harder than necessary. She deliberately ignored the crash that followed which suggested she'd upset the delicate balance of junk on the sink. "I always said I wouldn’t take on those cases. But I took a few, because I agree that staying sharp and keeping momentum is important. Sure. But no more. We both have more important things to be doing."

"Like what?"

"Like finding Burrett." Jayne said, bracing for Merry’s counterpoint.

"Finding Burrett won't pay the bills." Merry pointed out.

“What happened to the 500,000 credits we earned with our first big case? I doubt we’ve already blown it on kava.”

“Those 500,000 credits were a great start. They got us here,” Merry waved her arms around the office and all of their equipment, “but it won’t keep us here. I can’t believe I’m being the pragmatic one, but let me show you this simulation of our projected finances over the next six months.”

She turned her computer screen towards Jayne for emphasis, where their theoretical budget was open on the screen. There was a distressing amount of red.

"It's my fault that psychopath is out there," Jayne argued, staring Merry down. "If he hurts someone, that'll be on me. And no amount of money will be worth a damn."

"And how are you going to find him when you're homeless, Jayne? When I can’t afford the equipment I need?" Merry asked. "Because that's where we're heading. We're never going to find Burrett if we can't keep this business alive, and that means taking whatever jobs we can get, whether you like it or not, so that we can pay the bills and build a client base."

Jayne looked away, her jaw tight. She knew Merry was right, but it wasn't as easy as just taking other jobs. Slowly, she sat down on the settee, running her hands over her face as she tried to calm down.

"... I can't focus," she admitted, her voice quiet and stiff with reluctance. "Working on something else, knowing he's out there, it feels wrong. I can't think about another case when he could be—" She cut herself off, not wanting to imagine it. "I've got to catch him, Merry. Fast."

"When's the last time you slept?" Merry asked sitting down next to Jayne. "You look exhausted."

"I got a couple of hours last night," Jayne said with a shrug, not mentioning that it was the most she'd had in days, before the nightmares had woken her up.

"This isn't just about Burrett, is it?" Merry asked. Jayne tensed. Merry was too observant sometimes. She could have made a decent spy if she wasn't so wildly unpredictable in the heat of the moment. When Jayne didn’t reply, she said, “One case. It’s a good case, quick job, indirectly linked to corporate interests. Easy money. Let’s throw this in the bank, and we can focus on Burrett. Deal?”

"Okay. Just tell me about the case you found," Jayne said, changing the subject.

Merry hesitated for a moment, looking like she wanted to press the issue, but then shook her head and gave in. She got up long enough to grab a tablet off her desk, scrolling through the files on it.

"Alright, this one is pretty straightforward," she said, handing the file to Jayne. "It should be a quick pay day if there are no unexpected complications."

"I am a walking unexpected complication," Jayne replied dryly, scanning the text.

"Yep, the math checks out," Merry joked back. "Still. It's a one-off mediation. Even you shouldn't be able to mess it up too much. Two independent agents approached us. They need to make some kind of exchange, but there's bad blood between them and neither trusts the other not to screw them over. But they've heard of you, they know you're reliable and, more importantly, neutral. You don't have any major ties to anyone yet. So you're trustworthy. They want you to mediate the exchange, make sure it all goes down smoothly. Easy as pie."

"You want me to play middle man?" Jayne summarized, looking at the photos attached to the file. The blurry street-cam photo of the first agent provided more of an impression of her appearance than it did a detailed description. She looked tall, possibly dark blond. The second agent's photo by contrast looked like it had been pulled from a company website. A clean cut young man whose smile didn't reach his steely gray eyes.

"If you think you can handle it," Merry replied. "They're paying well for what should be a pretty easy job."

"Keeping two highly trained agents with a decade long blood feud from double-crossing each other long enough to trade highly valuable classified information?" Jayne scoffed. "Sure. How hard could it be?"

 

+++

 

"Pizza delivery!"

About an hour later, Fred announced his arrival by flinging the door open wide to accommodate the large pizza box he was carrying.

"Shut the door," Merry and Jayne said simultaneously, covering their faces.

"Alright, alright!" Fred juggled the pizza box awkwardly long enough to close the door again, then dropped it on the coffee table.

"Foxy's Pizza and Wings" was written on top in elaborate font beneath a logo of a cartoon fox with an uncomfortably come-hither stare. "Best pizza in the Lower Fifty! Vacuum sealed for authentic smog-free flavor!"

"You should get one of those air curtains that go over the door," Fred complained. "The ones that blow air straight down so the smog can't get in?"

"Oh, believe me, I looked into it," Merry said, not looking up from her computer. “But this building is too old for the necessary ventilation system those require.”

"The infrastructure in the mid-levels is finally catching up with the bottom 15," he mused, plopping down onto the settee next to Jayne, who was already tearing into the pizza box and ripping open the plastic vacuum seal. "It's supposed to be a fast one, right?"

Merry held out her hand expectantly. "Bring me a piece, would you?"

Fred wrapped a napkin around a slice of pepperoni and handed it to Merry, who frowned at it.

"Is this Foxy's? Why didn't you go to Gino's on forty-first?"

"Because Foxy's is closer," Fred replied, sitting down and grabbing a slice for himself. Jayne was already almost finished with her first and considering a second.

"Foxy's overcharges for their stupid vacuum gimmick," Merry said, making a face as she picked a shred of plastic off her pizza. "Which makes the pizza taste weird."

"Would you rather it tasted like smog?"

"At least smog has some kind of flavor."

"Besides, you told me you loved Foxy’s."

Merry held up her finger. “Ah, ah! You misheard. I love Foxy, their mascot. Look at that thing and tell me it isn't creepy. Those leering eyes, the way they tried to make the fox look sexy. That fox is horny, I can feel it.”

"The sexy fox is creepy," Jayne said without looking away from her pizza.

"You guys just need to open up your minds, let go of society’s morals.” Merry aggressively bit into her pizza.

"Frankly, the mascot could be a photorealistic penis with googly eyes and I would not care," Jayne said, the mental image causing expressions of dismay on Fred’s face. "I just need hot cheese inside me right now."

Without missing a beat, Merry riffed, “An anthropomorphic penis would be the perfect mascot for something involving hot cheese.”

“Gross! Can we please get back to research?” Fred begged.

“I agree. I want to get this over with before this case makes me die from boredom.”

"Not everything can be car chases and explosions, Jayne," Merry said with a sigh. "Doing the research is an important part of the work."

"I bet I could find a way to do the research that involved car chases and explosions," Jayne said, leaning closer to Fred conspiratorially. Fred frowned.

"How would you—"

"Don't." Merry cut him off, looking like she'd just stopped him from putting a fork in an electrical socket. "Don't ask. She'll tell you, you'll say it's impossible, she'll take it as a challenge and I'll have to clean it up. Just don't." She pointed an accusatory finger at Jayne. "And you stop baiting him just because you're bored!"

Jayne just grinned at Merry and took another bite of her pizza.

"What are you working on anyway?" Fred asked pulling the tablet Jayne had been reading from closer.

"Vetting the clients," Jayne replied, snatching the tablet away from him before he could get greasy pizza fingers on the screen. "We need to be sure they're legit before we agree to help. We don't want to find out after the fact that we accidentally assisted in human trafficking or sedition or something."

"Besides, knowing more about them and their history will help you mediate," Merry added.

"What do we know about them?" Fred asked around a mouthful of pizza, leaning closer to read over Jayne's shoulder. Jayne leaned away from him, if only to escape the sounds of chewing directly in her ear, and angled the screen so he could see the profile she was building. She tapped the photo of the male agent in the corner.

"Franklin Reed is a graduate of the academy," she said. "Top marks, impressive pedigree, the whole package. Started getting high-end corporate jobs right out of school. Now he's only twenty-six and employed by several companies in the hundred levels, officially as a CPA. Unofficially, he spends less time in accounting than he does with the legal department. He's been on the side lines of several high profile class action suits, as well as fraud investigations, union disputes, financial scandals, you get the idea. As soon as he shows up, witnesses back out, evidence gets lost, and the press suddenly finds more interesting things to report on. He's a fixer. If one of his companies has a problem, he makes it disappear. He does pretty clean work, honestly. He operates in plain sight most of the time, staying just on the edge of what's technically legal. He's so visible and so good at covering his ass, legally speaking, that he's basically untouchable. And on the couple of occasions someone has tried to build a case against him, either legitimately or by framing him… well, he drops in to see them somewhere nice and public for a friendly talk, and suddenly they're not interested in pursuing it anymore. Like I said, clean work."

"And the other one?" Fred inquired, reaching into Jayne's lap to scroll the tablet down to the blurry photo of the second agent. Jayne grimaced, both at the invasion of her personal space and the greasy smear on her screen. "Sorry, let me… "

Fred tried to scrub the grease off with his sleeve and Jayne batted him away impatiently.

"The other player, Jerra Ford, we know significantly less about. She's very good at staying under the radar. She dropped out of the academy several years back and pretty much disappeared. What we do have on her is mostly her street reputation and a few statements from people who claim to have hired her. She doesn’t keep records, so there’s no way to verify anything."

"Which is where things get interesting," Merry interjected.

"As interesting as anything in this case gets, anyway," Jayne said, unimpressed.

"She's very well liked," Merry continued, ignoring Jayne. "A regular lower fifty Robin Hood. If the rumors are to be believed she's helped hundreds of people in the lower levels. Getting crooked tenement owners arrested, helping abuse victims disappear, exposing corrupt officials. She specializes in defending regular people from the corporations. Blue-collar employees being denied workers comp, people hurt by unsafe products and practices. You remember those class action lawsuits I mentioned Reed being involved in? It looks like Jerra was on the opposite side of them more often than not, though always unofficially. Reed doesn't lose often, but when he does it's usually because of Jerra."

"Uh oh," Fred said, deep in thought. “These two probably don’t like each other very much.”

Merry rolled her eyes. “Ya think?”

Fred furrowed his brow, and considered the thought again. “I do,” he concluded, leaning back to grab another slice of pizza.

"Very astute of you," Merry replied. "They've been butting heads for years. And it seems to have escalated recently. Jerra stole evidence that would prove one of the corporations Reed represents knowingly released a cleaning product connected to the deaths of no less than fifteen people. Reed somehow managed to alter the chain of custody — the record of where a piece of evidence has been, who's had it and for how long and such — to make it look like it had possibly been tampered with, maybe even fabricated entirely. Which meant it couldn't be brought to trial. The corporation settled with the families out of court for a pittance and walked away scot-free."

"It was bullshit," Jayne said, scowling. "So Jerra tracks down every one of the board members of that company along with anyone who'd signed off on the release of that product, and one by one she gets every one arrested on any charge she can get to stick. I don't know if she was fabricating this shit or digging it up legitimately but it was a badass piece of work. She took her time with it, made sure every case was airtight before she tipped it to the authorities. The suits still didn't get as much jail time as they deserved, but at least it was something."

"Except now she's crossed a line," Merry points out. "She struck first, made it personal. Maybe Reed feels like she's coming after his livelihood, or maybe he's just pissed she managed to get around him after he thought he'd won. But he starts lashing out at her former clients. Suddenly they've got debt collectors on their doorsteps. The ones that own businesses find their suppliers and investors pulling out all at once. So she snipes back at him, and it's been going back and forth since. It's not going to be long before they get someone killed, if they haven't already."

"Wow," Fred says. "You know, I had this buddy a while back. He and his girlfriend were exactly like that."

"They blackmailed and sabotaged each other?" Jayne asked, raising an eyebrow.

"No. Well, kind of. There was this time—"

"Anyway," Merry interrupted him. "Now they need to make a trade."

"Must be something important to get them to cooperate," Fred assumed.

"I'm not sure of the exact details," Merry said with a shrug. "She has a piece of tech he needs. He's agreed to trade it for information. Whatever they're swapping, they want it enough to make this deal in spite of how much they dislike each other. Unfortunately, they're both expecting a backstab."

"Let's be honest, they're probably both planning a backstab," Jayne said. "So all I've got to do is, you know, dismantle whatever schemes they've cooked up and keep them from tearing each other's throats out long enough to make the trade."

Fred nodded in understanding. "See, that sounds exactly like the time I had to sit between my buddy and his girlfriend at his sister's wedding and—"

"I actually think we have all the information we need," Merry said. "What do you think, Jayne? Want to make it a date?"

"Are they going to buy me dinner?" Jayne asked sarcastically.

"I bet I could work it in," Merry said with a grin.

Jayne gave the info on her tablet one last look over, checking for any red flags. To hell with it. If it was a disaster at least it would be an exciting one.

"Alright, set it up," she said finally, tossing the tablet aside and going for another piece of pizza.

"Awesome," Fred said. "I'm coming along, right?"

"Why?" Jayne asked bluntly, pizza halfway to her mouth.

"For backup, obviously!" Fred said, flexing. "You need someone watching your six if things get hairy!"

Jayne snorted, almost choking on her pizza.

"Sure," she said when she could breathe. "At least it might make part of this mission entertaining."

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

 

Unity Public Park, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

About a week later, Jayne waited on the edge of a small park, fiddling with her comm in order to look busy while she surreptitiously scoped out the area for anything suspicious. They'd canvassed the area pretty well already but you could never be too careful.

She leaned against the chest high railing that secured the edges of the park while she typed, her back to the forty-seven level drop just beyond it. The park had been built on top of a building in the same level as her office. The airspace above it was kept clear of construction, save for the ubiquitous metal walkways which crisscrossed the blue sky like the web of an impossible spider. There weren't many places like it in the lower fifty where you could go to get some genuine sunshine. It had been less popular lately since the smog had started hitting this level more often, turning the grass brown and causing weird lumpy growths on the trees. But it was still public enough to serve Jayne's purposes.

Hearing clunking footsteps, Jayne looked up to see Fred jogging towards her. He waved as he approached and she nodded in reluctant acknowledgement.

"What are you wearing?" she asked when he got close enough to speak. He'd replaced his usual sweaters and slacks with low slung jeans and a leather jacket that was several sizes too big for him, along with a baseball cap, worn backwards.

"It's to make me look tough," Fred said, grinning. "Cause I'm the muscle. Look, I even got one of these."

He pulled a toothpick out of his pocket, stuck it between his lips, and struck his best tough guy pose. Jayne privately thought he resembled a Chihuahua dressed up as a character from Grease.

"Okay, first of all, no," she said, snatching the toothpick out of his mouth and throwing it over the side of the building. As he scrambled to try and catch it she grabbed the baseball cap from his head and brandished it at him like a weapon. "Here's what you're going to do, Mr. Tough Guy. You're going to stand next to me and not say anything, because I cannot afford to have you screw this up, hear me?"

Fred opened his mouth to answer and she cut him off, smacking him in the shoulder with the hat.

"Ah! I said no talking!" she hissed. "Not a word! You do not speak until we leave this park. Understand?"

He opened his mouth and she smacked him with the hat again.

"Nod if you understand, dumbass!"

He nodded sullenly.

"Thank you," she said, and put the hat back on his head, facing the right direction this time. "And pull up your fucking pants."

When Fred was looking more presentable, they headed towards the center of the park. A large but simple fountain decorated the middle of the park, and it was here all parties had agreed to meet.

"I still don't understand why we had to meet at all," Jayne said impatiently as they waited for the other two to show up. "It would have made way more sense to just use dead drops."

Fred started to say something and she shot him a dangerous look. He shut his mouth and just nodded.

"They could have at least agreed to a restaurant," Jayne went on, eyeing the other people in the park suspiciously. Two women, watching young children play in the grass. Older kids hanging out on a picnic table. A couple of old men playing chess. Man walking a dog. A busker playing guitar badly.

"Watch out for the guy with the dog," said Merry's voice in Jayne's ear. "His shoes are too nice for this part of town."

"I already spotted him," Jayne said under her breath. "I can do this without you, you know."

"Oh yeah?" Merry replied. "And how many times have you handled an exchange like this?"

"Never."

"My point exactly."

"That means I have a great track record though," Jayne said, smiling a little. "I've never failed."

"That's not how math works," Merry said, exasperated, and Jayne chuckled. "They're on their way into the park now, so be prepared. Everything else is already in place."

"I'm all set," Jayne assured her. "Just keep a watch out in case we missed anything."

She flinched as she felt her phone go off in her pocket. She pulled it out long enough to see her mother's number on the screen. Then Fred nudged her and she followed the incline of his head to see a woman approaching them. She hit ignore and shoved the phone back into her pocket.

Jerra didn't look like Jayne had expected. She supposed that was the point. She was, if Jayne had to guess, somewhere in her late twenties, though she had the kind of face that might have looked twenty-something well into her late forties. She was pretty in a very particular way, a girl-next-door kind of look. Approachable and unsurprising. Easy to dress down into something so plain and unremarkable that you looked right past her. But equally easy, with the right makeup, to transform into a face you might easily mistake for a B-list actress or model. The kind of face that could belong to anyone. With her mousy brown hair and plain, figure obscuring sweater and men's jacket, she could have slipped into the background almost anywhere.

She smiled and waved as she hurried towards them, like they were old friends she was excited to see. If she hadn't, Jayne might not have believed it was her. It wasn't just how she looked, though her appearance was a master class in being instantly forgettable. She didn't move like a spy. Her whole countenance was so flawlessly natural that Jayne could almost forget what they were here to do.

"Sorry I'm late!" she said brightly. "I got held up. Is Reed here yet?"

"He shouldn't be long," Jayne replied, matching her casual attitude. "What held you up? No problems, I hope?"

"Nah, it's nothing," Jerra said with a dismissive laugh. "I just went to pick up my dry cleaning on the way here and it turns out you already picked it up for me! Thanks for that, by the way."

There was nothing in Jerra's voice to indicate that she was anything but grateful, or to suggest she was talking about a discreet highly directed explosive charge which she had bought and was presumably planning to slip into Reed's coat.

"Oh, don't worry about it!" Jayne said casually. "I passed by there on my way here so I figured I'd take care of it for you. I'll give it to you when we're done here."

"Did you get Reed's too, while you were there?" Jerra inquired.

"Oh, Reed didn't have any dry cleaning," Jayne replied. "But he did have a couple of friends he wanted to have join us. They couldn't make it, unfortunately."

"Ah, that's too bad," Jerra said. "The more the merrier, right?"

"I prefer small groups," Jayne said. "Less complications."

"Reed's approaching from the left," Merry said in her ear. "Also, guy with the dog is local police. They're watching Reed. Shouldn't cause any problems."

"What about the busker?" Jayne whispered, scanning for Reed. "There's no way he's got that much money in his guitar case when he's playing that badly."

"No, I think he really is just that bad. Maybe it's pity cash?"

Jayne didn't answer because she'd spotted Reed, strolling casually towards them. He looked exactly like his photo, from his suit to his chilly grin.

"Jayne!" he said as he approached. "Glad you made it! How is everything?"

"Looking good," Jayne replied, shaking his hand when he offered it. "Your friends couldn't make it though, sorry."

Reed froze for a moment, a muscle twitching in his jaw. Jayne had to suppress a smile. Not so confident without his sniper in the building across the street, was he?

"Unfortunate," he said, letting go of her hand. He glanced at Fred and frowned. "Who's this?"

Jayne looked at the other man and groaned internally as she saw him doing his tough guy impression again.

"My cousin," she said, rolling her eyes. "Ignore him. He breathed in too much smog as a kid."

She heard Merry snicker over the earpiece and Fred crossed his arms, offended.

Reed finally looked in Jerra's direction, keeping his smile in place though his gaze was chilly as an arctic night. "Jerra. Good to see you made it in one piece. I worry about you traveling around the lower levels by yourself. Anything can happen."

"No need to worry about me, Reed," Jerra replied, her calm facade flawless. "I can take care of myself. And it's not like accidents are exclusive to the lower fifty. Bad things can happen anywhere."

They stared at each other for a long moment and Jayne cleared her throat, half afraid they were about to jump at each other. She'd already clocked several weapons on both of them.

"Did you bring that present for Reed?" Jayne asked.

"Sure did," Jerra confirmed.

"Where is it?" Reed asked, a little too intently.

"Oh, it's around," Jerra shrugged. "First I want those vacation photos you promised me."

"I don't know what you're talking about," Reed said archly. "I don't think I owe you any photos."

"Well then I guess you won't be getting your birthday present," Jerra replied, her eyes hard.

"We had a deal you backstabbing little—"

"Don't talk to me about backstabbing you son of a—"

Fred gave her a nervous look, like he was debating trying to tackle one of them. Jayne shook her head quickly, waving him down. The last thing she needed was Fred setting them off and getting himself shot.

Jayne's phone vibrated in her pocket again and she quickly hit the ignore call button, watching Reed and Jerra step closer to one another, inches from violence.

"Hey," Jayne hissed, leaning in-between them. "You guys want to stop acting like children and do this thing? Because I can take you both out right now if that's what you'd prefer."

"You don't know the kind of blood this man has on his hands," Jerra said. Compared to the carefree expression she'd worn a moment ago, her face seemed like an entirely different person.

"Don't pretend you're so innocent," Reed shot back. "I know who you are. You play up the hero thing but it's just another cover—"

"Hey!" Jayne said again, louder this time. "I didn't spend all week dismantling your stupid little plots for each other just to watch this turn into a fist fight in the park. I'm done with this spy vs spy bullshit, alright?"

She looked between the other two, waiting for them to comply or go for the throat. They stared one another down, neither making a move.

"We’re professionals," Jayne said, ignoring her racing heart. "We are better than this. Are you really going to throw everything you've worked for away just because you can't control your fucking tempers? Pull it together. You're agents for god's sake."

She saw Reed twitch. She'd known appealing to his pride would work. She was less certain if it would have an effect on Jerra, but as Reed began to carefully withdraw she did too. Though they were still watching each other with barely concealed hatred in their eyes.

"Thanks," Jayne said with a sigh of relief. "Now let's—"

Her phone went off in her pocket again and she cursed quietly.

"One second," she said, holding up a finger as she took out her phone. "If I don't answer she'll just keep calling."

The other agents looked slightly confused as Jayne stepped away to answer the call.

"Jayne, finally!" her mom said as soon as she picked up. "You know I hate it when you don't answer your phone."

"I'm working, Mom," Jayne said, annoyed. "What's wrong?"

"Oh, how's work? Are you doing well? You know I was telling Dee the other day about—"

"Mom, I can't talk right now," Jayne said, rubbing her forehead where she could feel a tension headache developing.

"Oh, I'll just be a minute then. I just want to catch up every once in a while! You never call. Are you doing alright? Do you have a boyfriend yet?"

"Yes, several," Jayne replied. "Now can I please—"

"Jayne, you've really got to stop playing around. You're not getting any younger, you know! Now, Trisha at work has a son your age and he's a doctor—"

"Mom."

"Wow," Merry said over the earpiece. "This sure is a conversation we're having right now, in the middle of a mission."

Jayne felt an intense desire to just melt into the pavement and disappear.

"I'll call you later Mom, I love you, bye," she said, hanging up before her mother could say anything else. She shoved the phone back into her pocket a little more aggressively than necessary and shuffled back to where Fred and their clients were waiting.

"What was that you were saying about being a professional?" Reed asked, raising an eyebrow, a small smile on his lips.

"Can we please just get this over with?" Jayne said, trying to hide her embarrassment.

"I don't know why I expected better from another academy drop out," Reed said shaking his head. "That's why you couldn't cut it, both of you. Neither of you would know professionalism if it bit you in the ass."

Jayne took a deep breath to cool the boiling rage that rushed up the back of her throat and burned like acid in her sinuses. She forced a jagged smile.

"Ha, that's funny," she said, danger in her tone. "You know what else would be funny? If I told the guy that I replaced your sniper with to give you a third nostril."

A little of the smugness in Reed's expression drained away as he glanced nervously in the direction of the window he'd stationed his sniper in. Of course, there was no one there. Jayne hadn't replaced the sniper. Who the hell would she have replaced him with? But Reed didn't know that.

"You don't think that sounds hilarious?" Jayne continued. "Then let's get this done so we can all go home, alright? You can go back to trying to kill each other tomorrow."

 

+++

 

The exchange progressed quickly and smoothly after that. As Jerra pocketed the flash drive Reed had brought her she gave Jayne a nod of respect and then turned and hurried away, melting into the crowd before she'd even left the park. Reed's parting look was more scathing. Jayne was just glad to see them both gone.

"Can I talk now?" Fred asked.

"I said not until we left the park," Jayne replied, squinting in discomfort as that tension headache throbbed behind her eyes. She scanned the park, doing one last check to make sure there were no last surprises waiting for them before they left.

"Because that was insane," Fred said, ignoring her. "I thought they were going to go at it right there. I was right, it's exactly like my buddy and his girlfriend. They get off on the adrenaline or something, I swear..."

He kept going, but Jayne ignored him, her eyes on one of the old men playing chess. He had his back to them, but Jayne’s heart stopped when she almost thought she'd recognized that profile. It isn't him, she told herself. He can't be here. It's not him.

The old man turned, giving her a better look at his face. Her heart started beating again. It wasn't him.

"...successfully transferred!" Merry had been speaking in her earpiece and Jayne tuned back in at the last minute. "Most of this is going straight into bills, but I think we've got enough to celebrate."

"Let's hit the bar," Fred suggested.

"Heck yeah, I'll meet you there," Merry agreed.

But Jayne shook her head. That last scare on top of everything else had her feeling wrung out.

"You guys go ahead without me," she said. "I'll catch up with you in a bit."

"Alright, suit yourself," Merry said, disconnecting the earpiece.

"Don't keep us waiting too long," Fred added, patting her on the shoulder. "I'll get you one of those big pretzels."

Jayne scoffed. "Thanks, Fred. And thanks for the backup today."

"That's my job," Fred replied, flexing dramatically as he headed for the walkway out of the park. Jayne watched him go, her smile fading once he was out of sight.

She checked to make sure there was money in the account, then headed out in the opposite direction. She stopped by a food truck moored to a walkway just outside the park and ordered herself a burrito. While she waited, she scanned every passing face, unable to stop herself. Anxiety didn't imbue her with nervous energy, it sat on her like an exhausting weight. She needed to get her mind off of this. She needed to catch Burrett.

She chewed her lip, watching people pass. Maybe there was a way she could do both.

"Make that two burritos," she said to the vendor.

 

+++

 

Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The paper bag with her food was still warm by the time she slipped into precinct forty-five and dropped it onto Cameron's desk. He looked up in surprise as she perched next to it and dug out her own burrito.

"Afternoon, Jayne," he said, setting aside the report he'd been working on. "What brings you to the station today? Turning yourself in?"

"Yeah, I stole these burritos," Jayne replied, unwrapping the foil from around her own and pushing the bag towards him. "From that good food truck near the park that grills the fajitas to order."

"The one that makes their own tortillas?" Cameron asked, eyes widening as he grabbed for the bag. "They're always sold out by the time I make it over there for lunch!"

He paused as he opened the bag, then let it go with a sigh. "Wait. I know what you’re doing."

Jayne feigned innocence. “Whatever do you mean?”

“This is a bribe.”

"What makes you think I'm bribing you?" Jayne asked, taking a bite of her own burrito. It was delicious. She really needed to hit up that food truck more often.

"You never come to see me unless you want something," Cameron said, smiling at her.

"I haven't asked you for anything you haven't thoroughly enjoyed giving me," Jayne replied, leaning closer to him over the desk.

"Absolutely true," Cameron said, his voice low as his eyes swept slowly over her. "But I'm at work. So if that's the kind of favor you're after, it's going to have to wait."

The spark of desire Jayne saw in his eyes made her consider skipping the burritos and heading straight for the nearest room with a lock on the door. She sighed, and pushed the burrito towards him again.

"Later, then," she said. "But seriously. It's not a bribe. Eat your burrito."

"So what is it then?" Cameron asked as he peeled the foil off. "I know you didn't just pop in to see me at work for no reason."

Jayne shrugged. "Just celebrating a successful mission.”

Cameron chewed thoughtfully.

"I heard there was something supposed to go down in the park this morning," he said. "Feds warned us to stay clear. That you?"

"Yup," Jayne confirmed. "Nothing for the feds to write home about, unfortunately. It was a clean exchange."

"But not a legal one, I assume?" Cameron said, raising an eyebrow. Jayne just winked at him.

"Anyway, it was good money," she said, looking away. "Maybe enough to keep Merry off my back for a little while about..."

She trailed off, remembering that moment in the park again.

"You alright?" Cameron asked, bringing her attention back to the present.

"Yeah I'm fine," Jayne said quickly, but Cameron's concerned look didn't waver. "I just thought I saw something at the park earlier. It threw me off."

"What did you see?" Cameron asked, frowning. Jayne shook her head.

"It wasn't anything," she said, wishing he would drop the issue and knowing he wouldn't. “I just mistook some random old man for... for someone else."

"Burrett," Cameron guessed immediately. Jayne’s eyes flitted across the police station, looking for anything else to talk about. "Have you had any luck tracking him down?"

She shook her head again.

"Nothing," she said quietly. "It's like he just disappeared. The chances are slim to none that he's still in this city. But I keep feeling like if I turn around he'll just be there, watching."

"He played you pretty good," Cameron said, setting his burrito aside to focus on her. "That could leave anyone feeling off balance. But that isn't all there is to it, is there?"

"I just need to catch him," Jayne said, rubbing the bridge of her nose. "Once he's back in prison where he belongs I'll be fine."

"You haven't been sleeping," Cameron said, and Jayne could feel his eyes on her. "I fall asleep holding you and when I wake up an hour later you're gone. At first I thought you just didn't want to spend the night at my place, which is fine. And smart. But then the last few times, when you knocked on my door past midnight smelling like tek and tasting like uppers, I could tell I wasn't your first stop that night."

"We never said we were exclusive," Jayne said, tension in her shoulders and frost in her voice to hide the worry she felt beneath it.

"I know," Cameron said, and she felt his fingers graze her hand. "I don't mind that. As long as you're safe, I don't mind. I'm just worried about you."

Jayne softened a little, but caught her guard. She pulled her hand away from his, transforming back into professional Jayne.

"Thanks," she said quietly, “but you don’t get paid to worry about me.”

"You know, a lot of guys on the force go through this," he said. "Hell, I've been through it. There are people you can talk to."

Jayne winced. "Not interested."

Cameron sighed but didn't press the issue "Fine," he said. "I just want to help. So what can I do?"

"I told you," Jayne replied. "I just need to catch Burrett. It's my fault he's out."

"I'm not too happy about him being out there either," Cameron admitted. He glanced around them at the rest of the precinct, making sure no one was listening. "I can't use police resources to hunt for him. It's not in our jurisdiction.” He watched Jayne’s frustration boil, he knew that look in her eye. He couldn’t help but give in to her. “But there's no reason I couldn't ask around. Talk to a few of my CIs, some independent contractors I know. Maybe they'll have a lead."

"You wouldn't mind?" Jayne asked, turning to face him more fully.

"I want him off the streets as much as you do," Cameron replied. "Chief won't like it, but what the chief doesn't know won't hurt her."

"I'll send you something to help pay off your informants," she said. Merry would be pissed, but any chance at a lead on Burrett was worth it. She dug a micro-drive out of her jacket and handed it to Cameron. "That's everything we've dug up on him so far."

"There anything useful in here?" Cameron asked, taking it and setting it on the screen set into his desk. The files opened and he swiped through them, scanning the information.

"Probably not much you don't already know," Jayne admitted. "But there's always a chance. Nothing on where he might have gone to ground, unfortunately. Not unless you want to stake out every donut shop on Amaros. Which I'm almost desperate enough to consider."

"Donut shop?" Cameron repeated, confused.

"Apparently he has a serious thing for them," Jayne explained. "Before he was captured he was a regular at several local places. Doesn't care for the big name franchises apparently, just mom and pop places, where they fresh bake ‘em every morning. Even when he was locked up they were using donuts to bribe him for information."

"If we find this guy in a Dunkin’, I swear to god," Cameron said, shaking his head.

"Mom and pop places! Are you listening? Besides, you’re a cop. Aren’t donuts your specialty?" Jayne teased him.

"Ha. Ha." Cameron said sarcastically. "Very clever. I did not drop complex carbs and commit to spending all my weekends at the gym to maintain these abs just for you to disrespect them this way."

"I apologize to your abs," Jayne said with a chuckle, leaning over the desk to press a brief kiss to his lips. He smiled, forgiving her instantly.

"I guess this makes us partners," he said.

"I suppose so," she agreed.

"We should celebrate," he added, and Jayne's smile grew wider. "My place? I'll cook. We can grab a bottle of wine, watch that show you like with the long haul ice planet pilots, make an evening out of it. What do you think about ceviche?"

"I think you're too damn good for me," Jayne said with a groan. "But not tonight. I promised I'd catch up with Merry and Fred at the bar."

"Greasy bar food and listening to Fred and Merry argue about a cult TV show I've never heard of?" Cameron replied. "Sounds way better than ceviche. I'm in." He stood up and grabbed his coat as Jayne slid off the edge of his desk.

"Hey, I'm going to lunch," he shouted at the nearest officer, who was combing through a thick police report. "And also I have to leave early today."

"How early?" the officer asked.

"How many hours left in this shift?" Cameron asked, and as the officer looked for the time, Cameron hurried Jayne past the front desk and away.

 

+++

 

Berty's Beer Bar, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

They spotted Merry and Fred as they stepped into the bar and made their way through the modest lunchtime crowd.

"You brought Blue Eyes?" Fred put on a show of being offended as they approached the table. "I'm hurt."

"I don't know what to tell you, Fred," Jayne replied, sliding into the booth across from him as Merry got up to let her in. "Sometimes I like to have conversations with adults who don't spend their evenings over analyzing cartoons on the internet."

"Neon Generation Excalibur isn't just a cartoon. It's a philosophically rich reflection of contemporary—"

Merry sat down next to Fred and put a hand over his mouth to stop him before he could get started. "You're only going to prove her point, Fred. Quit while you're ahead."

"If it makes you feel any better," Cameron said, taking the seat next to Jayne, “I don't think she keeps me around for my conversation either."

Merry scoffed and reached for her drink to hide it.

"What?" Fred asked, looking confused.

"I asked Cameron to help me with the search for Burrett," Jayne said, giving him a dirty look. "He's going to put the word out to some of his informants and consultants, see if they can dig anything up on where he might have gone."

"Who’s paying for this?" Merry said, business mode kicking in. "I don’t like throwing around money to people I don’t know.”

"I'm paying for it," Cameron said before Jayne could answer. Jayne stared at him, not sure if he was being sincere or just a very smooth liar. "Way I see it, getting that guy back behind bars is a public service. Anything I can do to help is worth the effort."

Merry shook her head. "You know what I'm going to say."

"Finding Burrett is more important than building the business, Merry," Jayne replied, her jaw set.

"We can't hunt Burrett if we don't have the business, Jayne!" Merry snapped. "We've been over this."

"Yeah, and I worked the case," Jayne said, bristling. "We got paid. So would you get off my back already?"

"One case isn't enough to—"

"I'm not going to just give up—"

"Hi! Welcome to Berty's!"

Jayne and Merry both shut up abruptly as the waitress, who apparently had been standing there waiting, smiled at them stiffly. "Can I get you guys anything?"

"Uh, can we get the poutine please?" Fred said, returning the waitress's uncomfortable service industry smile. "And if I could get a refill? You want another lemon shandy, Merry?"

"Yeah, whatever," Merry muttered.

"Poutine, another bottle of lite, and one lemon shandy," the waitress repeated before turning to Jayne and Cameron. "And you two?"

"You have that local stout with the pig on the label?" Jayne asked while Cameron squinted at the season section of the extensive drink menu.

"The Urban Island Smog Hog?"

"Yeah, that's it."

"Sorry, that's out of season. We do have the Urban Island High Rise Harlot IPA, or the Abyssal Traveler View From Level Nothing imperial stout. I'm not an IPA fan myself but I hear the Harlot is very smooth. Level Nothing is real dark and bitter and malty, if you're into that. Much better than the Void Cruiser chocolate stout Abyssal Traveler is known for, in my opinion."

"Are those the only local stouts on tap?" Jayne asked, wrinkling her nose.

"Well," the waitress said reluctantly. "There is the Exhaust Fumes Porter from Hundred Level Diver, but frankly I think injecting actual smog into the oven while roasting the malts is a stupid gimmick that does nothing for the flavor and is probably going to kill someone."

"I'll take the Harlot then," Jayne said with a sigh.

"I'll have the same thing," Cameron said, putting the menu aside a little helplessly.

"Not much of a beer drinker?" Jayne asked him as the waitress left.

"Yeah, I really only drink when the guys at the department drag me to one of their cop dives," Cameron said with a shrug. "It’s the type of place that doesn’t have drink menus. You just say 'beer' and they bring you a glass. They tried to offer a lite version once and there was nearly a riot. If you asked for a cocktail in there you'd lose your badge."

"Sounds like a fun place," Jayne said, raising an eyebrow.

"I could take you sometime," Cameron offered with a teasing grin. "You could explain whatever the hell a chocolate stout is to the owner. I bet his head would explode."

"Only if Jayne's didn't first," Merry said a snort. "She's picky as hell about her booze."

"I'm not picky, I'm discerning," Jayne said stiffly.

"By discerning," Merry replied, "she means that she's super fussy about only drinking from local breweries. Ask her why she doesn't like Abyssal Traveler."

Cameron looked at Jayne expectantly and Jayne put her face in her hands with a groan.

"They aren't actually local," she complained without looking up, gesturing with her hands as she grew agitated. "One of the major global brands just bought out an actual local brewery and put a quirky label on it so they can sell to the small batch craft brew crowd! It's like a burger chain just slapped a new logo on the sign and declared themselves a small business! They're charging you extra because they're local and independent but you can go down the street and buy the same thing from the same people for half the price!"

"See?" Merry said while Fred snickered. Cameron hid a slightly bemused smile.

"Wait," Fred said. "I've seen you drinking cheap shitty tequila and stuff before. How is that discerning?"

Jayne rolled her eyes.

"That's because drinking tequila and drinking craft beer serve two completely different purposes," she said. "Craft beer is for when you want to drink something that actually tastes good but all the flavor syrups and shit in cocktails make you nauseous—"

"Or for pretentious people who want to look sophisticated and intelligent but can't afford scotch," Merry cut in.

"That too," Jayne confirmed. "Tequila, meanwhile, is for people who just want to forget their own names and pass out in a corner as quickly and cheaply as possible."

"I'm pretty sure you've shown up at my house with tequila twice this month," Cameron said with a slightly concerned expression.

"It's been a forget-your-own-name-and-pass-out kind of month," Jayne replied casually.

“I think it’s a little hypocritical that you make fun of me for being excited about a thought-provoking show like Neon Generation Excalibur, but it’s okay for you to know all about these beers, which is honestly a much denser mythology.”

The waitress returned with their drinks and Jayne sipped her High Rise Harlot, privately thinking that it wasn't actually too bad, for an IPA.

"Ooh, that reminds me," Fred said. "Did you guys see the new season of Dark Star General Hospital?"

"Oh no," Merry and Cameron said simultaneously.

"Gotta catch up!" Fred pushed. "It was awesome! They're really pushing the show out of its comfort zone, challenging preconceptions about how a show like that should be presented—"

"What?" Merry looked both offended and chagrined that she was being drawn into this. "How could you possibly think that was good? Unless by 'getting out of their comfort zone and challenging preconceptions’ you mean that the season was three episodes long and none of them actually took place in the hospital!"

Cameron looked at Jayne, hoping she'd stop this before it got rolling. Jayne just stared into the distance and silently chugged half of her beer.

"Sorry, Cam," she said as Merry railed against the show's lack of substance and Fred claimed every plot hole was actually a clue pointing to a secret final season. "I've learned my lesson about getting in between them when deep space medical dramas are involved. Especially deep space medical dramas that are about a two-headed doctor who argues with himself about medical ethics."

"You say that like there's more than one," Cameron said. "There can't possibly be more than one deep space medical drama about a two-headed doctor."

"Thanks to my association with these two I am aware of at least three. I'm pretty sure one of them is part of an extended cinematic universe."

Fred took this opportunity to jump in. “Actually, what do you think of this idea, Cameron? A show about a two-headed cop. Like a ‘good cop, bad cop’ deal?”

"Do the two heads ever make out?”

Fred looked disgusted. “No!”

Merry shrugged. “Not interested.”

"Why don’t you create your own two-headed hero show?" Cameron suggested.

"Thanks to this one,” Merry pointed at Jayne, “I don’t have time for any passion projects.”

"You should thank me for saving you from having too many opinions about daytime television," Jayne said, sipping her beer.

Eventually Cameron managed to change the subject by mentioning a space opera that Fred and Merry both despised. As the afternoon wore on to evening, Jayne found herself beginning to relax for the first time in weeks. Comfortably buzzed and tormenting Fred and Merry both with her theory about how Lucino Malatrex was actually the evil mastermind behind the entire series, for a moment she stopped searching every face around her for the one that haunted her dreams.

"I think if I eat one more pretzel I'm going to turn into one," Cameron said eventually as Fred offered him the last one on the plate.

"Same here," Jayne agreed, waving it off.

"You ready to call it a night?" Cameron asked. "I was thinking you could walk me home."

Jayne smiled, tossed back the last of her drink, and stood up.

"You sure you want to tap out?" Fred asked as she and Cameron slid out of the booth. "It's still early."

"I've got work tomorrow," Cameron said with a shrug, tapping his phone on the screen set into the end of the table to pay his half of the bill. Jayne noticed he paid for her drinks too, though he didn't say anything about it. "Besides, I'm more of a quiet night in than a party all night guy."

He smiled at Jayne again as he said this.

"I like a night in too," she agreed, leaning closer to whisper. "But it's going to be anything but quiet."

They said their goodbyes and slipped out, Cameron wrapping an arm around her waist as they went.

Fred watched them go, frowning thoughtfully.

Turning to Merry he said, "Do you think they're...?"

Merry shrugged. "Certainly wouldn't be the first time."

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

 

Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

"Donut shops?"

By the time Cameron finished transferring Burrett's dossier to the last of the three men standing around his desk, the first was already flipping through it on his own device, frowning at the list of bakeries Burrett was known to frequent in the past. "You really think we're going to find this lunatic buying bear claws?"

The department was bustling that morning, officers hurrying past Cameron's desk on the way to booking drunks, petty crooks, and public streakers. Others squeezed through the throng of officers with thick boxes of evidence. Talk and laughter and the occasional burst of loud indignant noise as an uncooperative suspect was dragged in filled the air and fueled Cameron's headache. He wasn't hung over, but he had definitely stayed up too late. He wasn't sure where Jayne found the stamina considering how little she'd been sleeping lately...

He shook it off, focusing his attention on the men in front of him. The one who'd spoken was the youngest, a desk cop by the name of Ray Taylor. He was thin, young, and hungry for action. Thanks to his shock of red hair he looked like a walking matchstick, and his temper matched. Cameron liked him, and was doing him a favor by giving in to Ray’s constant begging for a real case. Cameron was his only superior willing to look over the one blemish on his record. The blemish no one talked about. But, Cameron had convinced himself, what Ray lacked in experience he made up for in almost manic enthusiasm.

"We don't have a lot to go on," Cameron replied. "This guy is smart, well trained, and he does not want to be found. He's not going to give us a lot to go on, so we need to use every bit of information we've got."

"He's right," said the man next to Ray without looking up from the screen where he was also scanning Burrett's file. He was in his late fifties, tall and broad as a barn, with dark skin and calculating eyes. "A man like this isn't going to just wander in front of a facial recognition scanner and make it easy for us. When you're hunting someone that knows the system, who knows how to stay invisible, it's their habits that give them away every time."

The third man nodded in solemn agreement. He had the look of a boxer gone to seed, with a bent nose, a cauliflower ear and a beer gut hiding the fact that he was still more or less a wall of solid muscle.

"Madison’s right. One time I was tracking down this fella on Canterra Prime that owed me money," he said. "Absolute ghost, known for it. The boys put cash down that I'd never find him. But you know me, Bill the Bulldog. I’m a stubborn sumbitch. Before long I find out he's a regular mama's boy. Visits her grave once a month, regular as clockwork. Next time he pops by to see the old lady, I'm waiting behind the headstone with a blackjack and a bag of quick cement. You should have seen his face when—"

Madison nudged him with his elbow. "Mind your audience, Bill," he said casually, like he was reminding Bill not to swear in front of children. "Maybe this isn’t the best place to be telling that particular story."

"All I meant is," Bill continued, clearing his throat, "everyone has some mundane little routine they hang on to, never thinking it'll lead back to them."

Madison was a former detective with the department who had been pushed into early retirement following a scandal. He wouldn't talk about it, brushing it off as differing opinions over a police report. But judging by the fact that he'd been a paid consultant with the department since before Cameron had joined up, Cameron was guessing it had more to do with interdepartmental politics than Madison's police work.

Bill was officially on the books as a CI, but Cameron had looked into his sealed files the first time they'd worked together. Bill was a former agent, academy trained, who'd been in deep cover for years with a certain organized crime syndicate that had practically owned three cities. That syndicate had collapsed in shockingly abrupt fashion about ten years ago, the leadership seeming to vanish practically overnight. Coincidentally around the same time Bill decided to move to a different planet and take up a new identity. He’d only been back in Theron and with his own name for three years.

Cameron had worked with Madison and Bill many times before and knew they did solid work. He didn't quite trust Bill, but he did trust Madison, and Madison had a skill for keeping Bill mostly contained.

"I'm keeping an eye out in case we get lucky and he does pop up on a facial recognition scan," Cameron said. "He's been out of circulation for a while and we don't know what lasting effects the years in solitary might be having on him. But I'm not counting on that working, which is why I want you guys working any other lead you think might turn something up. Including the donut shops."

"Do you think he's still in the city?" Ray asked.

"Hard to say," Cameron replied. "If he is, it's only because we're watching all the exits. The agent I'm working with has eyes on the bus station, the trains, the sky port, and each and every tollbooth. But I also wouldn't be surprised if he'd found a way to slip past us. Either way, if he's already relaxing on a non-extradition beach somewhere, there's nothing I can do about it. So I'm gonna focus on what I can do, gamble on him still being in town and hope I get lucky."

"So you're putting us on the mother of all long shots is what you're saying?" Madison summarized. "Your best intel is his favorite kind of pastry, and long odds that he's even still planetside?"

"What I'm saying," Cameron began, straightening his tie, "is that anything you can come up with helps, and I think you three are good enough at this to get me something, even with, I'll admit, not much to go on."

"Ah, what do you care how long the odds are?" Bill laughed, slapping Madison on the back. "The man's paying us to camp outside a donut shop!” He popped a cigarette in his mouth and lit it. “It's a cake job, literally."

"Don't get sloppy," Cameron said, expression serious. "Burrett is dangerous. He's brilliant, unstable, and by now certainly armed. Not that he needs to be. Jayne once told me that the academy makes you memorize place settings for formal dining — salad forks and fish forks and where they go around the plate and all that — and then they make you learn six ways to kill or incapacitate a person with each utensil."

"So don't let Burrett get his hands on an egg spoon," Madison said, pretending to make a note in Burrett’s file. "Got it."

"I think your girlfriend might have been winding you up there, detective," Ray teased.

"No, it's true," Bill assured the younger man. "If you can't set a table for an eight course dinner and also render a man unconscious with a sugar bowl you aren't academy material. Of course, in my day, they made us learn all the social and cultural variants, too. They'd wake you up in the middle of the night shaking cutlery at you and if you couldn't tell them where the caviar spoon goes if you're having afternoon tea in New Paris with a peer two stations above you, the instructor would break one of your fingers."

He shook his hand at Ray for emphasis, his fingers calloused and gnarled and crooked from multiple breaks. Ray looked slightly horrified until Bill started laughing. Realizing he was being teased, Ray forced an embarrassed laugh of his own.

"Ah, the academy days," Bill said with a sigh as his laughter trailed off, looking down at his fingers and flexing a particularly badly bent one. "I never did figure out where that damn caviar spoon was meant to go."

Ray blanched.

"Nowhere," Madison provided. "Caviar wouldn't be served during afternoon tea."

"Son of a bitch," Bill said with a sniff. "You learn something new every day."

"Anyway," Cameron said, bringing them back to the subject. "If you spot Burrett, do not approach him. That's an order. You call it in and keep your distance."

"With all due respect," Ray said, leaning over the desk. "Isn't it smarter to try to apprehend him? He's an old man who's been in a government black box for a decade at least. Whatever his training, he can't be that much of a physical threat."

"It's not worth the risk," Cameron said sternly. "It's not just about you not getting hurt. If he spots you coming and rabbits, or gets lucky and slips away because you didn't have backup, then we might lose our only chance to catch him."

Ray frowned, looking ready to dig in and get stubborn about this. "But what if—"

"No." Cameron cut off the young officer as sharply as he could. He could be just as stubborn if that's how Ray wanted to do this. "This guy is hard enough to find already without you tipping our hand just because you want to be the one that brings him in. You spot him, you call it in, and you do not engage."

Ray backed off, though he still looked sullen about it. Cameron ran down a few more of the details with them. As he finished, he noticed Captain Gold heading dead-set in their direction.

Cameron opened his mouth to voice an explanation, but Gold addressed Bill first. “What the hell are you doing?” He pointed at the no smoking sign hanging on the wall.

Bill glared at Gold with his bulldog eyes and snuffed the cigarette in the palm of his own hand, an old party trick.

Cameron dismissed the crew quickly, without revealing the nature of the meeting to Gold.

"Detective Cameron. What are the consultants for?" he asked. "Because I have a feeling it has nothing to do with that missing person's case I gave you."

"No, uh, actually that's pretty much wrapped up," Cameron said evasively. "Found a body. Just waiting on a positive ID and the ME to confirm suicide. But the ME is Beth Hildebrand and you know how she drags her feet on everything so it could be weeks, honestly—"

"So then what are the consultants for?" the Captain asked again. "You working a case I don't know about?"

Cameron pursed his lips, considering lying and saying they were for something else. But the Captain would see through him, if not immediately then as soon as the reports went in.

"It's for Jayne," he admitted finally. "I'm paying the consultants out of pocket, I'm not using department resources—"

"The consultants are department resources," the Captain scolded. "Your time is a department resource! Or do you think I'm just paying you for your pretty face?"

Cameron sank a little further down into his seat, tempted to hide his face. He could feel other eyes already turning this way, wondering who was getting chewed out.

"I heard about you clocking out before lunch yesterday too," the Captain continued. "Your new girlfriend is cute, but she isn't worth losing your job over!"

Cameron's face turned red. "She's not… that isn't—"

"You have a promising future in this department, Detective," Captain Gold said. "I don't want to see you throwing it away over—"

"It's Burrett," Cameron said, just firmly enough to be heard by the Captain and not all the curious ears listening. The Captain stopped short. "She asked for my help tracking him down. Formally, the department can't do anything about this guy, I know. The jurisdiction is a mess. But he's dangerous. He's going to hurt people. And if I can, off the record, just point Jayne in the right direction, don't I have a responsibility to do what I can for the sake of the people we're supposed to protect?"

Captain Gold frowned at him for a long moment.

"Don't play the serve and protect card with me," he said slowly. "It's cheap."

Cameron braced himself, waiting for punishment, but the Captain looked away, jaw working as he thought. Finally he sighed.

"Just keep me informed," he said, leaning close and speaking softly. "And keep your hands clean. If this goes badly I don't want the department dragged into it."

"Yes sir," Cameron said immediately, spirits lifting. "Don't worry. I've got this under control."

"You'd better." The Captain straightened up. He wasn't sure he was making the right choice, but he’d already spoken. He glanced over to Ray settling back behind his desk. "And be careful with Ray. He feels like he needs to impress everyone. That makes a bad cop."

"Got it," Cameron confirmed, relief sweeping through him as the Captain walked away. Now he just had to hope his consultants found something, and fast.

 

+++

 

The Theron Museum of Art and Culture, L55, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Files and research on Burrett only revealed so much information. After learning everything the documents could tell them, Jayne asked Merry to track down any contact of Burrett’s. Burrett’s actions, from his violent past to his love of donuts, did not exactly paint a clear picture. She wanted any insight into his fractured mind that she could get.

“Well, that was easy.” Merry had told Jayne less than two hours after beginning her hunt. “Looks like we’re not the only ones who want to stop Burrett at all costs.”

“What have you got?”

“Gavin Turner, definitely an alias, by the way,” she clarified to Jayne. “Says he used to be an ‘associate’ of Burrett’s. He doesn’t give us any more information on that front. Except he adds that he saw Burrett transform into the wacko that he is today. I’m paraphrasing a little bit,” she once again clarified to Jayne. “He didn’t say wacko.”

And that was why Jayne was now standing in front of a 3D projection of a rotating smiley face. According to the informational tablet mounted beside the art piece, it was a commentary on commercialism, how it shifts the public to believe their fondness for artificially created bliss is not only necessary, but sincere.

Jayne didn’t really get it. She’d never had much patience for art.

“Miss Austin?” Jayne turned around. A tall, bald man in a royal blue suit leaned heavily on a cane. He reached out with his other hand, a robotic prosthetic. Jayne grasped it for a strong shake.

“Thought provoking, isn’t it?” He said as he looked at the rotating smiley face before them. He dropped to a whisper. “To be frank, I don’t get it.”

Jayne laughed. “Don’t ask me. I got kicked out of school. Gavin?”

“Pleased to meet you. Shall we see if any other pieces in this gallery speak to us?”

Jayne smiled. “What a lovely suggestion.” They began the slow shuffling journey one takes through an art museum. “Why did you want to meet here anyway?”

“It’s an art museum. You can whisper here without anyone getting suspicious.”

“Fair point. I can respect that, although I’m more of a meet me at midnight at the loading docks type of girl, myself.”

“I’m afraid I’m getting a little old for a midnight rendezvous.” Gavin coughed. “Mind if I cut pleasantries down to a minimum?”

“I like you already.”

Gavin, as Jayne had been instructed to call him, walked the perimeter of the multi-media art gallery. Jayne slowed her pace to match his stride.

“So, you are tracking Burrett?”

“Yeah.”

Gavin sighed. His worst fear had come true. “What have you found?”

“Sorry, but I’m the one here for information. You’re not getting any from me. I trust your opinions about art, but I don’t know if I can trust you.”

“Fair enough. Let’s start with your own questions. What do you want to know?”

Jayne stuttered in frustration. “That… well, that’s the problem. It’s hard to ask a question about something you know nothing about. But to start… what does Burrett want?”

“I don’t think even Burrett knows the answer to that question. He’s a creature of impulse and action alone. He plans, meticulously, but to what end? He spoke constantly of destroying everything in his path. He saw all life, and all the products of it, as his enemy.”

“Why?”

“The worst part about people, Miss Austin, is that everyone has their reasons.”

They stopped at another art piece. It was a sculpture, a pyramid of kava cups.

Jayne laughed. “Well, I can relate to this one.” She read the informational tablet. The piece was called “Exhumation.” The pyramid, measuring six feet by six feet by six feet was made from over one thousand stacked kava cups. Every cup had been fished out of the garbage. Jayne wondered if any of the cups had been thrown out by her or Merry. Chances pointed to yes. Jayne read on.

Each cup contained one fluid ounce of donated blood that had been contaminated due to incorrect medical procedures.

Jayne stood back from the tablet, grossed out. “Well, then again, maybe not.”

“I could never understand or explain to you why this artist felt like this piece was necessary. I’m sure they could put it into words, though some choose not to. Many feel an explanation undoes the art. Burrett is the same. He wants his chaos to be trusted. To describe it undoes the point.”

“It’s hard to trust a murderous psychopath.”

Gavin nodded. “Yes, it sounds ridiculous. But he’s not a man with any compass. I don’t think any man can be when they’re driven by revenge. The more society wrongs him, at least in his eyes, the greater that revenge must be.”

They turned away from the art piece and continued their walk through the museum. They left the modern wing and entered the Hall of 20th Century Artifacts.

Jayne had stopped asking questions. Gavin had begun spilling his guts. She suspected he didn’t have many people to talk to. Judging by how quickly Merry had gotten ahold of him, he must have been desperate to speak to anyone. And he must surely be consumed by the thought of Burrett.

“I knew Burrett many years ago. I knew him when he was a good man, and I let him drag me into his web of chaos as he turned into a bad man. I was lucky. I got out. I’ve done well for myself, but every night I have nightmares about what Burrett is capable of.”

Jayne nodded. “I also have nightmares.”

“In the beginning, we were not unlike you. We felt the academy had lost its way. We thought we were doing something right. We were vigilantes, of a sort. But after a time—” He stopped himself as a metaphor came to him. “Have you ever been to a Hyenish-hound race?”

“No, never.” Jayne said. Hyenish-hounds were a relatively new hybrid species. Breeders crossed hyenas with greyhounds as both were approaching extinction. They were an animal built for speed and nothing else. On the upper levels, they were a very popular way to spend an afternoon and hundreds of thousands of credits. Jayne found the entire thing inhumane.

“Every animal is chasing after a hologram rabbit. The projected rabbit runs at a faster speed than even a Hyenish-hound could match. And the rabbit continues until one of the hounds wins. The animal has no idea they will never catch the rabbit. That is how justice was for Burrett. It’s always out of reach. It’s never fully attainable. It drove him mad.”

Jayne swallowed. She felt like Gavin was sneaking a warning in her direction.

“His quest for justice became a desire for revenge. I left once innocent blood was spilled. That’s all I’d like to say about that.” He stopped and looked down at Jayne. In that moment, his robotic arm twitched and rotated clockwise several times. It froze, then rotated back counter-clockwise. “Will you please take my cane?” He said to Jayne.

With his free hand, he manually shut off his prosthetic arm. “It’s been malfunctioning for the past month. I made a doctor’s appointment for early next week, but you can imagine how difficult it makes things. How difficult it’s made everything.”

“Burrett?” Jayne asked, though she already knew the answer.

“Let’s continue, shall we?” Gavin turned and hobbled down the older wing of the museum.

“Mister Turner, I’m sorry. I just need to know… How do we find him?”

“You wait.”

“I’m tired of waiting!” Her voice rose, and other museum patrons glanced in their direction. A guard shushed her.

“You can’t find Burrett. And Burrett, I’m sure, already knows where you are. Burrett always did have a knack of knowing the next move. He probably knows you’re here, talking to me, right now. But he’ll let you find him. And he will enjoy every minute of it. It’s a game to him. He builds traps. He’s a mechanical mastermind. He never met two pieces of scrap he didn’t like.”

“What does he gain? Why slow himself down and leave a bigger footprint?”

“I doubt he gains anything, really. A thrill, perhaps. Burrett once beat me at a game of chess in four moves.”

Jayne ignored the near non-sequitur.

“Miss Austin, if I may ask, why did you let him out?”

“We needed his help.”

Gavin looked away from Jayne and, for the first time, had something straightforward to say. “That was a very stupid thing to do.”

He had led Jayne to the end of the hall, where one of the museum’s most prized artifacts was on display. A crowd of tourists, couples on dates, and children on field trips surrounded the antique portrait. Jayne had heard about the piece, but had never seen it herself. The crowd blocked her view.

Gavin motioned for her to squeeze through and see it. “Go on. It’s quite magnificent.”

Jayne stepped toward the crowd and began squeezing into the throng of excited art enthusiasts. Everyone blocking the artwork had their comm out, waiting in line to grab a selfie in front of the famous portrait.

“Excuse me, thanks.” Jayne moved between a rotund tourist in a loud patterned shirt. She almost tripped over a row of primary school children. “Oh! I’m sorry. Excuse me.”

At last Jayne emerged from the crowd. She nearly fell forward once the force she needed to shove through was no longer necessary. She took the portrait in. It was smaller than she imagined, but she was immediately under its legendary spell.

It was roughly twelve by eighteen inches on black velvet. The subject had high, round cheekbones beneath intense eyes and a pompadour haircut. He wore a white jacket, elegantly adorned with fine jewelry. He sang soulfully into a microphone.

The informational tablet read: Portrait of Elvis Presley on Black Velvet. Late 20th century. By mysterious earth artist Tijuana.

Jayne turned around. She scanned above the crowd. Gavin Turner had disappeared.

 

+++

 

Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

As it turned out, Cameron and his crew only needed a few days to find their man. He was waiting outside an interview room for a suspect's lawyer to arrive when he got the call.

"Cameron," he said, answering.

"It's Ray Taylor. I spotted him."

"Where?" Cameron said, standing up straighter.

"Cosmos Donuts, little local place over on thirty-first, down on level 12. I've seen him here twice now. I wasn't sure it was him at first, but I got a shot of him without his filter mask this time. Son of a bitch is seriously just sitting there eating a cruller."

Cameron couldn't help laughing. It really was a damn donut place?

"Stay put!" Cameron said in a rush of glee. "Record everything. See if we can't get a rough schedule for when he visits and set up an ambush."

"You sure you don't want me to just take him out?" Ray asked. "He's right there. The guy can't be ninety pounds soaking wet, and he looks like my grandpa."

"No. Absolutely not. You know your orders, Taylor. Stay put."

"At least let me tail him. If I can find out where he's staying it'll be a hell of a lot easier than cornering him in a donut shop."

"I said no, Ray," Cameron said, a threat in his voice. "We cannot risk fucking this up, you hear me?”

“Give me a break, already!”

“Ray. I need you to stay put. That is an order."

Cameron didn't hang up until he had Ray's reluctant agreement. He tapped Jayne's number almost as soon as the call with the officer closed, his heart beating fast.

"Guess what?" he said as soon as she picked up. "I've finally got some good news..."

 

+++

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

"What kind of good news?" Jayne asked, not daring to hope it might be what she thought. She'd been lying on her back on the office couch, chucking a rubber band ball at the ceiling, half running through her mental list of Burrett's contacts, half just trying to see how many times she could bounce the ball against the ceiling before Merry tried to strangle her. As she sat up, letting the ball roll away under a filing cabinet, Merry took note of the change in mood. She leaned out from behind her computer (where she'd been hacking her favorite porn star’s browser history and pretending to research a new case) and gave her a curious look. Jayne gestured for her to wait.

"We've sighted Burrett," Cameron said.

"Already?" Jayne said, scrambling off the couch and trying to remember where she'd left her coat. "Where? Is he there now?"

"One of my guys spotted him at Cosmos Donuts on level twelve," Cameron explained. "There's a good chance he visits that one regularly, and possibly a second Cosmos location on the same level."

"Level twelve?" Jayne said, trying to put on her coat and simultaneously dig her phone out of the pocket, forgetting she currently had it pinned between her ear and her shoulder. "I can be there in fifteen."

"Fifteen? Are you planning to jump off a walkway and fall thirty levels?"

"Just meet me there in fifteen."

"Slow down a minute, Jayne!"

Jayne stopped, but only because she realized she was putting her coat on upside-down.

"Why am I slowing down, Cameron?" she demanded as she tried to disentangle herself.

"He's going to have left by the time you get there," Cameron pointed out. "At best you're just going to hurt yourself running to an empty donut shop. At worst, he'll spot you and you'll blow our shot at surprising him."

Jayne considered this for a moment while she continued wrestling with her coat.

"...Fine," she said at last. "But I'm joining the stakeout. I need to see him for myself."

"Alright, we can do that," Cameron agreed. "But, uh, do me a favor and run it by Merry first?"

"Why?" Jayne asked in genuine confusion, still half wearing her upside down coat.

"Because you know she'll flip if you run off after Burrett without telling her. And if she thinks I encouraged you she's going to eat me alive."

"Alright, alright," Jayne griped, finally dropping her coat on the couch and then sitting down heavily beside it. "Send me the details for the stakeout as soon as you have them, alright?"

"Will do. You're still down for ceviche this weekend, right?"

Jayne cracked a smile.

"Yeah, of course."

"Good, because I already bought the ingredients and seafood prices are absurd in this town."

Jayne laughed, said her goodbyes, and hung up.

As soon as she put her phone down she realized Merry was still staring at her expectantly.

"So what the heck was that?" Merry demanded.

Jayne, already regretting that Cameron had talked her into telling Merry everything, gave her a quick summary of the call, in the middle of which Fred showed up and had to be briefed as well.

"I don't like it," Merry said when Jayne was done.

Jayne paced restlessly in front of the settee where Fred sat. Merry sat on the edge of her own desk, fingers tapping on the slick surface.

"What's not to like?" Fred asked. "We're finally going to nail that bastard."

"It doesn't feel right," Merry said, shaking her head. "You've been hunting for him for months. Cameron's guys had the same information we did. And they find him after a couple of days... eating donuts?"

"I still can't believe the donut thing turned out to be legit," Fred said in a tone of mild disbelief.

"Apparently he really likes triple fudge with sprinkles," Jayne offered, looking at the information Cameron had sent her again.

"I didn't even know they made triple fudge donuts."

"Dark chocolate pastry, fudge icing, hazelnut-chocolate cream filling."

"Damn. I'd come out of hiding for that too."

"You don't think that's weird?" Merry interrupted. "That he's out in public after all this time just... getting donuts? He's an academy trained criminal mastermind. There's no way he's just been hiding out all this time, letting the search die down, just waiting for the coast to be clear so he could... visit a third rate donut place in a smogtown slum multiple times."

"She does have a point," Fred conceded. "Shouldn't he be like, planning world domination or something?"

"World domination and donuts are not mutually exclusive," Jayne said, refusing to acknowledge the absurdity of the statement. "And Cameron's guys found him before me because there are more of them, and they can afford to just sit on these donut places and wait. Every time I tried to stake one of those places out, Merry demanded I come back to the office and work on another one of her bullshit baby cases."

"For Christ's sake, Jayne," Merry said, her shoulders slack and her voice heavy with exhaustion.

"I know, Merry," Jayne interrupted, holding up her hands in a gesture of impatient surrender. "I know. You've told me at least a dozen damn times. I'm an impulsive idiot who's trying to run us into the ground and make myself homeless. I've got it, okay? Message received."

"Then can you please stop resenting me for it?" Merry asked, her arms open at her sides, helpless. "I'm not just a crazy bitch trying to stop you from hunting Burrett for no reason. I want this business to work. I want us, as a team, to work. And I'm worried about you. You haven't been right since—"

"Since Burrett escaped," Jayne finished for her. "I know, that's why I want to—"

"Since you shot Chamberlain."

Jayne fell silent. Merry stared at her, waiting. Fred looked between the two of them with confusion writ large on his face. Finally Merry pushed away from the desk to reach out to Jayne, who stepped away from her and held up a hand to keep her at bay.

"I just don't want you to rush into this and end up hurt," Merry said, backing down. "You're my friend, Jayne."

"...I need both of you for this," Jayne said finally. Merry sighed.

"Of course I'll help," she said. "Did you really think I wouldn't help?"

"Thanks," Jayne said stiffly.

"Uh, so, what's the plan?" Fred asked, eager to move past this awkward bump in the conversation.

Jayne took a deep breath.

"We stake out both Cosmos Donut locations," she said. "Me and Cameron are going to watch the one we know he's been to. Fred, you and one of Cameron's guys are going to watch the other. Merry, you'll be camped out nearby getting us the local surveillance footage."

"I won't be able to get you much," Merry said with a frown. "Level twelve is a slum in a permanent smog bank. There's not a lot of surveillance to start with, and anything I can get is going to have limited range because of the haze."

"Just do what you can," Jayne said. "Anything is better than nothing. When he shows, whichever team spots him will tail him back to wherever he's staying."

"We're not going to get him at the donut shop?" Fred asked.

"No, it's a bad location. Too many ways he could get away, and too many people that might be in danger if it becomes a fight. So we follow him home, call in the backup, and then Cameron and I move in and take him down."

"Sounds good," Fred agreed.

"I still don't like it," Merry admitted. "But it's more solid than you just running into the donut place and tackling him I guess."

"Then we're all set." Jayne nodded, satisfied.

She was answered by the sound of Fred's stomach growling loudly. She and Merry stared at him, and he grinned sheepishly.

"...Anyone else craving donuts now?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

 

Cosmos Doughnut Shop, L12, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The rhythmic chug of a distorted electric guitar played from the sound system of Cameron's discreet black cruiser, the volume turned down low. The rusted metal walkway they were parked against drifted gently in the hot updraft, rattling against the side of the car.

"Your taste in music sucks."

Jayne had her feet up on the dash, nested among empty take out containers; the debris of their long stake out, which was currently well into its third evening. Moisture beaded on the car windows. The night had a sulfur glow where the street lights illuminated the permanent smog. Through the curtain of brown, neon flickered pink and green along the hunched and sullen storefronts of pawn shops, adult video stores, and one dingy donut shop. Jayne made no move to change the music, despite her complaint.

"This is a classic," Cameron replied, too bored to muster any real indignation. He had his elbow braced on the cruiser window and his head on his fist, his eyes half closed.

"Who listens to post-grunge, honestly?" Jayne teased. She took the bottle of vending machine iced coffee from between her thighs, opened it, and flicked the plastic cap at him, half just to try and wake him up. "Moody teenage loners who are also grandfathers? This song is older than my mom."

Cameron yawned, rubbing his eyes, and threw the cap back at her without looking. "We agreed to switch off every hour. You can put up with my old man music for another fifteen minutes."

"New rule," Jayne said, offering him the coffee. "If you fall asleep you forfeit the rest of your turn. And I wake you up by blasting house remixes of Japanese pop music."

"And you said my music sucks." Cameron took the coffee reluctantly.

"Never said mine was better," Jayne chuckled. "But that particular playlist is Fred's fault."

"Ah, I should have known."

"Are we criticizing Fred's music tastes?" Merry's voice cut through the music. "Because I am here for that."

"Any sign of the target?" Jayne asked instead.

"Not that I can see," Merry replied. "But frankly that's not saying much. My visibility is super limited here. There's maybe ten cameras on this street. Half of those are actually looking at something useful. And every time the wind kicks up I'm pretty much blind for a solid minute until the camera can clear the smog dust off the lens."

"We are sure that he's going to be here, right?" Jayne asked.

"My guys saw him here multiple times," Cameron replied. "He'll show up."

Jayne sighed. Her impatience felt like a sore tooth; a restless discomfort she couldn't ignore or repair, slowly driving her crazy.

"How's Fred?" she asked instead. "He and Bill holding up alright?"

"Me and Madison have a bet running on which one of them will snap first," Merry replied. "Either Bill is going to kill him before this stake out is over or they're going to end up best friends. I'm not sure which option is worse."

"Well, keep me updated if things turn murder-y," Jayne said. "Or, you know. If you spot Burrett."

"I still can't believe this is where we found him," Cameron said, shaking his head. "I mean, the donut thing I kind of get. But this place? I figured he'd have better taste."

Above the donut shop, a sign shaped like a comet flickered. It was styled like one of those old retro-modern diners, all chrome and rounded edges and a bulky, neon illuminated jukebox. All of which was crammed into a space that was only slightly larger than Jayne's old dorm room. There was barely enough room for the door to open. There was maybe four square feet of open space between the door and the register on the red and white painted bar.

The only other space was an aisle maybe two feet across between the three bar stools and the two bulky booths against the wide front window. Clearly, mistakes had been made there. But the shop's aesthetic ambitions had been kneecapped from the start by the rundown location. From the thick, reinforced plate glass of its windows caked in smog-residue, to the torn, peach colored vinyl padding of its booths, it looked almost as skeevy as the video store next to it.

"I hear the donuts are surprisingly good." Jayne shrugged, scrolling through music options on the dash touch screen. "Also, when you're an escaped criminal hiding out in the slums to avoid surveillance cameras, you take what you can get."

"Still," Cameron said, shaking his head. "After that long in prison, if donuts were my thing, the first thing I would do would be trying to find the biggest, fanciest, most gourmet donut in the city. Like, the kind of donut that costs as much as a whole meal. The chef, or I guess the baker or whatever… the pastry chef? The pastry chef brings it to your table themselves and it's got, like, gold leaf on it and—"

"Cameron."

The sudden alertness in her voice made Cameron cut himself off and return his attention to the donut shop. There was someone approaching, their face obscured by a smog mask. But something about the way he moved set off alarms in Jayne's head.

"Merry, you have eyes on him?"

"One second."

"Merry, is it him?"

"Fucking smog… hang on, I've got the interior camera for the shop. Where did he come from? I didn't get him on any of the street cameras."

Jayne watched, tense as a hyenish-hound at the starting line, as the man entered the donut shop, shaking off the smog dust in the doorway. She held her breath, her very heart frozen in her chest, as she watched him reach for his mask. Even from the other side of the street, through the smog and the grimy windows, she knew.

"It's him," she whispered.

"Confirmed," Merry said over the radio. "I have a positive visual. That's Burrett. Holy shit."

Jayne forced the breath she was holding out in a long, shaky exhalation. Every bone in her body was screaming at her to get in there, to catch him now.

"You good?" Cameron asked, his expression wary. She knew he was ready to stop her if she decided to do something stupid.

"I'm good," she lied. "We're good. We're fucking great in fact. We're going to tail him back to his hideout and then I'm going to nail his ass to the wall."

"You mean that metaphorically, right?" Cameron asked.

"Probably," Jayne said, not certain herself.

There were three other patrons in the tiny shop, the busiest it ever got. A heavyset bearded man probably on his way to an overnight shift, was sitting on a barstool at the counter. A frazzled looking older woman and a half asleep eight-year-old boy sat in one of the two booths against the front window. Jayne's instinct to protect them from the potential danger Burrett posed warred with her better sense. Confronting him here was much more likely to put people in danger. She could wait.

"Hey, Cameron?" Merry said suddenly. "That guy of yours, the red head?"

"Ray?" Cameron replied, looking at the radio in mild confusion.

"Yeah, that one. You told him to stay at the precinct so that he could lead backup here after we find Burrett's hideout, right?"

"Yes, but we don’t need backup yet. When we do, I’ll make the call."

"Well, I've got him on camera right now, heading towards the donut shop."

"Why the fuck—"

Jayne grabbed Cameron, directing his attention to where Ray Taylor was currently walking towards the donut shop, moving with a purpose.

"Oh no," Cameron said, already scrambling to get out of the car. Jayne moved to follow him, her heart a drum beat in her ears as she pulled her smog mask up from the collar of her coat.

"Wait!" Merry shouted from the radio, making them both hesitate. "You can't go in there!"

"If Ray blows our cover Burrett could hurt someone!" Jayne argued.

"If Burrett sees you coming, he definitely will," Merry pointed out. "And we might lose any chance of ever catching him!"

Jayne wavered, knowing Merry was probably right. Cameron looked to her, waiting for her to decide. Jayne watched the wide grimy windows of the donut shop, just hoping a decision wouldn't be needed.

 

+++

 

Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros one hour earlier

 

Ray slumped in his chair, arms folded across his chest. He had one eye on the clock and one eye on the comm. He was on his third cup of coffee, second cup with rum mixed in. No one knew he was drinking on the job, but he was hoping someone would find out. It’d be a mark on his record, but wouldn’t put his job in jeopardy. Officers were too hard to come by in Theron Techcropolis, and a cop who doesn’t play by the rules was the reputation Ray was working for. But Ray confused reputation with respect.

Cameron, Madison and Bill annoyed Ray at every step on the Burrett case. As assigned, Ray had dug up any and all information he could on Burrett. He spent many sleepless nights hacking and scrolling through police archives and dark web hubs of criminal activity. But every insight Ray uncovered was met with casual disregard and polite but empty gratefulness. Jayne and Merry, working closely with Cameron, had beaten him at every turn.

Ray looked on the bright side. He hoped his inability to churn out stellar deskwork would get him back on the streets.

At that thought, Ray winced. He was reminded about his first beat. Fresh out of training and in a uniform that still smelled like starch, he had been assigned to ride sidesaddle with Detective Bree Odenkirk.

Bree had 20 years on the force and a sterling record. In Ray’s first week after training, he joined Bree on a call to a hostage situation. An angry ex-husband holed up with kids he lost in custody. The dad was some high-end bank executive who fell off the deep end after his divorce. Following a week long bender on zether, an upper-class party drug mined by the Belcourt Cartel from the asteroid Zethron B-9, the guy kidnapped his kids and holed them up in his L71 mansion with a semi-automatic Turing Blaster.

Bree believed in Baptism by fire. She gave Ray orders to flank the right side of the mansion while the target covered the bulk of the force facing him at the front. Meanwhile, she’d take an entrance through the garage.

Ray was never too good at knowing his right from his left. Bree didn’t have any cover, and the last time Ray saw her she had a charred hole through her head.

Ray broke down and became a useless field officer. Since then he’d been behind a desk. After begging Cameron to put him on a case, he finally had a chance to prove himself.

And that wasn’t going to happen unless he made a choice.

Ray finished his rum and coffee. He grabbed the keys to Cruiser #14 off his desk. He threw on a jacket and told his pals he was running out for a quick bite.

 

+++

 

Cosmos Doughnut Shop, L12, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Inside the shop, Burrett stood at the counter. He and the cashier laughed about something as he finished paying for his order. The scent of baking dough warred with the stench of acrid smog carried in on the guests’ clothes. The jukebox against the rear wall was playing a pop number from the previous decade, almost too quiet to hear over the hum of the air filters. The man sitting at the counter sipped his coffee and read the news on his tablet. The eight-year-old dozed against the window while his mother wearily scrolled through job postings.

The front door swung open ninety degrees and hit the jukebox, bouncing off it and chiming belatedly. Ray paused in the narrow entrance way and braced himself on a gumball machine in order to knock the soot from his boots. But his eyes were already on Burrett.

The air in the room subtly shifted. The cashier, seeming to sense it, went still, her eyes on Ray. The man drinking coffee at the bar paused for a moment then carefully returned his eyes to his tablet. Behind him, in the booth, the mother did the same. Burrett, patiently counting cash to pay for his donuts, did not even glance in Ray's direction.

Ray leaned casually against the counter next to Burrett, taking his time, pretending to scan the display of baked goods which filled the wall behind the counter. The harsh white overhead lights washed him out, made him seem younger than he was.

"What’s good?" he asked. In the artificial light, with a dated party anthem wailing thinly in the background, his attempt at action movie swagger seemed particularly forced.

Burrett didn't look at Ray. There was an easy smile on his weathered face. He nodded to the cashier, who quietly backed away towards the door to the kitchen.

"Triple fudge," he replied. "At least, that’s my favorite."

"Really? I’m surprised anything’s good here. Seems like a real dump," Ray replied, shrugging. "But I guess anything must look good compared to that box the government had you in."

Burrett paused for beat, then nodded as though in agreement, hanging his head. The light made his thin white hair glow like a halo, or the heart of an explosion. He was leaning on a cheap brown acrylic cane. Slowly, he turned to face Ray, his hands folded on the cane before him. He seemed small, harmless, lost in his oversized tan coat. He smiled like Ray was a beloved grandchild upon whom he was about to bestow sage wisdom and an excess of hard candy.

"I would advise you to walk away," he said. "But I doubt you would listen. You've already decided what part you think you're playing."

He waved a hand for Ray to continue. Ray frowned, but didn't back down.

"Let's make this easy, old man," he said, shifting his coat to flash the gun on his belt. "You turn this into a fight and you're gonna break a hip. I don't feel like beating up grandpa today. So just come quietly. I'll tell the Cheif you cooperated, put in a good word for you. Maybe they make sure you stay on the books this time, go to a proper prison with regulations and shit, instead of disappearing you back into that hole you climbed out of. Nobody needs to get hurt."

Burrett laughed, brief and quiet and genuine.

"I think there are some who would disagree with you there," he said. "But yes. Let's make this easy."

The man sitting on the bar stool behind Burrett had taken notice of their conversation, and spotted Ray's gun. Concern spread on his broad face.

"Hey… " he said, starting to stand.

Ray's eyes left Burrett for a fraction of a second, which was all Burrett needed. He lashed out with his cane, pinning Ray's hand to the counter. In the same movement, almost before Ray could shout, Burrett had taken the gun from his belt.

It took Burrett just long enough to turn off the safety for Ray to realize what was about to happen. His eyes widened for just a fraction of a second, before Burrett put two expertly delivered rounds in his chest. The thunderous sound, deafening in the tiny space, swallowed any cry he might have made.

"You know," Burrett said as the mother in the booth screamed, and the man who had been at the counter tripped over himself while fleeing to the bathroom in the back. "Your mistake was not that you were so certain what your role in this story was... "

Ray staggered backwards, a hand on his chest, expression still more surprise than pain. He tried to catch himself on the counter, and finally sank, stunned and pale, to the floor. Burrett smiled at him, genial as ever, while he casually checked the chamber of Ray's gun.

"Your mistake," he said, as he took aim between the young man's eyes. "Was in assuming that you knew mine."

Jayne was already halfway across the walkway to the donut shop before the shots rang out. She'd started running the second she'd seen Burrett move and already known she was going to be too late. She could still hear Merry shouting at her from the car. But Burrett was about to kill someone, if he hadn't already. He was in a small room with innocent terrified people, and there was clearly nothing keeping him from killing all of them.

She slammed through the door, gun in hand and Cameron a step behind her, before Burrett could fire again.

Burrett looked up, his expression one of pleasant surprise. His gun was still pointed at Ray, who didn't seem to be conscious, and his hand was steady.

"There you are, Jayne," he said. "I was wondering when you were going to stop hiding in that car and come say hello."

Jayne felt a chill run down her spine and tightened her grip on her gun, already trained on the old man. She tugged her mask down quickly.

"Drop the weapon," she said firmly. "Move and I will shoot you."

"I wouldn't suggest it," Burrett said lightly, tapping a finger against the barrel of his gun. "Unless you aren't particularly fond of your friend on the floor here."

Jayne hesitated, glancing at Ray. He didn't have much longer if they didn't get him medical help immediately.

"You know, I haven't had a chance yet to thank you properly," Burrett said. "For helping me escape. I really couldn't have done it without you."

Jayne didn't take the bait, remaining silent as Cameron carefully moved behind her. He was circling slowly to try and get between Burrett and the woman and child cowering in the booth.

"Of course," Burrett went on. "I was less pleased to learn you had killed Chamberlain. As you can imagine, I was rather looking forward to doing that myself!"

He laughed casually. Jayne swallowed and squeezed her gun harder to hide the tremor in her hand. But Burrett's keen eye saw it anyway.

"Was he your first?" Burrett asked, his lightning perception seeing straight through Jayne. "Ah, that explains why it's taken you so long to find me. I was beginning to think you weren't as good at this as I thought you were. Tell me, Jayne, do you dream about him? Do you see his face on the street? Is he haunting you the way he haunted me?"

"Drop the weapon," Jayne said, louder than before, trying to hide how she was shaking. "There's nowhere to go, Burrett."

"Very little in this life is certain Jayne," Burrett said, shaking his head. "But I can assure you of this. I will never allow myself to be imprisoned again."

He moved, quick as a snake striking. Jayne's finger twitched on the trigger, but she didn't pull it. Burrett pointed his gun at the woman in the booth, who shrieked, sheltering her son with her body.

"Hold still please, ma'am," Burrett said without taking his eyes off Jayne. "I would hate to miss."

Inside, Jayne screamed at herself to fire, to put Burrett down. But her body wouldn't respond. She was frozen.

Burrett pulled the trigger.

Thunder roared, the woman in the booth screamed, and horror washed through Jayne like ice water.

Her training kicked in, replacing her conflicted instincts. Protecting the civilians came first. She let her weapon fall to her side, turning to the woman in the booth, and Burrett vaulted over the counter and away through the kitchen door. Jayne lingered just long enough to see that Burrett's shot had missed the woman almost entirely, intentionally, and struck the back of the booth beside her. It had barely grazed her.

Cameron was kneeling beside Ray as Jayne turned to jump over the counter.

"Jayne, wait!" Cameron shouted after her. Jayne ignored him, bolting through the empty kitchen and out the back of the donut shop. A grimy alley greeted her, pollution fog rolling through it like blood through a vein. Her eyes began to water immediately and she fumbled for her mask, coughing. Which way had Burrett gone? She scanned for some sign, choosing a direction nearly at random.

But a hand grabbed her shoulder almost before she'd taken a step. She whipped around, almost hurting Cameron before she recognized him.

"Don't," he said, muffled through his mask. "You won't catch him."

She knew he was right, but adrenaline still hummed in her veins, demanding she do something. She looked away, and Cameron tightened his grip on her shoulder.

"There are hurt people in there that need your help," he said, shaking her a little.

Jayne cursed under her breath. She let Cameron drag her back inside.

Cameron sat with Ray as they waited for the ambulance to arrive, while Jayne did her best to comfort the three panicked patrons of the donut shop. She was straightforward and careful not to sugar coat anything, but she managed to get a smile out of the little boy. Jayne high-fived him and walked towards Cameron. She watched the EMTs shake their heads as they spoke with Cameron and loaded the unconscious Ray into the back of the ambulance. She wanted to comfort Cameron, who looked ashen and lost, but she had no words that could help him right now. She was almost as lost herself.

"How is he?" Jayne asked, almost afraid to know. Cameron was quiet for a long moment before he answered.

"He's not going to make it," he said finally. "They’re putting him on life support until his family can fly in and say their goodbyes."

Captain Gold seemingly appeared out of nowhere, as if teleported there by the power of his own rage. His choice words for Cameron added some color to the otherwise dreary backdrop of the tragedy that had just transpired.

“I don’t care what the fuck Ray was thinking, Cameron. It doesn’t matter at this point! Ray is now deader than my dream of retiring and never having to look at your insubordinate, sorry-ass face ever again. I don’t give a flaming shit what your reasoning was. You knew better than to put him on this case.”

“He wanted to prove himself.”

“Well he sure as god damn shit proved something, didn’t he?”

Cameron had been chewed out before. In situations like this, it was best to keep your mouth shut. He stopped talking back.

Captain Gold adjusted his belt. He looked down and massaged his temples. He was too furious to look Cameron in the eyes, but he continued as calmly as he could. “If you don’t catch this guy, and I mean alive, your ass is getting demoted so fast you’ll wish you had a job scrubbing shit out of toilets in the Level 10 Precinct. Is that damn clear to you, Cameron?”

“Yes sir.”

“Let’s clean this mess up.”

Jayne's stomach twisted itself into knots of guilt. An officer dead, a civilian injured and a child traumatized, the precinct pulled into a mess they had no legal jurisdiction to be involved with… Cameron would be lucky not to lose his job, and it was her fault. She should never have asked for his help.

Outside the shop, curious people gathered, wondering what had happened. Jayne scanned their faces, searching always for the one she knew couldn't be there. Chamberlain stared back at her from the eyes of a dozen strangers.

 

+++

 

Somewhere Not Far Away, L12, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Burrett watched Jayne scan the faces in the crowd. He was disappointed she didn’t spot him, but he knew the face that truly haunted her would not appear.

He left the crowd quickly, but he did not bother to run. The fog split around him like the sea around the prow of a ship. The buildings crowded close and high, the heat oppressive, the humidity deadly. He did not glance behind him. He would barely be able to see anything through the smog anyway, and he didn’t even have a mask on to hinder his sight. His ears were carefully alert to the sound of pursuing footsteps. He was almost disappointed not to hear them. Burrett lit a cigarette in defiance of the thick unbreathable air.

Jayney’s going soft, Burrett thought to himself. A detective? Really? She was slipping. If this was to go according to plan, he would need to more properly motivate her. If the fear of dead men was holding her back, perhaps fear for the living would help her overcome it.

Burrett was thrilled. His urge, the itch in the back of his mind, the desire to destroy had met its muse. Jayne was good. She got him out in the first place. He knew he owed everything to her. His entire future, the future of this city and beyond, all credit went to Jayne. Burrett turned a corner down a one way street.

Jayne was a worthy opponent. Burrett had been stalling, unsure of his next move. Now he had a competitor and, most exciting to Burrett, a student.

Damn, he thought. It wasn’t even him she wanted to stop. Burrett’s academy training in psychological profiling kicked in. It was like riding a bike, impossible to forget. Jayne didn’t want to stop Burrett. She wanted to undo her own mistakes. Chamberlain, he knew. But also letting him go. Burrett laughed. What a wonderful thing, he told himself, knowing Jayne was tortured by her good deed.

One block ahead, a police cruiser turned the corner and started hovering toward Burrett. He wasn’t nervous. He wasn’t even nervous when the cruiser pulled up and stopped alongside him with an open window.

“Hey, fella!” The cop casually leaned out the window.

Burrett stopped and smiled. “Yes, Officer?”

“Where’s your mask?”

Burrett shrugged a laugh. “Oh, you get used to it down here.”

“I bet. Got a light?”

“No, found this one in my pocket already lit.” Burrett laughed as he flicked the ring on his index finger. A small blue flame rose from the top. He held it out to the cop who lit his cigarette.

“Thanks. Wife hates this.” He took a relaxing drag. “So I smoke when I’m on patrol. I tell her I got a partner who smokes like a chimney.”

“It’s the little lies that keep a marriage happy.”

The cop laughed. “Ain’t that the truth? I lost my lighter at this donut shop up a ways. Awful.”

“Oh, my goodness. What happened?”

The cop took another drag and his eyes went a little hollow. “This old psycho shot an officer.”

“I wish I could be surprised. But nothing good happens down here.”

The cop nodded. “Apparently this guy’s a big deal. You ought to get home, old man. It ain’t safe right now.”

“Don’t worry about me, Officer. I’m just up the block, here.”

“Well, alright then. Thanks for the light. And I know you might think you’re okay, but you really should wear a mask in this smog.”

The cop drove away.

Burrett casually waved. “What a rube,” he muttered under his breath. He turned and continued on his way.

Ahead of him, the railing of the walkway was broken, rusted and bent. With the ease of familiarity, he lowered himself over the side until he found the hidden ladder beneath with his foot. He descended deeper into the fog, his thoughts still full of Jayne, and all the plans that depended on her. But first, he wanted to know what exactly was going on in her idealistic little brain.

 

+++

 

Reaching To the Future Clinic: Physical Therapy and Prosthetics, L47, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

“Okay, squeeze this.” The Doctor placed a stress ball in the palm of Damien Calhoun’s robotic arm. He squeezed it effortlessly and released. The thick foam ball returned to its natural shape.

“Good!” The doctor marked the successful test on his tablet. “Now let’s toss it up and catch it.”

Damien tossed the ball into the air and caught it. He tossed it a couple times and didn’t drop it once.

“Alright, that was great. Now, can you just give a little snap for me. Like you’re keeping a beat.”

Damien snapped his titanium alloy thumb and forefinger. A sharp, CRACK of metal on metal, a microscopic sonic boom.

“Now that’s what I call a prosthetic limb. You shouldn’t have any more trouble with that arm. But, if you do, your bill for today will cover any repairs and adjustments that you may need in the next two weeks. So any trouble, any problems, make an appointment. Don’t put it off. Any questions?”

“Not from me. I’m just excited I can play piano again.”

The neuro-integration software in Damien Calhoun’s arm was due for an upgrade anyway. The doctors had told him it’d be a few years before a system check was necessary. “You came in just in time,” the Doctor had told him. “Another month and that arm would have totally shut down. Been beyond repair.”

The response time of each mechanical digit was incredible now. The hand almost seemed to anticipate every movement Damien wanted to make. He could make a fist, give a high five, or flip someone the finger with his prosthetic faster than with his real hand.

At the desk, Damien signed his alias, Gavin Turner, on the health insurance forms and walked out of the hospital. It was a rare moment of low smog, and Damien welcomed any opportunity for fresh air.

He took out his comm and, with a few quick swipes orchestrated by his new hand, a taxi was on its way.

While his comm was out, he checked the news.

First he saw it in the Theron Times ‘Officer Shot, Others Wounded in Botched Sting.’ The Techcropolis Free Press declared ‘Escaped Convict Murders, On The Run Again’. The Lower Level Luminary, a radical and tongue-in-cheek publication, put their own distinct spin on the event: ‘Cop Struck Down in Line for Donuts’.

Damien quickly pored over each and every article. He calmed down only slightly when he could not find any mention of a young woman. He was happy Jayne was safe. He couldn’t help but feel an affinity, an admiration, for her fearless pursuit of what she believed was right. Even if the mess was her responsibility, he was still rooting for her.

The taxi pulled up in front of the doctor’s office. Damien put his comm away and slid into the back seat. “Inland Post Apartments, Level 50, please.”

The cab sped away from the curb.

The cabby eyed Damien in the rearview mirror. “Nice weather, right? Couldn’t believe it when I looked out my window this morning.”

“I’m enjoying it while I can!”

“Good thinking, report says these upward drafts are coming back. They’ll bring up the smog from the lower levels for the next couple weeks.”

“Too bad.” Damien wasn’t in the mood to talk. For some reason this cabby made him feel uneasy.

“You see the news? About the cop who got shot last night?”

A chill went down Damien’s spine. “Yes, I did.” He looked out the window and realized the cabby had taken a wrong turn at least a mile back.

“I always love reading some good news. Don’t you, Damien? Or is it Gavin now?”

Burrett smiled at Damien in the rearview, allowing his whole face to be seen in its reflection.

Damien took a deep breath, and straightened his posture. He swallowed his nerves and stayed calm. “What’d you do with the cabby?”

“I found this cab in the lot. Hotwired it. I was waiting for you to come out of that doctor’s office. Your arm is looking mighty good these days, friend.”

Burrett slowed the cab to a stop and lowered it until it was hovering a mere foot off the street.

“Is this our stop?” Damien had all but resigned himself to the situation. He knew there was rarely any other choice around Burrett.

Burrett’s answer was opening the cab doors with the switch at the console. Damien stepped out. L47 was one of the safer, more gentrified levels in Theron, but leave it to Burrett to find the creepiest, most out of the way and inaccessible abandoned hell-holes one would ever dare of dreaming up.

“This used to be a frozen yogurt shop. I think it was called the Fro-Zone. It got shut down when the police discovered three bound and gagged young women in the utility closet. They were high society trust fund types, you know? Huge media shit storm. The owner kidnapped them for no apparent reason. He didn’t touch ‘em, and never asked for a ransom. Even though they had rich parents! Never asked for a single credit. He kept them alive on nothing but frozen yogurt. Probably the first time hostages ever gained weight.” Burrett laughed as he led Damien around to the back entrance. “He eventually let them go and turned himself in. No more Fro-Zone.”

A familiar sight greeted Damien. Burrett had turned the shop into one of his ever-changing hideouts, created to be abandoned. He had his sleeping bag, a multi-level police scanner, and a small stockpile of weapons. Nothing but a Kelvin Soft Gun and a couple thermo-blades of various sizes.

Burrett shoved Damien backwards into a chair. “Take a seat.” He grabbed a chair for himself and sat facing him. It almost felt like a job interview. So, why do you think you’re an ideal candidate to work at The Fro-Zone? Do you have food handling experience? Any kidnapping experience? Do you know how to tie a zip snare knot?

But instead Burrett opened with the last question Damien expected. “How are you, my friend?”

Damien blinked. He couldn’t help but give a straight answer. “I’m good these days.”

Burrett nodded. “I’m proud of you.” The evil that was always present in Burrett’s eyes disappeared. Damien only saw a frail man who was barely holding on. But Damien caught himself. Burrett was a master manipulator. Don’t fall for it, he reminded himself. Burrett leaned forward and the evil reemerged. “I need to know what you told this spy tart, Jayne Austin.”

“I told her you were dangerous. I told her you saw life as a game and you were only interested in winning.” Damien laughed to himself. “I told her I wasn’t much for modern art.”

Burrett laughed, too. “What’d Jayne say? What did she know?”

“She knows enough. She’s good, Burrett. Listen carefully, because what I’m about to tell you is not a warning. It’s a threat. Jayne is the best challenge you’ll ever face. I found her file. I know what she’s done and what she’s capable of.” Damien relaxed and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t think you’re going to win. Not this time.”

Burrett mirrored Damien’s action, an interrogation tactic he never forgot. “In a sense, old friend, I think you’re right. I think we’re both going to lose.” Burrett rubbed his stubbly chin. “On the other hand, Jayne is the most inspiring person I’ve ever gotten to work with… No offense.”

“Trust me, none taken.”

“I want to make sure Jayne has a good time. That’s all. I feel I owe it to her.”

Burrett stood up and walked over to his makeshift home in the corner of the decrepit yogurt shop. He turned on his tablet, and then opened an ancient laptop hooked up to the multi-level police scanner. He opened a tool kit and sifted through the plethora of clamps, screwdrivers, hammers, laser-yanks, and thermo-saws.

“I’m building a gift for Jayne. It’s a playground, kind of. But I need an integrated A.I. unit for an array of death beams. Patterns, you know, are so boring.”

“It doesn’t matter what you do, Burrett. You’re at the end of the line. Look at you! Maybe if you cooperate, the end won’t be so bad. You have enough information to swing a deal!”

“No one wants me!” Burrett barked. He took a pair of needle nose pliers and a thermocutter with a plasma core out from his toolbox and brought them over to Damien. Burrett sat back down across from Damien. In an instant his calm had returned. “You made me lose my train of thought for a moment. Anyway, may I see your hand?”

Damien held out his natural hand.

“Very cute, Damien, but I am a busy man. Your other hand.”

Reluctantly, Damien extended the new, robotic arm toward his enemy. Burrett powered on the thermocutter. “The A.I. system in most modern prosthetics is a little primitive, being a consumer grade technology, but it’s perfect for my intentions.”

“Please, Burrett. It’s not worth this.”

“I’m afraid it is, Damien. For me, it’s free. Sure I’ll have to recharge the plasma core on these cutters, but that costs no more than ten or fifteen credits. I’m saving a small fortune by stealing the A.I. integration out of your arm.” Burrett laughed as he performed the mechanical autopsy.

Damien sat still. Either give in, or die. Maybe a stolen unit was covered by the two-weeks guarantee of adjustments.

“Almost done, old friend. Just… getting the seal around this link open…”

Damien remembered a promise he made to himself. A promise he had been trying to forget for the past hour, out of fear. But it returned to the forefront of his mind with full force. The promise that he would kill Burrett if he ever had the chance.

Damien harnessed all of the remaining power and control his metal arm afforded him. In the split millisecond it took for his barely intact A.I. integration software to communicate his impulse to action, he clenched his fist and propelled it forward, plowing a deep and powerful punch into Burrett’s stomach.

Burrett flipped over backward, toppling the chair with him. Damien rose from his chair and stood over Burrett.

Burrett spat blood into his hand.

“You’ll be stopped, Burrett. If not me, then the girl. But I’ll do it right now if I have to.” He raised his fist.

“Between the two of you, my money is on the girl.” Burrett pulled a one-shot penny blaster from his boot and zapped Damien in the head. Damien fell over, a hole from his prefrontal cortex to his temporal lobe. His robotic arm twisted, confused at the loss of its primary control system.

Burrett returned to work. He removed the A.I. integration hardware from the arm. With the needle nose pliers, he carefully placed the fragile component into a foam-lined pocket-sized carrying case.

He left Damien’s body behind, along with the rest of the evidence of his hideout. This spot was one of his many deteriorating adoptive homes. Damien was one of the many bodies he planned to leave in his wake.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Once things had settled down, Jayne went back to the office, if only because she had nowhere else to go. Part of her wanted to go straight back to level twelve and search every inch of the slum until she found Burrett. The rest of her wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for a week. She was leaning towards the second option, if only because the first carried a possibility of further endangering Cameron's job.

Unfortunately, she opened the office door and found Merry was already there waiting for her.

"Do me a favor," she said before the other woman could speak. "Save the I-told-you-so's for tomorrow. Just give me a day, alright?"

"I'm not a monster, Jayne." Merry, sitting at her desk, looked mildly offended, but mostly just as tired as Jayne was. "Do you really think I'm the kind of person that would rub this in your face?"

"Why not?" Jayne asked, throwing her hands up and sinking down onto the settee, still in her coat and boots. "You were right! I couldn't leave well enough alone. I insisted on going after Burrett at the expense of everything else, and now I've blown our cover and a man is dead."

"You didn't ask Ray to go in there," Merry said. "That's not on you. And you didn't blow your cover either. I heard what he said in there. He already knew you were watching him. He was waiting for you."

"Yeah, and I gave him exactly what he wanted!" There was a hysterical edge to Jayne's voice and a sting in her eyes. She rose from the couch to pace, her hands in her hair. "I played right into his hands! I'm so goddamn predictable."

"You couldn't have known—"

"But you did! You knew I was being a dumbass! If I had listened to you, none of this would have happened!"

Merry shut her mouth. She didn't have an answer for that.

"What the fuck am I supposed to do now Merry?" Jayne demanded, rounding on her. "We're never going to get the drop on him now! We never had it to begin with! He's not going to show himself again unless he's baiting me, and if I go after him I'll get more people killed! And if I don't… "

"You need to sleep." Merry answered firmly, standing up. "That is all you need to do right now."

She tried to usher Jayne towards the bedroom and Jayne pushed her away, hard enough to make her stumble. Jayne's fists were hard at her sides, her breathing rough and uneven. She wanted a fight so badly she could taste it and the fact that Merry wouldn't give it to her was the most infuriating part of this.

"What I need to do is get ahead of him!" Jayne snapped. "What I need is for you to stop pretending to be my mother and do the job I fucking pay you for! Get me a god damn lead before this lunatic kills someone else!"

"For fuck's sake, Jayne," Merry said, exasperated. "Would you stop?"

"Stop what?" Jayne demanded, stepping into Merry's space, goading her. "Trying to catch the psychopath we set loose?"

"Stop pretending this is about him!" Merry shouted back, her patience worn thin. Despite how hard she'd been pushing, it caught Jayne off guard when Merry pushed back. "Stop trying to act like he's the reason you're fucked up! You're not even fooling yourself anymore! It's Chamberlain! It's been Chamberlain since the beginning."

So soon after being called out the same way by Burrett, Jayne didn't have an answer. She stepped back, scrambling for a denial.

"It was the first time you'd killed anyone," Merry said, more frustrated than angry. "That would fuck up anyone. But you… you think you're not allowed to let it bother you or something. Like because you're a spy that's not going to affect you? So we've been waiting months for you to deal with it, to talk to someone about it, but you won't even admit that's what's wrong! You just fixated on Burrett, like if you could catch him it would just magically fix everything. Well it won’t, Jayne! Even if you had caught Burrett tonight, you would still feel like this."

Jayne shook her head, refusing to believe it, and Merry sighed.

"Jayne," she said quietly. "Please. I can't watch you destroy yourself over something this stupid..."

Jayne's futile anger was draining quickly towards exhaustion again, no matter how hard she tried to hang on to it. Silently, she shuffled past Merry towards the back room.

"You're right," she said. "I do need to sleep."

Before either of them could say any more, a sharp static sound from Merry's computer interrupted them. Merry turned to look at it, lips pursed in confusion. A window had opened in the center of her screen and it was flashing an image steadily.

"A popup?" Jayne guessed, confused. "Don't you have adblock?"

"Yeah, to say the least," Merry confirmed, sitting down at her desk. "Wait, isn't that...?"

She trailed off, because she and Jayne had both recognized it. A pinup style logo of a smiling woman in an improbable space suit, holding a box of donuts and riding a comet. The mascot of Cosmos donuts. Beneath the image flashed neon words "COME FIND ME."

"Trace it," Jayne said immediately.

"Already on it," Merry replied, bringing up a quantum-IP trace in a few clicks.

"Why is he baiting us already?" Jayne asked, panic creeping into her voice. "There's no way he's set something up for us this fast."

"More importantly how the hell did he get past my security?" Merry's agitation was obvious, and only grew more so as the IP traceback returned six different locations, none of them on this continent. "Of course. Asshole couldn't make it easy for us even when he wants us to find him. This is going to take a while."

Jayne backed off to let her work, taking a deep breath. Maybe she should try to get some rest while Merry was working this out.

Before she could make a decision, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She answered it immediately, relieved to hear Cameron's voice.

"Good news," he said. "I still have a job."

"That's a relief." Jayne leaned against Merry's desk, rubbing her eyes. "I'm so sorry for this mess Cameron."

"It's not your fault," he said. "Neither of us could have expected what Ray was planning."

Jayne put a hand over her face, took deep breaths to stop the guilt and shame that tried to overwhelm her.

"I'm sorry," she said again, her voice breaking.

"Burrett is the only one to blame here," Cameron said. "So tell me we're going to catch that son of a bitch."

"Of course," Jayne said immediately, ignoring her doubts for the moment. "The cocky asshole just sent us a message. ‘Come find me’."

"Seriously?"

"Merry's tracking it now."

"Trying to, anyway," Merry called out. "The crazy bastard bounced it through at least a dozen proxies. I'm trying to trace it back, but it's basically a needle in a haystack at this point."

"Does she know if he used a satellite?" Cameron asked.

"Hang on," Jayne said, putting him on speakerphone. "Merry, did he use a satellite?"

"Probably," Merry said with a shrug. "The best proxies bounce to a satellite first and then scatter to planetside servers. I could probably even tell you which one he used with a little work. Of course, I don't have clearance to go poking around in satellite data. I can hack it, but the first stretch of gaining access is going to be a lot of guesswork. Without some kind of clearance, it’d take me at least a couple days.”

"I may be able to help with that, actually," Cameron said. "Stay put. I'll be right there."

 

+++

 

He arrived within the hour, just a little behind Fred, who they’d called right after him.

"Donuts, really?" Cameron said, spotting the boxed dozen Fred had brought with him.

"If we want to find Burrett, we’ve got to think like Burrett." Fred said defensively, mouth full of donut.

"What have you got for me?" Merry asked as Cameron made directly for her desk.

"I called in a favor from a friend," he said. "They do a lot of work with satellites, and they keep a tag on any they've worked on. I got you a login to the unlisted hidden site where they store live backups of any activity that passes through their tagged satellites. If you can tell which satellite Burrett went through and it's one of the ones my friend has tagged, it should get you a little closer."

Merry's eyes widened. "Hell yeah, it should! It'll also make us fucking millionaires! Do you have any idea how valuable that kind of information is?"

"I do not," Cameron confessed. "But I imagine that's why my friend said to tell you that this login would only work once, and that if you touch anything except what you came for, they will personally — this is a direct quote by the way — ‘remove your fingers one joint at a time’."

Merry rolled her eyes. "Like I’ve never heard that one before. Just let me figure out which satellite we're looking for."

"What exactly does your friend do?" Jayne asked, raising an eyebrow.

"That's classified," Cameron replied. "But let's just say any evidence found in that data would definitely not be admissible in court."

Even with all Merry's skill and the data Cameron had found her, it took her several hours to find what they were looking for. Jayne, despite her certainty that she wouldn't be able to sleep any time soon, dozed against Cameron's shoulder as he and Fred sat on the settee talking quietly about a video game they both played.

"Got it," Merry said at last, making Jayne jerk back to alertness and drop the donut she'd fallen asleep eating. "And frankly, I am not paid enough. I had to write a whole program to make this database searchable before I could even find the right satellite, and then another to find the correct signature among the billions of signals that bounced off that satellite during the right time frame. Then I had to trace that back to the proxy service Burrett sent it through and hack that to get Burrett's user ID and original IP—"

"But you found him?" Jayne said.

"Yes," Merry said, cutting to the chase. "I found him. Narrowed it down to an address on level fifteen. A graveyard."

Fred scoffed. “How on-brand.”

Jayne stared at the address just a moment longer, memorizing it, then spun away to grab her jacket.

"Jayne, wait-" Merry said as Jayne headed for the door, Cameron and Fred scrambling to grab their things.

"I know," Jayne said, cutting Merry off. "This is stupid. It's a trap, and if I had two brain cells to rub together I'd get a good night's rest and then tell the police. That about cover it?"

"Pretty much," Merry said with a sigh.

"I'm going anyway," Jayne replied, turning back to the door.

"Hang on," Merry said, standing up and grabbing her own jacket. "I'm going with you."

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

 

Eternal Grace Graveyard, L15, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Death in the city was as complicated as everything else. Death was a thing to both ignore and romanticize. Whenever possible it should be tucked away from sight and never mentioned. But when the simple necessity of it insisted upon intrusion into daily life, then at least it should come wrapped in roses and marble.

Jayne figured that dressing it up in pageantry and ritual made it easier to pretend that death was something pretty, something that arrived at its appointed time. But death, in her experience, was neither romantic nor timely. It was as plain as water, as common as a spring shower, and twice as likely to appear out of nowhere just when you thought the forecast called for nothing but sun.

While people would have preferred the dead to be kept somewhere far from the living, on a lovely green hill in a pasture somewhere perhaps, practicality had other ideas. There were two options for the dead in Theron. Space in the sub-level catacombs, overcrowded, expensive, and difficult to access for mourners, was reserved for those with strong religious or cultural objections to cremation. Everyone else had their ashes interred in a slim, elegant marble drawer in one of the graveyards.

There was at least one on each level. A discreet building usually, somewhere out of the way, and often only subtly labeled, if at all. Inside, the walls were lined with marble cells set with brass plaques bearing the names and inscriptions of the deceased. Occasionally, an ornate door would mark the entrance to a family mausoleum, a room the size of a walk-in closet where extended family could be laid to rest together, assuming the family in question had the money.

"Still can't believe this guy literally lives in a graveyard." Fred shook his head in disbelief as they parked Cameron's cruiser just out of sight of the building, its plain white brick stained yellow by smog.

"It makes sense actually," Jayne said, scanning the building for anything suspicious. "Especially an old one like this down in the low levels. It reached capacity ages ago, and even the freshest burials are too old to expect regular visitors. A caretaker comes through maybe once a season. Private, unmonitored, and climate controlled to boot. A perfect place to lay low."

"Just watch your step," Merry said behind them, her eyes on her tablet. "This is definitely a trap."

"You see anything?" Fred asked, leaning in to look at the tablet over her shoulder. Merry shook her head.

"This is where the signal came from," she confirmed. "But there aren't any signals coming in or out of there now on any frequency I can see. If he's left any surprises in there for us, they're too analog to pick up."

"Well, don't let your guard down," Cameron suggested. "A pipe bomb can still blow you to hell, analog or not."

"Maybe Merry should stay out here," Fred said, clearing his throat. "And I could, uh, keep an eye on her. Someone should watch the car anyway, right? This is a rough neighborhood so—"

"Yeah, you two hang back," Jayne said while Merry rolled her eyes. "Seriously. I don't want to give Burrett any extra targets. We'll message you when it's all clear."

"If you don't hear from us in fifteen minutes," Cameron added, checking his weapon, "or if you hear gunfire, call the precinct and get backup down here. Do not go in there alone, got it?"

Merry and Fred nodded in agreement and Jayne headed towards the graveyard, Cameron close behind her. Cameron had his weapon drawn, but Jayne kept hers holstered, her hand on the butt as they approached the door. Cameron noticed, raising an eyebrow. Jayne shook her head.

"I'm too tense," she admitted reluctantly. "I'd rather be slow on the draw than put a bullet in something I didn't mean to."

Cameron nodded in understanding as she checked the door for signs of tampering.

"Earlier, at Cosmos," he said quietly as she opened the door slightly, checking around it. "When Burrett fired at that woman—"

"Now's not the time." Jayne cut him off with a brusque reply, focused on the door.

"You could have put him down," Cameron went on. "I've seen your reaction time. You could have taken him out the second he moved, before he had her in his sights."

"Later," Jayne said, terse and annoyed, ready to enter. Cameron grabbed her shoulder instead, making her face him.

"If I'm about to go into a fire fight with you I need to know you aren't going to freeze up," he said, his eyes hard. "I'm not trying to psychoanalyze you or tell you not to do this. I just want to know what to expect from you if we find Burrett in there."

The lack of pity in his eyes stung, yet his concern was weirdly comforting to Jayne. Sympathy and understanding were unbearable. But practicality she could work with. She took a deep breath, then nodded in acknowledgement.

"I won't freeze," she said, hoping she wasn't lying.

Cameron nodded in satisfaction. Together, they slipped inside.

The graveyard had several floors, each one divided into quarters by crossed hallways with an exit at the end of each hall. That was entirely too many exits for Jayne's comfort. She'd need Cameron's entire precinct here just to cover them all. On higher levels, beyond the smog bank, the exits were left open, with no doors. It made things feel more open and let in natural light. But down here there were not just heavy doors but airlock antechambers to keep the smog out. Like a vault, they seemed to seal Jayne in with the dead.

They stood in darkness for a moment after the door shut behind them, before the lights belatedly flickered on. Jayne peered down the long white hall, ignoring the way her skin prickled and her hair stood on end. The hall was broad enough to walk easily beside Cameron without her shoulders brushing the grave markers which lined the walls to either side of them like bricks. There had been an effort to achieve the popular brass and marble look, but with a clear lack of the funds necessary to achieve it. Maybe one in twelve of the roughly two-by-four sized markers were actually made of marble, faded and cracked by time. More were cheap granite. Many were concrete with a thin faux-marble veneer which had chipped away over the years. The fixtures were nickel, or some other cheap metal with a brass patina. Those that hadn't yet become entirely unreadable would be soon. Dust lay thick over everything. The only sign of life was the long withered remains of a bouquet in a cracked plastic vase anchored to one of the markers.

"Weird," Cameron said, low under his breath, as they moved slowly down the hall, alert for anything suspicious.

"No homeless," Jayne whispered back, having noticed the same thing he had. "No junkies."

"Not even any trash," Cameron said, tracking the dusty but otherwise immaculate halls with his gun. "Something scared them off, long enough ago that someone's been through to clean."

"Maybe," Jayne murmured, eyeing the thick dust on every surface. "But Burrett's only been out a few months, and no one has cleaned in here for at least that long."

They exchanged worried glances before they proceeded. They took turns checking the doors to the family mausoleums. Most were locked and showed no signs of having been disturbed recently. In silence, they climbed the stairs to the second floor and searched it too.

"Any news?" Merry asked over the radio.

"Nothing yet," Jayne whispered back. "Stay alert."

"I expected at least a trap by now," Cameron said, uneasy, as they made their way to the third floor. The motion activated lights flickered on and Jayne flinched, ready for the worst. Instead, she saw just another empty hall. The graves here were slightly newer than the ones on the first floor, but not by much.

She tapped Cameron's shoulder and pointed out a clean streak down the hall, like the dust had been swept away by the hem of a coat that covered any footprints. Silently, they followed it to a mausoleum door. It was slightly open. Her heart hammering, Jayne waved Cameron back, then nudged it with the toe of her boot, pushing it further open.

The room was about four, maybe five feet across. The walls were lined with grave markers, many of them still blank, left open for family members that would likely never fill them. A backlit fake stained glass window was set into the far wall. A six armed female deity of some variety smiled down benignly on a folding table desk and a sleeping bag spread on the floor. An old burner laptop sat open, abandoned on the table. Paper notes, maps and diagrams were sorted beside it, or taped to the grave markers. On the computer screen a simple message blinked in neon lettering, accompanied by the Cosmos donut logo again. Except the rocket-riding lady now had a skull.

‘YOUR MOVE, JAYNE.’

Jayne bit her tongue to keep from swearing as her spirits sank. Cameron kicked the sleeping bag over to check for traps, then the back of the door and the computer. Jayne let him, but she already knew he was wasting his time. This wasn't a trap. Burrett was just taunting her.

They gave Fred and Merry the all clear and Cameron continued to sweep the rest of the building. Merry began searching through the laptop on the long shot that it might contain something useful. Jayne gathered up the paper notes.

"You don't think he might come back here?" Fred asked, eyeing an empty donut box suspiciously.

"No, he wouldn't have led us here if he was planning to come back," Jayne said, snatching a schematic for some kind of pressure activated laser off the wall.

"But then, why lead us here?" Fred asked, baffled, stepping out of the way awkwardly as Jayne collected notes. "Is he just crazy or what?"

"Even the mentally ill don't do things for no reason," Cameron answered as he returned from searching the building. He lingered in the door frame, the small room already too full with Jayne, Merry and Fred in it. "Even completely delusional people have an internal logic to their actions."

"In this case," Merry chimed in, "the reason was probably to show us that we're not going to catch him by just tracking him down to his hideout. He's got more than one. Which, honestly, we should have expected. He is a trained agent after all. He's probably got bolt holes like this all over the city."

"So, he's just… making fun of us?" Fred gathered. "We put all that effort into trying to find his base and he's like, 'take it, I've got spares?' I don't get it. Does he want us to catch him or not?"

"He wants us to chase him," Jayne said quietly, looking through the papers, which included structural design documents for some of the city's largest buildings. "He wants me to chase him. This is what Gavin told me. He said we’ll find Burrett when Burrett is ready for us. I don't know why. Maybe it's an ego thing. Gavin seemed to think that Burrett needs to know someone is appreciating his work. Or a thrill, like it's not as exciting if someone isn't trying to stop him. He lives for a close call. Or maybe he just needs me to pull off whatever he's planning, and he's pulling me around by the nose to make sure I'm where he needs me to be. I’m as much a part of his plan as anything else."

"Could just be revenge," Cameron added. "You killed Chamberlain after Burrett probably spent years thinking about how he was going to get revenge on the guy. Not to mention breaking him out of the black site just to haul him around on a chemical leash while you hunted the man who betrayed him. For a psychopath like him, that's more than enough reason to hate you."

"Sounds crazy to me," Fred said, shaking his head. Jayne just frowned and tore more notes off the walls, stuffing them into the empty donut box to bring home.

"Either way," Cameron said. "You guys need to clear out, fast. I found a body in a mausoleum on the next floor."

Everyone froze for a moment, imagining the worst.

“Wow, Cameron. Way to bury the lead.”

"I didn’t think it was too important because it’s no one we know." Cameron informed them.

Jayne, Merry and Fred looked at Cameron like he had antlers growing out of his head.

"Sorry. I think that’s my cop callousness coming through. But the body, it's practically a mummy it's been in there so long. Judging by the uniform, I'm guessing it was probably the caretaker. But I have to call it in, and if you guys don't take this stuff and get going it's all going to end up in an evidence locker."

"Say no more," Merry replied, shutting down the computer.

They were packed up and on their way out within a few minutes, leaving nothing but footprints in the dust behind them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne sat on the office floor, Burrett's notes and plans spread out around her.

"You sure you don't want me to just scan those?" Merry asked from her desk, sipping a soda as she watched Jayne. "I could organize them into one big whiteboard with a search function—"

"You can scan them later," Jayne said with a dismissive wave, not looking up. "I need to see them all at once like this first."

"In the middle of the office?" Fred asked, stepping carefully around the furniture she'd shoved out of the way in order to sit down on the settee, which was against the back wall next to Merry's desk now. He was carrying a box of takeout and Merry leaned over to snatch a taco.

"This is my workspace," Jayne said, her tone distracted as she rearranged a couple of diagrams. "It helps me focus."

"And the, uh...?" Fred gestured at her appearance, lost for words.

Jayne had taken a quick shower to get the smog off as soon as they arrived, and had emerged in a sports bra and sweatpants, her wet hair messily tied up in a towel. She'd started moving furniture and dumped the box of evidence on the floor with no more explanation than that and sat down in the middle of it.

"Comfortable," she grunted, picking up two nearly identical schematics and squinting at them for a moment before setting them on opposite sides of the pile.

"My college roommate used to do this before big tests," Cameron said. He was sitting on the coffee table, his chin in his hand, a slightly dopey smile on his face as he watched Jayne work. "It always worked for him."

"Throw me a burrito," Jayne said, raising a hand.

"Magic word?"

"I will suplex you off the edge of this level."

"Close enough."

Fred tossed a burrito in Jayne's direction and she snatched it out of the air without looking and tore the wrapper open with her teeth. Cameron's wistful smile widened.

"So what's the plan?" Merry asked, setting aside her soda. "How do we find Burrett again?"

"You're actually interested in finding him now?" Jayne asked, glancing up from the pile of notes.

Merry sighed.

"Yeah, I am. I saw all those plans and blueprints. He had structural plans for the base of Takahashi Tower. That's the tallest building in the city. If he bombs the foundation supports..." She trailed off with a shudder. "Before he was just your pet obsession. Now he's a danger to everyone."

"He was always a danger to everyone," Jayne said, shuffling papers with sharp, aggressive movements. "I was just the only one who cared."

"If you hadn't gone after him he might have just gone into hiding," Merry pointed out. "You called him out, threatened to put him back in jail."

"Do you really think I'm the only person hunting him?" Jayne said, scowling. "We broke him out of a government black site. Every government agency on the planet, and any criminal organization big enough to know he exists, has people searching for him."

"And they're all working equally hard to make sure none of the other players get him first," Merry pointed out. "Which makes them pretty much useless, even before you factor in that he's trained in specifically how to avoid that kind of pursuit. He was in the clear until you came after him."

"Guys," Cameron interjected. "What matters is that we're all on the same page about stopping him now. Let's focus on that."

"...He isn't planning to blow up Takahashi anyway," Jayne said after a moment. "It's not his style."

"How do you figure?" Fred asked.

"He doesn't like collateral damage," Jayne said, sorting a stack of notes on the tensile strength of various metals. "Look at the donut shop. He didn't miss that woman and her kid by accident. And he warned the cashier before everything started. He even tried to give Ray a chance to walk away. It's consistent with his behavior before he was incarcerated too. He doesn't kill unless something is in his way."

"And that would be you," Cameron said, nudging a document Jayne had missed towards her.

"Yeah. And I don’t know what I’m in the way of," Jayne agreed, "but whatever it is will be targeted. Surgical precision, that's his thing."

"Half this shit looks like the world's nastiest game of Mousetrap," Fred commented, tilting his head as he looked at some of the mechanical schematics. "That or props for a shitty horror movie."

Jayne hummed thoughtfully and turned her head to look at it the same way.

"Did you find out what the deal with that body was?" she asked, pulling one of the diagrams towards her.

"Still waiting on an official ID," Cameron replied. "But all signs point to it being the caretaker. ME says he was killed at least a year ago."

"But that was before Burrett escaped," Fred pointed out.

"I noticed that too," Merry said. "On the laptop Burrett left there was banking information, he's been collecting that caretaker's checks and using his ID to get around. It looked like he'd started using it around May last year, but that doesn't make any sense..."

"Unless it wasn't Burrett's hideout," Jayne explained, pulling an older document towards her. "At least, not at first."

"You think he led us to someone else's hideout?" Merry asked.

"No, I just think he stole his hideout from someone else," Jayne replied. "And I doubt he was just stumbling around looking for good places to hide right after he escaped. If the person it used to belong to had still been around, their body would be rotting next to the caretaker. He knew about this place before he went in, and knew it would be empty after."

"It was Chamberlain's," Cameron said, putting it together.

"They were partners," Jayne said quietly, looking at the neat, spidery handwriting on the old document, a sharp contrast to Burrett's clear, blocky print. "They probably shared a network of places like this."

"Well, that's one clue we can use," Cameron said. "If we know where any of Chamberlain's other old safe houses are we can put them under a watch."

"We should keep watching the donut shops too," Fred said. "And not just because I love donuts. He clearly has a thing about sweets. His other hideouts are probably in walking distance."

"That's actually a decent point, Fred," Merry said, sounding slightly surprised.

"He has a hub somewhere," Jayne added. "He'll bounce between bolt holes like the one we found, never spending too long in any one place. But somewhere he has a primary hideout that he does the bulk of his work out of. I'd bet my academy cert on it, if I had one."

"If we find enough of his satellite safe houses," Merry said, leaning back in her chair and sipping on her soda thoughtfully. "We might be able to triangulate the location of the hub. Or at least pin down the general area."

"If they're all about the same distance from the hub, maybe," Jayne agreed. "But I wouldn't rely on it. The donuts either, frankly. He's going to be sneakier about getting his sweets from now on. And we just don't have the numbers to patrol that many locations."

"I'll talk to some of the beat cops that patrol in the right areas," Cameron offered. "See if they'd be willing to keep an eye out and report back."

"You sure?" Jayne said, frowning. "After what happened last time?"

Cameron looked away, shoulders tense, and released a held breath.

"Ray was always impulsive," he said quietly. "I knew he was the type to rush in and try to be the hero. I shouldn't have put him on this. I thought his enthusiasm would mean faster results. I thought I could keep him from doing anything stupid. That much is on me. But in the end he made his own decisions. I can either admit that I wasn't in control, that there was nothing I could have done, or I can blame myself in order to pretend that I had some kind of control over what happened. I'd rather not delude myself."

"What about your job?" Jayne asked. "That promotion you've been hoping for?"

Cameron shook his head with a short, bitter laugh.

"Pretty sure that promotion is out of the picture," he said, smiling at her. "Let me worry about my job. Just focus on getting Burrett back behind bars."

"That reminds me," Merry chimed in. "We need to talk about the plan for if we do actually catch Burrett alive. What are we going to do with him?"

"I figured we'd hand him over to the police," Fred said, gesturing to Cameron, but Cameron shook his head.

"We’re in an interesting spot. It’s easy to forget because Theron is such a huge city, but our jurisdiction is only so powerful. We’d lose him to any competing governmental agencies, on Amaros and beyond.”

"As soon as his name hits the booking computers, hell, as soon as we put the cuffs on him, there would be at least three federation-sanctioned agencies alone trying to lay claim to him," Jayne explained. "Whichever got custody first would have him in another top secret unregulated detention facility within a day."

"Is that a bad thing?" Fred said with small, uncertain laugh.

"It's not ideal," Jayne replied. "He's still an incredible source of classified information and a strategic genius. That's why all these groups want him. They weren't exactly having success getting anything out of him before, despite all the 'enhanced interrogation techniques' in the world. But it’s a risk. Not every group wants Burrett to punish him. Some see him as a tool, as an asset. It wouldn't sit right with me to let them take him."

“Not to mention the criminal syndicates eager to get their hands on him.”

"Then what's the plan?" Fred asked.

"I've actually got an idea for that," Merry said. "That's why I brought it up. I was thinking cryo."

Jayne turned to look at her, eyebrow raised.

"You want to freeze him?"

"Yeah," Merry said. "Cryogenics are the next frontier of science, and they're making some really fascinating advancements. It's safe, humane, and pretty much permanent since they still haven't figured out how to reverse it reliably. I know some people who would love the chance to test out some protocols on him."

"Since when have you been into cryo?" Fred asked.

"Since two weeks ago when I started lurking on a forum about cryogenics," Merry replied, as if it were obvious. "It's a vital stepping stone towards technological singularity."

"The what now?" Fred stared at Merry, uncomprehending.

"The moment when humans and technology become indistinguishable?" Merry said, like this was obvious. "Transhumanism? One day, probably in our lifetimes, tech will reach a point where we can leave our bodies behind and exist in a purely digital space. No more hunger, no more disease, no more resource scarcity. It's the utopian future that all of human history has been building towards."

"Uhh, sounds kind of terrifying," Fred replied, eyes wide. "I kind of like my body?"

"Well, someone has to," Merry said sarcastically. "Anyway, the people I know, their lab is working on infinitely sustaining cryo tech and, more excitingly, on enabling people in cryo to live within a digital space. It's still super limited, but it's a huge leap forward for those of us eager to shed our flesh prisons and embrace the purity of a digital nirvana."

"Yeah, that's not creepy at all, Merry," Jayne said, shaking her head. "But it does sound like it could be a good solution for Burrett. Talk to your people about it. In the meantime, I'm going to keep looking at this."

She turned back to the pile on the floor. Fred, curious, crouched at the edge and picked up one of the schematics.

"So what exactly is he building?" he asked.

"I'm not sure yet," Jayne admitted. "I'm starting to think you weren't far off with the mousetrap idea though. I just don't know why he would be building death traps."

"Isn't it obvious?" Fred replied. "Giant mice."

Jayne snorted. "Anyway. I think this is probably the most likely way to catch him. These parts, they're pretty specialized, right?"

Jayne held a schematic out to him, pointing out a piece. He nodded as she went on. "And he's not getting them from the hardware store. Or having them delivered. He's got to be getting them on the black market. Do any of your contacts sell this kind of thing?"

Fred frowned at the schematic. "Yeah, absolutely. I'll send a message to a couple of guys I know, ask if they've sold anything like this and tell them to keep an eye out."

"He probably won't be buying everything from the same person," Jayne added. "He'll spread it out as much as possible."

"Just makes it more likely he's talked to one of my guys," Fred laughed. "There's not that many people in the city selling this kind of thing."

"Good," Jayne said, smiling at him. "Then let's get to work. The sooner we get this guy, the sooner I can get a decent night's sleep."

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

 

Basement, Tesla University Physics Department, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Vlad exhaled and pungent smoke spiraled up towards the unfinished ceiling of the university basement, twining among exposed pipes and beams. The handsome older man cleared his throat, held the diagram closer to his face, and squinted.

"What am I looking at here?"

"Part of Burrett's newest project."

Vlad realized he was holding the diagram upside down. He corrected it. “Ah, I see now. Here,” he passed the blunt to Jayne. “It’ll help me if you get on my level right now.”

Jayne took the blunt he offered. She took a hit while Vlad looked over the notes she'd brought him. She was careful not to hold it in too long. His shit was always strong – heirloom indicas that left her feeling completely boneless. And right now nerves were pretty much all that was keeping her going anyway.

"Looks like something the puppet from those shitty horror movies would come up with," Vlad said, scratching his beard thoughtfully. "Assuming the puppet had access to some incredibly high level materials. A lot of this shit is... not easy to get your hands on. Some of it would need to be custom made. So you're trying to track Burrett down through this?"

"That's the plan," Jayne confirmed. "But we've hit a wall. Fred's talked to every black market source that might have those kinds of parts. They either haven't sold to Burrett or they aren't talking. That's why I came to you."

"And interrupted my vacation," Vlad finished as he fished his glasses out of his pocket.

"Sorry about that. I know you wanted some time to relax after our last little adventure."

"Don't worry about it," Vlad said, waving his glasses at her dismissively, already having forgotten he had gotten them out to put them on. "After about a month of relaxing I started going stir crazy. You know I can't handle being bored. To be completely honest, I hate going on vacation. I was hoping you would call."

"Well, you're welcome then," Jayne said with a small laugh.

"I assume you've checked the legal sources?" Vlad asked, looking at her over the notes. "Machine shops, industry suppliers?"

Jayne nodded, rubbing her eyes.

"Cameron turned up a string of robberies and Merry got security footage that placed Burrett in the right area. But the stuff he was stealing was small potatoes, nothing like what’s in those designs."

"Yeah, you couldn't buy half this shit in places like that anyway," Vlad said with a shrug.

"It was just more pointless taunting," Jayne said, shaking her head. "He's even started leaving me fucking notes at the break-ins."

"What did he say?" Vlad asked, setting the papers aside.

"'Keep up,'" Jayne answered, lip curling. She sat back in her chair with a scowl. "'Close, but no cigar.' Like he wants me to be some kind of rival and I'm not doing a good enough job to satisfy him. Like this is a game. I don't know why I even expected anything to come from this. He left me those schematics knowing I'd follow them. They're probably complete bullshit."

"I wouldn't be so sure," Vlad said, tapping the ash from his blunt into an empty takeout container. "What did he steal from those shops?"

Jayne handed him a list and he leaned back, putting his feet up on the table between them.

"It's nothing exciting. Steel scrap, blank circuit boards, general off-the-shelf stuff. Like he was just filling his pockets for the sake of it."

Vlad hummed thoughtfully, then picked up the schematics again, looking between them and the list. He took a long, ponderous drag on the blunt. "He's double-bluffing you," Vlad said. You could practically see the light bulb going off over his head. "Look at this."

He leaned closer so that she could look at the list with him. The items were separated into groups based on each of the several locations Burrett had robbed.

"So this is mostly junk, right?" Vlad pointed out. "And then one or two flashy, expensive items. If you're going to look at anything, you're going to look at those."

"I have," Jayne replied, frustrated. "But they don't make sense. Half of them are specialist tools he wouldn't have any use for. He just took them because they were big and expensive and the stores had them out in display cases. He was just trying to make it look more like an opportunistic break in."

Vlad shook his head, grinning.

"Nah, he stole the expensive shit to keep you from looking too closely at the cheap shit."

"What?" Jayne pulled the list closer to frown at it in confusion.

"All that junk he was just filling his pockets with?" Vlad explained. "They're machining supplies. He's not stealing or buying those complex parts because he's manufacturing them himself."

"Holy shit..." Jayne said quietly, taking the list back. "But the set up he would need for something like that is… there's no way he could keep us from noticing. He'd practically need a factory!"

"Not necessarily," Vlad said with a shrug. "Depends on the scale he's working to. These days it's possible to do a lot on your own in a relatively small space, if you know what you're doing and you only need to make a few parts. Now, if he was trying to mass produce this shit, he'd need a huge floor space and a crew of workers. But if he just needs to make one of these traps or whatever they are, it's doable."

Jayne frowned at the list, unsettled.

"What is he planning to do with these things?" Vlad asked. "I'm assuming you don't know."

Jayne shook her head. "Half of me thinks he's just doing it for his own entertainment, or specifically to freak me out maybe. I can't figure it out, otherwise. If he wants someone dead or tortured he knows a million easier ways. Ways that don't require nearly this much effort and risk. But a bunch of over the top traps...?"

Vlad considered for a moment, leaning back in his chair, which creaked with the movement. The heater started up beside them, rumbling low and rattling the pipes above.

"They're theatrical," Vlad said, looking up at the pipes. "Dramatic. Like something out of a movie. He wants to put on a show."

"But why?" Jayne asked, not sure she believed Vlad. He shrugged.

"He was a spy, right? Grew up in the academy. Spent his whole life with no real identity. Then he gets disappeared by the government, vanished into a five by five hole in the ground, and it's like the world never knew he existed at all. After a lifetime of pulling strings from the shadows, maybe he's tired of working behind the scenes."

"It just doesn't seem like his style," Jayne said, uneasy, leaning her elbows on her knees and steepling her fingers. Vlad's weed had started to weigh on her. It made her feel heavy and tired. She wanted a nap.

"And you know his style?" Vlad said, in a tone of mild disbelief.

"I've been studying his tactics and strategies for months," Jayne replied, her eyes hard. "Everything the academy had on him. The details of every mission I could get my hands on."

"But what do you really know about him?" Vlad asked, hands open in a gesture of curious expectation. "What does anyone know about who he really is? Not his tactics, but what he believes, what he fears and aspires to. Politics, religion, what kind of movies he watched. You don't know what motivates him because you don't know who he is. The single personal detail you have on the man is that he's got a yen for donuts."

Jayne swallowed the harsh response she wanted to say, looking away. Was he right? What else did she know?

"I think part of the problem," Vlad continued quietly, "is that when you look at him, you're seeing yourself."

Jayne turned her head quickly to give him an incredulous, almost angry look.

"Someone who was raised by the academy and then betrayed by it," Vlad insisted. "Highly skilled and intelligent, but unable to fit into the boxes society wanted him in. I think you're afraid that he's your future."

"And I think you've smoked a little too much," Jayne replied.

“Not possible,” Vlad winked. "But I don't need to be sober to tell you that you're not going to figure out what he wants until you figure out who he is."

"Thanks for the tip," Jayne said, standing up and grabbing her coat. "The manufacturing thing could be a real help."

"Hang on," Vlad said, flipping over the list of things Burrett had stolen and taking a pen from his pocket. He scribbled down a short list and handed it back to her. "These are parts he'd need for manufacturing. Have Fred ask around again, see if anybody remembers selling those recently."

"Will do," Jayne agreed, tucking the note into her pocket.

"Give me a call if there's any developments," Vlad added. "If I don't get out of this basement more I'm going to go crazy."

"You could always go teach your classes," Jayne suggested, half sarcastically.

"Nah, the university frowns on me smoking with my students," Vlad said earnestly.

Jayne rolled her eyes and climbed the stairs out of the basement. She tried to put the thought away, but Vlad's question remained crouched in her brain to keep her awake the rest of the night. What did she really know about Burrett? What did anyone really know? And had she killed the only man who might have been able to answer that?

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

 

132nd Street, L13, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

A man sat, huddled in his ragged coat, against the rusted guardrail of a walkway on level thirteen. The walkway had been cobbled together from scrap metal and plywood, which had been roughly nailed together and laid across the gap between two buildings. It rocked like a ship at sea in the warm, humid updraft that rose from below, the smog rising with it. The man's breath came in short, struggling rattles, frequently interrupted by bouts of coughing, which produced black, tar-like mucus. He shifted his worn out, damaged filter mask to avoid filling it with the poison that filled him. When the coughing fit passed, he returned to forcing one breath after another into his straining lungs, every inhalation a battle in a war he had already lost.

People passed, the walkway shaking with their hurried footsteps, and tried not to look in his direction. The smog most usually killed with blood poisoning or with cancer. Only a few were unlucky enough to escape the first two, just to die the slow black-lung death, drowning in the solid pollutants that coated their insides. It was not something anyone wanted to see. Eyes glazed behind the cracked lenses of his almost useless filter mask, the man waited to die.

Someone touched his shoulder and the man flinched before he looked up. The stranger's weathered face was bare, despite the smog. He held out a simple white facemask and a pair of clear smog glasses. Cheap, but new and clean.

"Trade you," the stranger said, indicating the man's broken filter mask.

Baffled, but too grateful to question it, the man removed his broken mask and handed it to the stranger, taking the new mask with shaking hands. It wouldn't save him from the black lung, but his last breaths might be of clean air. He might look up at the buildings above him and see a slice of sky without the smog stinging and blinding his eyes.

The stranger pulled on the broken mask and started to turn away.

"Can you spare some money?" the man blurted out, his voice a wet, choking sound. "Just enough to get me up a few levels to the shelter? I don't want to die out here in the street."

The stranger paused and turned to look back. The man could only just see the glint of his eye through the broken lens of the mask, which covered his face entirely.

"You should die in the street," the stranger said.

The man stared at him in mute shock, uncomprehending.

"Where they can't ignore you," the stranger continued. "No matter how they turn their heads. Don't hide your death for the comfort of the people that caused it. For all that your life was worthless and wasted, your death could still be meaningful and full of rage."

He took a step back towards the man, his hand in his coat, and the man drew back, afraid. But the stranger only pulled his wallet out and laid a credit card at the man's feet.

"Make them see you," the stranger said, quiet as the smog, intense as scripture. "Die where they can see you."

The man was afraid to say anything more. But he took the card, and the stranger turned away again.

The stranger, breathing smog in his broken mask, which stank of death, made his way down the ramshackle walkways to a darker corner where three figures stood talking; two men and a woman. All three wore filter masks. The woman wore dark glasses with hers, but the stranger recognized her anyway.

"Are you sure this was the part you sold him?" asked the woman, handling a softball-sized mechanical motor.

"Yeah, and three other parts on your list," said the stout older man standing across from her.

"Did you see his face?" asked the third person, a short, dark haired young man.

"About as well as I can see yours," the older man said sarcastically, tapping his own mask. Even with his face covered, the younger man's embarrassment was palpable. "But I know it was the guy you're looking for."

"How?" the woman asked, suspicious.

"'Cause he told me someone like you might come looking for him," the man replied. "Most of the folks I sell to come to me because I know how to keep my mouth shut. This guy paid extra for me to pass on a message if someone like you came asking about him."

"And what message is that?" the woman asked, her hand moving cautiously towards her hip.

The man held his empty hands up to ward her off.

"He just wanted me to tell you that you're on the right track. Finally asking the right questions, I think were the exact words. And that you should hurry up."

The stranger watched a little longer as the woman, clearly frustrated, interrogated the older man. He had nothing else of use to tell her, and soon they turned to leave.

The stranger hunched his shoulders, put a shuffle in his step. His coat, though in good condition, was filthy enough to pass for the rags of a poorer man in this light. He staggered past the woman as she and her companion headed back up the street.

"Arrogant son of a bitch," the woman muttered, her eyes not even glancing in his direction.

"What are we going to do?" the younger man asked. "We can't just let him keep leading us around by the nose like this."

"Yes we can. He'll fuck up sooner or later. He can't keep showing off his hand and expect to stay in the lead. We know he's manufacturing his own parts now. We'll find him…"

The rest was lost as they moved on, leaving the stranger behind. Burrett turned and, through the cracked lens of his mask, watched Jayne leave. Finally, he thought. Things were starting to fall into place.

The smog was particularly bad that night. Even Burrett found it suffocating and started to wonder if he’d keel over from the wretched air before he ever had a chance to meet Jayne face-to-face.

He was feeling antsy about their impending meeting. Jayne was doing well, but he wanted to make sure she was ready. He had faced unworthy opponents before. Challengers like Ray or Damien. Killing someone easily left him with a hollowness that quickly flooded with guilt.

Burrett’s thoughts drifted back to Damien. It’d been far too long since Burrett felt a good solid punch in the gut. Meticulous planning could drive anyone crazy. Damien gave him a chance to be spontaneous again. He felt like a young man, blindly striking out at everything wrong with society.

Damien was a good friend, right until the very end. Burrett always knew he’d be able to count on him, no matter what. Even if the A.I. hardware from Damien’s arm didn’t integrate with the design Burrett had been working on, Burrett remained grateful. So what if he wound up literally tossing the piece into the sewer? It was the thought that counted.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Around three in the morning Jayne shuffled out of the back room, bleary eyed and wrapped in a blanket. Merry, bent over her computer in the dark, jumped as Jayne shambled past like a quilt-themed ghost. She checked the time and grimaced as Jayne staggered over to the mini fridge under her own desk to fish out a bottle of water.

"Sorry, did I wake you up?" Merry asked.

Jayne grunted a negative and sank onto the settee with her water, almost vanishing into her blanket cocoon.

"I just had an idea about the case and came in to work on it for a bit," Merry explained. "Lost track of the time. I didn't even realize you were here. You've been spending the night at Cameron's so often lately..."

Jayne felt a pang of guilt and huddled deeper into her blankets.

"Wasn't you," she said, her voice rough. "Can't sleep."

The insomnia was becoming a regular thing lately. She couldn't remember the last night she'd slept all the way through.

"Case still bothering you?" Merry asked, a note of caution in her voice. Jayne had a feeling she meant more than just the case.

"What was the idea you had?" Jayne asked instead.

Merry took the change of subject in stride.

"Nothing important," she said with a shrug. "I just wondered if Burrett could make all the stuff in the plans by himself, and if not where he might be finding people to work for him. It'll take a couple of days to turn anything up and I'm probably wrong anyway."

"I'm at a dead end with the case right now anyway," Jayne admitted, shoulders heavy. "There's no rush. I've still got nothing on where or even why he's making these traps, and no leads to work on until one of Cameron's guys spots something, or Burrett gets tired of waiting and drops something in my lap again. Let me tell you, a violent psychopath leaving you hints because you're too incompetent to catch him on your own does not do wonders for your confidence."

"How about you work on something else, then?" Merry suggested. "A quick side job."

"You have something picked out, I assume?" Jayne asked, giving Merry the side eye.

"The Anderson Hotel on 75th just upgraded their security system, big time," Merry explained, pulling up the files and handing Jayne a tablet. "They're looking for specialists to test the new system before it goes live at all their franchise locations. Completely above board, great for our reputation, nice payout…"

"And?" Jayne asked, raising an eyebrow.

"And," Merry continued. "The security firm they're working with has one of the most extensive surveillance networks in the city. If I can back door into their system I'll be able to see pretty much everywhere, which should make our chances of nailing Burrett a lot better."

"And?" Jayne asked with more emphasis. Merry groaned, defeated.

"And they have the coolest new security tech!" she admitted. "Cutting edge! They're saying it's unbreakable, which is obviously bullshit, but everyone is jumping at the chance to be the one who cracks it first and if it isn't me I will die, Jayne. Just keel over and die. I need this."

Jayne rolled her eyes.

"Alright." She put the tablet aside and stood up, shedding the blanket. She stretched and her joints popped like a machine gun. "I'm in. Let's get started."

 

+++

 

Anderson Hotel, L73 Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne walked into the Anderson Hotel through the elegant glass front doors. The lobby was a stark, third revival art-deco minimalist space. Clean white lines, dark gray shadows, subtle gold accents, but most of all huge and empty. The click of Jayne's practical but fashionable heels echoed in its cathedral ceilings. As a show of wealth it was just understated enough to not be completely tasteless. In a city like this, where business fought over every square inch of space, like stray dogs over a chicken wing, to have acquired this much real estate was very impressive. To then put practically nothing in it? Jayne found it pretentious.

She smoothed her chic, tailored, dark blue suit jacket as she approached the front desk, balancing a tray of expensive coffees in one hand and a large binder in the other.

"Hi," she said, smiling at the concierge dazzlingly. "Christine Carter. I'm here to set up for the Vanthorpe conference?"

"Of course," the concierge replied warmly. "Mr. Vanthorpe said you'd be coming."

Mr. Vanthorpe had said no such thing. But it was much easier to hack his email than the front desk computer. And it turned out he used the same password for his email as for his company login, so Merry had also been able to edit the company's employee database and replace the real Christine's facial recognition data with Jayne's. Jayne privately wondered if it was cheating to take advantage of the weakness of outside security systems rather than attacking the hotel's system directly. But she figured anyone actually trying to break in would probably do the same. The less they had to actually engage with security, the more likely they were to succeed. So they were going low tech wherever possible, much to Merry's chagrin.

"Let me just print you a security badge," the concierge said. Jayne smiled, waiting patiently until the concierge turned to the printer, then she quietly peeled a small wireless drive the size of a pencil eraser off the bottom of a coffee cup and stuck it to the underside of the front desk computer.

The concierge turned back a second later, presented Jayne with the badge, and "Christine" waltzed through the facial recognition gate with a smile.

"I still think it would have been cooler if you'd let me hack the recog gate in real time," Merry grumbled in Jayne's ear.

"You'll get your moment," Jayne whispered back, walking casually down the hall to the elevators. "Are you in?"

"Yeah. The front desk computer is networked to the security computers. I should have camera control in just a few minutes."

"Awesome. Run me through our objectives again."

"The company wants you to attempt to enter a restricted area, gain access to client information, and steal something too big to put in your pocket. So goal number one is to reach the server room on floor b3."

"And for that I need to swap this badge for one with the right access," Jayne said stepping into the elevator and hitting the button for the tenth floor. There wasn't even an option for b3 in this elevator, which was intended only for guests. Only the service elevators went down to the lower floors, and they required a security badge with the right clearance.

"You could just let me—"

"Not yet. Low tech, remember?"

Merry made a frustrated sound, but didn't argue.

There was a maid's station on every floor, but the tenth floor also had a conveniently located blind spot in its security camera coverage. Someone in interior design had insisted on tall, glossy ficuses staged strategically down every hall to make things feel more "open and natural." They obscured the cameras in a lot of useful places, which Jayne would note in her report later. But for now they provided useful cover as she slipped into the empty maid's station.

"You got the cameras?" she asked Merry quietly. The hotel monitored its staff far more stringently than its guests. There were three cameras in here that she could see.

"Yeah, they're running a loop. But hurry. Housekeeping will be through there any minute."

"I only need a second."

The staff had lockers in the maid station, intended for holding purses and street clothes during work hours. But Jayne was willing to bet at least one of them kept their uniform there on days off. The locker's entry keypad was easily popped out of the door with the multi-tool Jayne had in her pocket. Rather than bother with the wires, she pushed them aside, stuck her hand through the hole, and manually lifted the locking mechanism. Inside, sure enough, was a line of crisp uniforms.

"Housekeeping is on their way," Merry whispered as Jayne quickly changed. "Hurry up!"

"Keep your pants on," Jayne said calmly, shoving the keypad back into its socket. She dumped her previous outfit into a laundry trolley just as three hotel housekeepers walked through the door.

"Hi!" she said immediately.

"Hey," said the oldest of the three, a dark haired man. "Are you new?"

"Yeah, it's my first day," Jayne said brightly, offering her hand. "I'm Christine. I brought coffee!"

The three strangers expressed their immediate approval and hurried to relieve her of the fancy coffees. Jayne gathered the binder and started to leave.

"Where are you going?" one of the others asked, frowning. "We need to do rounds on this floor."

Jayne hefted the binder.

"On my way in one of the guests asked me to get this from his room for him," she said apologetically. The other housekeepers rolled their eyes in familiar exasperation.

"Next time, send them to the concierge," the dark haired man said firmly. "That is not your job. They'll have you running around doing errands for them all day if you let them, and then complain when the actual housekeeping doesn't get done. Run it down there and hurry back."

"Right, thank you," Jayne said with an apologetic smile. "I'll be right back!"

As she hurried away back towards the elevators, she fixed the security badge she'd palmed from the man onto the front of her uniform.

"How are we looking?" she asked Merry as she swiped her badge at the service elevator.

"All clear and ahead of schedule," Merry replied. "For as great as their security is supposed to be this has been a breeze so far."

"You're ready to crack it open when we get to the server room though, right?"

"Ready and raring to go!"

B3 was far more sparse than the ritzy upper floors, meant to be seen only by staff and security. The hotel laundry, hot water and air conditioning units, and most critically the server room were all on this floor. Unfortunately, so was the main security station. The guards passed through here regularly, which made her job just a bit more difficult. Two were leaning against the wall near the elevator as she arrived. She walked calmly past them, purpose in her stride, trusting her stolen badge to protect her. The two didn't even look up from their conversation. She took mental note of their faces for her report.

Her first stop was the laundry room to grab a trolley, which she rolled a little further down the hall to the server room. Her little trick with the multitool wouldn't work on the security door to the server room and if she lingered outside the door long enough for Merry to hack it she'd likely be caught by passing security guards. Luckily, she already knew the door's keycode. Merry knew an intern who worked IT here from one of her tech forums. She'd sent him a few flirtatious messages till he'd given her his work email, then sent him a bit of cleverly embedded spyware. He was keeping the password to the server room, as well as a ton of other important passwords, in a text file on his desktop. Merry had been disgusted.

Jayne shut the server room door behind her, smiling in satisfaction at the rows of quietly humming server towers. She opened the binder and took out the tablet and tool kit inside, carefully hooking it up to one of the towers, out of sight from the door.

"Here's your moment, Merry," Jayne said, initiating a remote viewing program to let Merry control the tablet from back at the office. "Don't let me down."

"As if. I got this," Merry replied, already at work.

Jayne waited patiently, watching the screen and the door. She was sure this was thrilling on Merry's end, but for her it wasn't terribly exciting. Just a lot of command windows opening and closing.

"Got it," Merry said eventually, an unmistakable note of pride in her voice. "Those assholes online said this wouldn't be cracked for months."

"Have what we need?" Jayne asked.

"Yep. Let's wrap this up. When we disconnect this tower it's going to start raising some flags upstairs, so we need to hurry."

"Can do," Jayne agreed.

A moment later, the lights on the server tower blinked off. Jayne carefully tipped it into the laundry trolley and covered it with hotel sheets. She checked that the way was clear before opening the server room door and slipping out, pushing the trolley ahead of her. It was smooth sailing from here. She'd take the trolley through the laundry room and out the back delivery bay where Fred was waiting. Easy as—

She stopped short as the door to the guard station opened and a guard stepped out in front of her.

He was young, tall, and… kind of cute. Jayne elected to smile.

"Sorry!" she said. "Almost ran you over!"

"No harm done," the guard said with a slightly surprised look. "Just be careful. You're supposed to have two people steering those things."

Jayne shrugged helplessly and started to push the cart around him. He was still looking at her, frowning.

"Are you new?" he asked.

"Yeah, my first day," Jayne replied, smiling and personable. "I'm Christine."

"Huh," the guard said thoughtfully. "Funny. You don't look like a maid."

Jayne's smile grew a little stiff. "Oh? And what does a maid look like, exactly?"

"Well," the guard replied, leaning on the laundry cart. "You're wearing your badge pinned to your uniform, for one thing. Head of Housekeeping, Donna, makes these cute little handmade lanyards for all the new maids. Pinning it warps the fabric. She thinks it's unsightly.

"Well, I guess she hasn't given me mine yet," Jayne said politely. "I only just got here and—"

"Second," the guard continued, "your hair is down, which looks great but is against company policy. And third,” — he gestured towards her feet — "you're also wearing designer heels."

"I like to look good," Jayne said, leaning over the cart towards him. "Wasn't a crime last time I checked."

"If it were you'd be a regular felon," he replied with a playful grin.

"Think I'll serve any hard time?" Jayne said in a low, suggestive voice. The guard licked his lips before he replied.

"I think that depends," he said. "On what you've got inside this unusually heavy laundry cart."

"I've got the cameras," Merry whispered in Jayne's ear.

Jayne smiled at the guard as he reached into the cart to pull back the sheets, eyes leaving Jayne for a moment to take in the server tower.

Jayne struck a quick, hard jab to the man's temple, silent as it was accurate. He stumbled and she hit him again just for the sake of thoroughness.

As he slumped, she caught him and set him down on the floor.

"Shame," she said idly, rolling her cart quickly towards the laundry room. "He was cute."

"Eh, he was alright," Merry replied, unimpressed. "A little smug."

"What's with my luck to run into the one security guard who pays attention to the cleaning lady?"

"We'll tell the client to give him a raise."

Jayne rolled past the people working in the laundry room without being stopped once. Walking with a purpose would get you most places unchallenged. The delivery bay was empty at this time of day. Fred pulled up in the escape van and helped her load the server into the truck.

"Do you think we lose points on the mission if I go back to wait with that guard until he wakes up?" Jayne asked.

"Uh, no, I think we're good at this point," Merry replied. "But you probably gave that guy a concussion, are you seriously going to—?"

Jayne had already removed her earpiece. She winked at the baffled Fred, who drove away without her as she headed back inside. She'd deliver her report in person. She hoped that guard could forgive her for kicking his ass or, even better, maybe he was into it. Jayne was confident she’d have someone to drink with tonight. Merry was right. Doing this side job really had made her feel better.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne returned to the office early the next morning, bleary eyed and wearing yesterday's clothes and thinking only of falling into bed for another few hours of restless, futile sleep.

"You're here early!" Merry said from behind her desk.

"Don't you ever go home?" Jayne groaned, realizing her plans to try and sleep were out the window.

"Less and less often, lately," Merry admitted with a sigh. "I'm starting to think we need to get another sofa bed. But I wasn't expecting to see you in here until afternoon. Figured you'd be out all night with your new friend."

"He had to work early," Jayne said, grabbing an iced coffee from the mini fridge. Her head throbbed when she bent over and she sat down quickly to avoid falling over.

"This is great though," Merry said brightly. "Dr. Ford is on her way here. You'll get to meet her!"

"Who?"

Merry's mouth flattened into a perturbed line.

"The scientist I told you about," she said. "The one researching cryogenics? I think I was gushing about her for like a straight hour the other day."

Jayne squinted at nothing for a moment, trying to remember.

"... Was I looking at my phone the whole time?"

"Yes."

"Then I was completely tuning you out, sorry. Have you played the new Sugar & Slaughter game yet? Super addictive. I started binging levels when I couldn't sleep and now I'm hooked."

Merry sighed in frustration.

"Anyway," she said. "She's amazing, and she's on her way here to talk about our plan for Burrett. And it's kind of super important to me that we impress her, so if you could try to be slightly less of a human disaster than usual it would mean a lot to me."

"Yeah, whatever," Jayne said, looking down at her phone. "Hey come here and let me show you how many rock candy idols I have in my base."

"Jayne, seriously!"

"I arranged them in the shape of a penis."

"... Alright, that’s pretty funny. I think you’ve been spending too much time with me. Let me see it. But then you have to go shower and change."

"Deal."

The tablet inlaid in Jayne’s desk sounded off, alerting them a visitor was at the door.

Merry stood up from the couch and headed to the door with a bounce in her step. “That must be her! Weird she’s a little early. Didn’t strike me as the type.”

Merry hit the door switch. It slid open bringing her face-to-face with Franklin Reed.

“Good morning, Merry.” Reed walked right past her into the office.

It was too early in the morning for Jayne to bother with pleasantries. “What the hell are you doing here?” She took a drink of her iced coffee.

“Sorry for not making an appointment. But it’s a bit of an emergency, so I hope you accept walk-ins.”

“Sure.” Jayne shrugged and looked down at her coffee. “I would offer you an iced coffee, but I don’t like you.”

Merry laughed. She loved it when Jayne was in a mood.

Jayne sat on the edge of her desk. Reed took a seat in the chair in front of her.

“We know about Burrett, Jayne.”

Jayne kept her guard up. “Wow. We must read the same news sites.” Jayne felt like she was channeling her inner hard talking detective.

“We also know you’re responsible for letting him out.”

Jayne could’ve sworn it was getting hot in her office, but she laughed him off. “Yeah, I’m sure Burrett would like you to believe that.”

“Well, oftentimes a fake story has a way of becoming truth.”

Merry saw that Jayne needed help, so she interrupted. “Who’s this we anyway?”

Reed produced a business card from his breast pocket. “I do a lot of legwork for Merchant, Merchant & Keigel. A law firm. Very high-profile. Level 165. Have you heard of it?”

“No.” Jayne took the business card. It was crisp and clean, with the names flashing across the card in an elegant and confident manner. “Should I have?”

“We handled the Halbertson case a few years ago. Executive fell off the deep-end and took his kids hostage. Shot an officer. We got his sentence reduced from life to 10 years.”

Merry walked over and stood by Jayne. “Sounds like a shitty thing to do.”

“My point is, Jayne,” he ignored Merry entirely. “Depending on how this case goes, especially if Burrett’s reign of terror continues, if it gets worse, you may like to seek out some counsel. Considering your past, I think it’s only fair to assume this entire… goose chase you’re on might blow up in your face. Perhaps literally.”

“We’ve dealt with worse.”

“There’s not a lot of sympathy for a failed academy spy running a little make believe, dog and pony show detective agency.” At this point, Reed chuckled, “And on level 45 of all places.”

“Asshole!” Merry coughed into her hand. “Oh, sorry. There was something in my throat.”

“I’m going to ignore that, and maintain the offer. You have our information. And if you’d like, we can start now so we’re ready when it matters.”

He stood up to leave and headed towards the door. Jayne folded the business card into a paper airplane and tossed it. The little projectile glided across the room and poked Reed square in the back of the head. He turned around.

“We can handle ourselves,” Jayne told him, dryly. “And if we do need help, I’d rather reach out to Jerra. You know, us girls have to stick together.”

Jayne and Merry high-fived.

Reed rolled his eyes and left.

As soon as the door slid shut, Merry gave Jayne a knowing look. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“That Reed is representing some corporate interest in finding Burrett, for who knows why, and he wanted to gain access to what we already know?”

“Yep.” Merry went back to work.

“Just another reason to find Burrett as soon as possible.”

On his way out, Reed sulked past Doctor Elizabeth Ford, who had just arrived at Jayne’s office, and walked right through her doorway. Doctor Ford arrived precisely when she said she would. Precision seemed to describe her totally, from her perfectly pinned black hair and sharply pressed clothing to her straight-backed, flawless posture and clipped, terse way of speaking. She was pretty in a harsh way, Jayne thought, like a midwinter day. Merry stared at her with something close to awe.

"The program Doctor Reese and I are working on is at the forefront of our field," Dr. Ford said, sitting across from Jayne's desk. "No one else is anywhere near us. When we publish it will revolutionize multiple fields. Our only hurdle at the moment is funding and test subjects."

"Nobody wants to fund cryo," Merry explained. "It's still being treated like a fringe science even though the research shows it works!"

"It's simply not popular," Dr. Ford said in the same calm tone. Her facial expression didn't change much. "Cryogenics has a wide range of applications, but has historically only been associated with extending life. And currently gene therapies to regrow telomeres are what is in the news, and thus the public eye, and thus the pockets of investors interested in living forever. Cryo is unfashionable. Especially with anti-populationist activists, who view final death as a total necessity for our continued survival."

"But Dr. Ford's project is going to change that," Merry said, almost proud.

"It was Reese's idea, actually," Dr. Ford replied. "She was already working on translating human consciousness into a digital space when I met her. She posits that, though cryo is unpopular, everyone loves video games. So, integrate her work on digitized consciousness with my work on cryostasis, and sell it as the next stage in truly immersive VR experiences."

"So you want to put Burrett in a video game?" Jayne summarized.

"Reductive, but yes," Dr. Ford confirmed, hands folded in her lap. "There's no actual video game at this point of course, just a blank digital testing space. But we require human subjects to continue the next stage of our research."

"You've tried testing on animals, I assume?" Jayne asked.

"Rats, yes," Dr. Ford confirmed. "And a pig. We could not acquire the permits required for a chimp. And with the pig, their consciousness and awareness is so different from a human's that it is almost impossible to interpret, or to translate into data. And they can't tell us what they've experienced either. It's very frustrating."

"What I mean is, were the animals alright after?" Jayne pressed. "I don't want to give you Burrett if you're just going to kill him."

"The animals were unharmed," Dr. Ford replied, unblinking. “Most of them.”

"Most?" Jayne asked, waiting for elaboration.

"One of the rats," Dr. Ford admitted with clear reluctance, "which I would like to stress is completely physically unharmed, did suffer an unexpected side effect. It's a difficulty in the technology which we are actively working to correct."

"Which is?"

"Currently, if a subject's consciousness remains in digital space for an extended period of time—more than a year by our observations—the subject may, in some cases, struggle or fail to fully reintegrate with their physical body."

Jayne's eyes widened. "That's a pretty big drawback."

Dr. Ford pressed her lips together and nodded.

"Extended use is currently the most significant bump in the technology," she said. "Both solving the reintegration issue, and keeping the body healthy and preserved for long periods of time. But I'm confident we are on track to conquering the problem. And in the short term the technology is completely safe and usable. Your support will help us carry it the rest of the way."

"Why do you keep saying support like you mean money?" Jayne said, turning to look at Merry, who was noticeably shedding confidence in Doctor Ford. "Merry did you promise this woman money?"

"What, like we're going to ask her to babysit a murderous criminal for free?" Merry replied, playing up her indignity to hide the flush of embarrassment on her face at being caught. "This tech isn't cheap, Jayne!"

"Developing more cost effective materials is a later stage in our development plan," Dr. Ford said.

"And you've already figured out how to budget this?" Jayne asked Merry pointedly, not wanting to say outright that she'd been under the impression they were approaching bankruptcy.

"I'm handling it," Merry said evasively. "And this is an investment that is going to pay off big time, I'm telling you. At least, until it opens the door to a post-scarcity utopia where money is meaningless."

"Right, any day now," Jayne said tiredly. She didn’t love the idea of cryostasis itself, but was ready to take extreme measures to guarantee an end to Burrett. "Okay, Dr. Ford. We're in."

She tuned out as Merry and Ford began discussing the details of setting up a cryostasis pod for Burrett, wondering if this was a good decision. She wanted him put away somewhere he'd never come back from. But she didn't want to be responsible for lobotomizing him, or whatever you would call trapping someone's consciousness in an unfinished digital void.

She refocused again as Dr. Ford was gathering herself to leave. She showed the doctor to the door, pausing on the threshold.

"Putting someone into cryo like this," she began. Dr. Ford stopped to look at her. "Is it, you know, ethical?"

Dr. Ford blinked. Jayne assumed she was considering it.

"Ethics are subjective," she said finally. "But historically speaking, the public has not shown a high degree of concern when criminals are used to advance science, generally speaking. In fact, when a criminal willingly opts to dedicate their body to science, public opinion of them improves.”

“To be frank, Doctor Ford, I do not give a shit what the public thinks of Burrett.”

“My main point is that Burrett is a criminal. So, in the eyes of society at least, this is acceptable."

"Hm." Jayne frowned, not particularly satisfied with that answer. It sounded like too much of a dodge.

"My philosophy," Dr. Ford continued after a moment, "is that there are no morally perfect actions. There are always reactions, good and bad, which we cannot anticipate. And even if we could, morality itself is fluid and differs from person to person. What seemed right and necessary to one person could be an unforgivable wrong to someone else. It's wiser then, I think, to ask not ‘is this action wholly good or wholly bad?’ But rather, what causes the least harm?"

Jayne nodded, turning the thought over in her mind. "Right."

"You're welcome," Dr. Ford replied, presumptuously. "My partner is a Buddhist. I'll ask her to send you some koans."

She swept out the door before Jayne could think of a way to politely beg her not to do that.

"Now that's settled," Merry said brightly from her desk. "All we have to do is catch the guy!"

"Yeah, no big deal," Jayne said with a small laugh. "Piece of cake."

She returned to her chair, sitting down heavily, trying not to think about how hopeless that seemed right now.

"Easier said than done, I know," Merry said, leaving her desk to come lean against the corner of Jayne's. "But I have an idea, if you're interested in listening."

Jayne leaned back in her chair and sighed.

"Well, I'm all out of ideas," she said. "So anything you can come up with is better than nothing. What have you got?"

"Well, I was thinking," Merry said, bracing herself. "Burrett knows you. You both had the same training, and he's as obsessed with you as you are with him. He's counting on you to keep doing things the way an academy trained agent would. The way he knows you will. So, if we want to get ahead of him, we have to stop doing what he expects."

"Good point," Jayne said, propping her elbow on the desk and leaning on her hand. "I'll just uninstall my academy training right away."

"I'm serious," Merry said. "We've tried doing it your way, coming at him head on. It didn't work. It's time to try something different."

Jayne rolled her shoulders, trying to shrug off the itch of irritation. She'd been hunting Burrett all this time, she'd trained for this, and Merry thought she could do it better? But Merry was right. They were never going to pull this off if they kept doing what he expected. She rubbed her eyes.

"Alright, what have you got?"

Merry grinned, clearly thrilled that Jayne was even willing to listen. She grabbed a tablet and her chair from her desk and dragged them over.

"Okay, so." She sat down across from Jayne, pulling something up on her tablet. "We've been concentrating on trying to hit him where he lives. I think we need to make him come to us."

Jayne frowned. "I understand that approach. But how do we do that? I keep thinking about what Gavin told me, that Burrett will let me find him when he’s ready."

Merry turned the tablet around to show Jayne a scan of one of Burrett's blueprints.

"So this just looks like another one of his weird traps, but he noted several parts and materials here that don't apply to this design. They're for something else he's working on, something he didn't leave diagrams for. And one of the things he was after is a large quantity of caesium-137."

"Yeah, I saw that," Jayne said, digging some headache medication out of her desk and once again contemplating going back to bed. "Radioactive isotope. He just wrote it down there for the same reason he left those plans of the Takahashi building's foundations. It's a red herring. That's why it's not in any of the other designs."

"I'm not so sure about that," Merry said. "We know he's stolen or bought other parts on this list that aren't in any of the diagrams."

"Bombs aren't his style," Jayne said, shaking her head.

"Then maybe it isn't for a bomb," Merry argued. "But I do think he's going to try and get his hands on it regardless. So my plan is this. Caesium-137 isn't easy to get, and it’s impossible for him to synthesize on his own unless he's hiding a nuclear reactor somewhere. There's only a handful of people in the city that have it, let alone sell it. We work with Cameron to put anyone selling it illegally out of commission. Then we lean on the labs and companies that have it legally to beef up their security. We make every source of cesium in the city impossible or at least incredibly costly to get to."

Jayne frowned thoughtfully.

"And then what?" she asked. "He'll still go after one of them. You have a plan to predict which one? Or do you think you can just leave one unguarded and he'll walk right into an ambush? He would see that coming a mile away."

Merry shook her head.

"That's the trick. We don't leave any of them unguarded. You remember that job at the hotel where we made their security system look like a joke?"

Jayne smiled. "Yeah, good times."

"Well, the company that provided the hotel's security, Stoneguard, took a big hit because of that," Merry explained. "We made them look completely incompetent. The hotel demanded a refund and switched to a competitor. They need to prove themselves again, fast. So when we lean on these companies to beef up their security, we suggest our buddies at Stoneguard. For the sake of repairing their reputation, they'll provide the top notch equipment and manpower to guard all three locations."

"You've already reached out to them?" Jayne assumed, raising an eyebrow. "And they're fine with it? That's going to cost them a ton."

"They've agreed, with one caveat," Merry said, inclining her head in acknowledgement. "You have to test one of their systems again. They didn't say you had to go easy on them this time, but I would recommend it. And what they're going to spend on this is way less than what they'll make if they get to be the security company who took down Burrett."

"Alright," Jayne said. "I can do that. But I'm not going to go easy on them. If they want a better report they have to actually challenge me this time."

"Fair," Merry said with a shrug. "So Stoneguard provides the security for all the legal locations where Burrett could steal caesium-137. And we have access to all Stoneguard's surveillance networks. When he makes his move, he'll walk right into an ambush.

Jayne nodded, considering it. Could this actually work? She chewed her lip, thinking over the ways it could go wrong.

"It's worth trying," she said at last.

"Thanks for the vote of confidence," Merry replied sarcastically.

Jayne smiled at her, apologetic. "Sorry. It's smart, Merry. Really. And you're right. We can't keep doing this my way."

"I'm glad you're finally taking notice of my genius," Merry said with a grin. "You call Cameron about cleaning up the illegal sources of caesium. I'm going to start talking to legal sources."

Jayne nodded and reached for her phone. Sleep was going to have to wait a while longer.

 

+++

 

Berty's Beer Bar, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Once the plan was set into motion, Fred insisted on celebrating. Jayne struggled to keep her eyes open, chin resting on one hand, her pint of tek going flat in the other, while the cheerful noise of the bar echoed around her as though from a great distance. Fred and Cameron had some kind of ridiculous bet going on who could eat the most of those triple fudge donuts Burrett liked and they were scarfing them down as fast as the delivery drones could bring them. Jayne didn’t want to say anything, but Fred was looking a little thick in the middle. Merry was egging them on and ordering more from her phone while also trying to mollify the bar's shift manager, who was not appreciating the drone traffic or the fact that they were bringing in outside food. Some of the other patrons had decided this was great entertainment and they were chanting Fred's name as he inhaled another donut like a snake swallowing a rat. Jayne was fairly certain he wasn't even chewing. Cameron looked like he was going to be sick.

Belatedly, Jayne realized her phone was ringing, buzzing softly in her pocket. She fumbled it out and sighed as she saw the caller ID

“Hi, Mom,” she said, trying to sound less exhausted than she felt. “What’s up?”

“Just wanted to see how you were doing!” her mother replied cheerfully. “You know I worry.”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Jayne said, smiling a little. “You don’t need to—”

She was interrupted by loud cheering. Cameron was getting a second wind and had started stuffing donuts into his mouth with terrifying speed.

“What’s all that?” her mother asked. “Are you on a date?”

“No, just out with friends,” Jayne said with a yawn.

“Did you finally catch that guy you were after?”

“No, we just came up with a decent plan,” Jayne scoffed. “These hooligans will celebrate anything.”

“Well, that’s good,” her mother said, surprising her. “I’m glad you have friends to cheer you up. You’ve been so down recently. I know you don’t think I notice, but I do.”

“I’m alright,” Jayne said quietly. “This case has just been… tough.”

“You can’t tell me about the details, I know. But you should have someone you can talk to. My friend Sophie’s boy—”

“Mom,” Jayne groaned.

“I just don’t want you to be alone, honey,” her mom said, her voice tight. “You shouldn’t have to deal with this by yourself. The way it wears you down… I think if you don’t have someone to ground you, this job is going to swallow you whole.”

Jayne couldn’t pretend that she hadn’t worried the same thing a few times. But she looked across the table at Merry, leaning on Fred’s shoulder and laughing while Fred struggled to finish another donut. Cameron, beside him, glanced at her and smiled as he grabbed another for himself. She smiled back, some of the tension leaving her shoulders.

“I’m not alone, Mom,” she smiled. “Really. I’m going to be alright.”

A few minutes later, Cameron finally conceded defeat and their little audience cheered Fred’s victory. Cameron slid back into his seat beside Jayne as someone bought Fred a beer and he began passing out the remaining donuts to everyone around them.

“I swear he must have cheated,” Cameron chuckled. “That or he’s part black hole. Did you see the way he… ”

He stopped as he turned to look at Jayne and realized she was asleep, still propped up on one hand and snoring quietly. He didn’t wake her until he was ready to pick her up and carry her out to his car, where she dozed again until he laid her in bed. It was the best sleep she’d had in months.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

 

Thermonuclear Supply Company, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

It took about a week to set up, which was honestly fast as hell considering all they had to do. Driving the illegal sellers underground alone was a feat that should have taken months. And Jayne was sure Stoneguard had paid a pretty penny to expedite the installation of all those security systems. But a week later it was ready and the waiting began.

Staking out three locations at once took some doing. They had Stoneguard’s employees on speed dial, ready in case they got wind that Burrett was making his move, but Jayne knew they wouldn’t be enough on their own. She needed to be there. Which meant patrolling a carefully planned route that ran between all three, trying never to be too far away from any one of them for long.

Merry was on cameras as usual, watching everything from above. Thanks to Stoneguard’s surveillance network she could see practically everywhere in the city. Vlad was helping her out, as there were simply too many cameras for her to watch on her own. Fred was camped out in front of a government run research lab. Cameron was watching the R&D department of a cosmetics company. Jayne did not want to know what they were using large amounts of cesium for, but it made her thankful that she bought high-quality eyeliner.

The last building, an oncology center that used it in radiation therapy, was being guarded by Cameron’s consultant friends, Bill and Madison. Jayne moved between all three, as worried about Fred and Cameron patrolling alone as she was about not being in the right place when it happened.

For several days, they fell into a routine, waiting for something to happen. Jayne was fairly certain she would know when Burrett started to move, but she didn’t want to risk being wrong. So, night after night, they waited struggling to stay alert as the boredom of the stakeout wore on them.

“Maybe we guessed wrong,” Fred said over the radio on the fourth night. “Maybe he doesn’t think it’s worth it to go after the caesium, or he found somewhere else to get it.”

“Or he found a replacement,” Cameron suggested, the connection tinny. Jayne kept telling him to update the comms in his car. “There are other radioactive isotopes he could use.”

“No,” Jayne said, frowning at the road before her as she drove her rented cruiser from the lab toward the cosmetics company. “He knows we’re guarding it from him. Challenging him. He’s too proud not to accept. Giving up or getting it from somewhere else would be admitting defeat. He’s just taking his time and waiting us out. Planning a heist on any of these places would be tricky anyway. We shouldn’t be surprised that it’s taking a little while.”

By the seventh night even Jayne was starting to feel uncertain. But something about the air told her this was it. She scrolled through Merry’s surveillance log as her cruiser glided between the buildings on autopilot.

“It’s tonight,” she said over the radio, breaking a silence that had been lingering for several hours. “He’s going to do it tonight.”

“What makes you so sure?” Cameron asked, his voice rough. They were all exhausted, strained by the long stakeout.

“It’s a high smog day. Better cover, low visibility for the cameras, lots of people in full face masks. And it just feels right. He’s going to make his move tonight, I know it.” Jayne asserted.

“I have been seeing some unusual activity in the lower twenty,” Merry reported. “Nothing definite. But something seems off… did you hear about that homeless guy?”

“What?” Cameron replied as Jayne groaned.

“A homeless man somehow managed to get all the way up to the two hundred levels and collapsed in the middle of a public square,” Merry reported. “He refused to be moved or given medical treatment. Just died there, right in the middle of everything.”

“Yeah, I did hear about that,” Cameron said quietly. “Black lung. Horrible way to go.”

“The city likes to pretend it doesn’t have a homeless problem,” Merry said, slipping into the tone she used when she was about to launch into a prepared speech about the injustices of the system. “But that’s just because they force the poor and the disenfranchised down into the smog bank. That’s why they won’t take any real action to clean up the pollution, you know! They use it to execute the poor so they—”

“Merry,” Jayne cut her off impatiently. “As right as I know you are, how relevant is this right now?”

Merry made a small annoyed sound.

“It’s just…” she hesitated. “I’m seeing less and less of them lately, down in the lower twenty. People who have been sitting on the same street corner for years just aren’t there anymore. They were all over the place a few months ago and tonight those levels look like a ghost town.”

Jayne frowned, the thought causing a coil of unease to wind slowly through her stomach.

“They’re probably just indoors somewhere,” Cameron said. “Hiding from the smog. God knows I would be. I heard there’s going to be visible smog on level fifty tonight.”

“Let’s just stay focused on Burrett,” Jayne said. “If he doesn’t try something tonight, I’ll kiss Fred.”

But the hours ticked past and there was no sign of Burrett, or of anyone else attempting to break in. Jayne’s doubts returned as she leaned against the window of her cruiser, staring up at the oncology lab.

“Midnight,” Merry said over the radio. “Everybody sound off.”

“Here,” Jayne said, frowning at the time. She’d been so sure.

“Present,” said Madison from his cruiser parked near Jayne’s.

“All accounted for,” Bill added from the passenger seat. “With the exception of my dearly departed ass, which went numb near an hour ago and shows no signs of ever returning.”

“Same,” Cameron chimed in with a yawn.

A few seconds of silence passed as they waited for Fred to check in. Merry sighed in frustration when he didn’t.

“He probably fell asleep again,” she grumbled. “Fred! Wake up! If you turned your radio off, so help me god—”

“Do you have eyes on him?” Jayne asked, rubbing her eyes.

“Yeah,” Merry huffed. “I have a street camera pointed right at him. Bet you anything he’s drooling on the window pane. Hang on, stupid smog…”

Jayne heard her muttering sullenly under her breath for another few seconds, and then suddenly silence.

“Merry?” Jayne sat up, anxiety beginning to creep in under her skin. “Merry do you see him?”

“How close are you to the lab?” Merry asked, her voice tight as piano wire.

“I can be there in ten,” Jayne said, already starting her cruiser.

“He’s not in the car,” Merry reported, wavering as she tried to stay calm. “He probably just went to get food or something stupid but… ”

“But?”

“He left the cruiser door open.”

Jayne stepped on the gas.

“Hang on lass, we’re coming with you,” Bill said, Madison already starting their cruiser.

“No!” Jayne snapped. “Stay on guard! Burrett could be trying to lure us away! I’ve got this.”

Her heart hammering, Jayne flew at reckless speed all the way to the lab, doing her best not to panic. Merry was right. Fred was probably just standing in line at a food truck or something. Everything was fine.

She reached the lab less than ten minutes later. Fred’s cruiser was parked exactly where she’d last seen it. The door stood open, smog drifting over the interior. There was no sign of Fred.

Jayne parked next to his cruiser and grabbed her smog mask, holding it to her face rather than take the time to strap it on as she climbed out onto the walkway, scanning the smoggy street around her for the man. She leaned into his car, looking for some kind of clue. There was no sign of struggle, just take out trash and a stack of comic books. Their covers were wet and warping from the heat and humidity of the smog. The door must have been standing open for almost an hour.

Jayne’s heart was beating like a drum in her ears, fear gripping her so tightly that when the radio in Fred’s cruiser let out a burst of static she jumped like it was gunfire.

“What was that?” Cameron asked over coms.

“I don’t know,” Merry said quickly. “It looked like—I think someone just cut into our comm feed.”

Jayne’s blood ran cold as ice.

“Good evening, Ms. Austin,” said a familiar voice, slightly tinny, like the connection was imperfect. “How is the search treating you? I hope you’ve found the hunt entertaining. I did try to make it as engaging as I could for you.”

“What do you want, Burrett?” Jayne said, forcing her voice to stay even. She dared not demand to know what he’d done to Fred. There was still a chance he wasn’t responsible.

“Oh, just saying hello,” Burrett said casually. “Checking in on a friend. Actually, I thought I might invite you to dinner.”

“I have plans,” Jayne said tersely.

“What a shame,” Burrett replied. “I suppose Mr. Baggins and I shall be dining alone then.”

The last of Jayne’s hope that Fred had just wandered off drained away and left her feeling hollow with fear and guilt.

“What have you done with him?” Jayne demanded, gripping the leather of the cruiser seat so tightly her hands ached.

“He’s quite unharmed, I assure you,” Burrett said with a chuckle. “For the moment.”

“If you hurt him I swear—”

“Did you really think such an obvious trap would work?” Burrett interrupted her, sounding slightly offended. “That I would be so stupid as to walk right into an ambush because you challenged me? As though I were so desperate, I would take the risk of challenging you directly on a battlefield you designed? As though caesium was not one of the very first things I acquired when I set this plan in motion?”

Jayne’s guilt grew to painful levels. How could she have been so stupid?

“Well, let’s see if you’re as foolish and desperate as you seem to think I am,” Burrett went on. “I’ve arranged a little party for the both of us, down on zero level. Your friend Mr. Baggins will be in attendance of course. I’ll send you the address. This invitation is for you only, of course. Oh, and I’m sure I don’t need to tell you this, but I would suggest you hurry. I intend for this party to go out with a bang.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX

 

Abandoned Factory, L0, Theron Techcropolis

 

The carnival came to town when Fred was nine. He was thrilled. For weeks, Fred counted down the days until the Planet Faire that promised excitement, shock and awe would deliver a dose of adventure to Fred’s dull life in the suburbs of Theron Techcropolis.

Fred’s parents dropped him off on the first day. They gave him 20 credits, told him to be home by 10, and that they’d be just around the corner at the mall doing some shopping. Fred was already out of their hovercraft door and sprinting toward the main gate before they had a chance to finish.

Fred had a mental list of every carnival mainstay that he had to experience. First things first, he knew he had to get some disgusting carnival food into his belly. He had practically starved himself the previous two days, barely eating anything at all. He wanted maximum room for some fried goodness.

He started off with two fried funkle blocks on a stick. Next, he grabbed a donut-burger and a honey glazed turkey leg. For desert, some nuclear roasted cookie dough balls. The cookie dough was placed in a lead lined oven and flash-fried by a tiny and contained nuclear blast. The entire process took less than 1/64th of a second. Any longer, and the cookie dough came out charred, ruined, and contaminated with enough radiation to make whomever ate them grow a third arm.

They were delicious.

Thirty minutes later, Fred redecorated the anti-gravity funhouse with his vomit. Fred’s barf floated throughout the topsy-turvy maze until carnival technicians finally shut it down and blocked the entrance.

Fred felt awful and profusely apologized to every sanitation worker who walked into the funhouse with scrubbing brushes and bleach.

With a hollow feeling in his gut and an acidic burn at the back of his throat, Fred decided it might be a good idea to avoid rides for a while. He drank several cups of water to clean the gravelly sour taste from his mouth. After looking over the carnival map, he decided to head over to the Academy of Freaks, a winding labyrinth of freaks, kooks, and slights against nature.

The actual participants in the Academy of Freaks were, for the most part, impoverished alien immigrants that Amarosians had never seen before. Most of the freak show exhibits were humanoid enough, except for a distinct feature like a giant nose or one hundred toes on each foot.

One freak show participant with two heads later went on to play a doctor on television, but few of the freaks had a happy ending like that.

Fred paid his remaining three credits and walked into the dark, catacomb-like entrance of the Academy of Freaks.

The first freak was Ned the Nose. Ned had a six-pound nose that extended one foot in front of his face with six-inch nostrils. In truth, Ned was from Fantilly, a planet with such a thin atmosphere that smell was nearly non-existent. Over millennia, the native species developed huge noses to accommodate. After a war ravaged the planet, the nearly extinct species fled to far-reaching promises of a better life on Amaros. But the carnival was the only home they could find.

The next booth was populated by Bicentennial Bertha, the woman with two hundred toes. She sat upside down on a chair with her toes in the air. She reenacted the major events of each preceding year with her triple-jointed toes, going two centuries back.

Bertha was not an alien, just a human born with two hundred toes.

Fred found the tiny, wiggling digits absolutely unsettling. Her toes, most of them wearing little hats, seemed to have minds of their own. He fled into the next room.

The next ‘freak’ was hidden behind glass in darkness. Fred saw the name on a placard: Faceless Fred. The hair had already begun to rise on the back of his neck when a small man, perhaps a boy, stepped out from the darkness and into a spotlight. The figure appeared human except for a plain, featureless face. A smooth terrain of skin that Fred, in a deep, nearly unreachable corner of his subconscious, feared was actually himself.

The cups of water Fred had chugged earlier reappeared in the form of warm liquid down his pants leg. Fred screamed and ran out of the freak show, shoving other paying carnival-goers aside.

As soon as Fred was outside he called his parents on his comm. Through sobs he told them he wanted to go home.

What Fred did not know was that the faceless freak was a member of one of the friendliest alien races in all the universe, Amiavexans. Unlike Fantilly, Amiavax had such vibrant smells, tastes, sights and sounds that the species evolved into a nearly featureless form. They absorbed nutrients and expelled waste through their skin, and their senses were so intense that eyes, ears, noses and mouths were unnecessary.

But Fred did not know this. Almost a decade would pass before Fred stopped having night terrors about looking in the mirror and seeing himself, without a face, unable to stare back.

All of this is to say that Fred had spent his entire life trying to be brave. He wanted to make up for the most devastating and embarrassing moment of his life. But deep inside he still had the heart of a coward.

Fred woke up in the warehouse with the worst headache of his life. Burrett stood in front of him.

“Good morning!”

Fred moaned in response. He was too busy trying to orient himself to have a conversation. Fred moved to stand up, but his wrists strained at the feeling of a tight rope binding them behind the chair. More rope strapped his feet to the base of the chair legs.

“I was hoping you’d sleep a little. I don’t want you to see me working on the surprise I’m making for you.” He turned toward Fred and smiled with his crooked teeth. “I really hope you like it.”

Fred’s body tensed in fear, which only tightened the knots around his ankles and wrists.

“Aren’t you a movie buff? You should know that struggling always makes things worse. The secret to escaping is staying relaxed.”

Fred relaxed his muscles out of exhaustion. He closed his eyes and tried to take deep breaths. As oxygen filled his constricted lungs, panic set in once more. He began to hyperventilate.

“Fred, I’m so sorry. Trust me, this will help. I’m almost done.”

Fred squinted to see the unwieldy contraption Burrett was tinkering with in the dark corner of the warehouse. He tightened the corners with an electric screw gun. The sound reminded Fred of the dentist, which didn’t help calm him down. His short and struggled breathing got worse at the thought of the torture device Burrett was working on.

“I’m not afraid!” Fred shouted this across the long room, more to convince himself than discourage Burrett. “I can take whatever you got!”

Burrett turned his head and stared at Fred quizzically. “What?”

“Nothing you can do will scare me. I’m not giving up. I’m not telling you anything!”

Burrett’s eyes darted back and forth as he searched his mind, trying to figure out whatever the hell Fred was talking about. “Okay?” He returned to finishing his sinister project.

Shouting outright lies about his own bravery actually worked. Fake it till you make it, Fred thought. He calmed down enough to relax his muscles. He began slowly rotating his wrists to loosen the loops of cord binding his arms to the chair.

“Oh, by the way!” Burrett stood up and returned his tools to a toolkit. “The cords are all attached to a bomb on your chest.”

Fred had been so preoccupied with whatever Burrett was doing that he never thought to look at what he was wearing. Sure enough, he had on a bulky vest with what looked like a big chunk of clay attached to it. He could also see a row of blinking lights on a repurposed circuit board, with countless wires woven between the cords around him.

“Yeah, if you move too much, or try to stand up, it’ll activate the trigger you’re sitting on. So for my sake, please stay still.” At last, Burrett wheeled the menacing device out of the darkness and toward Fred. “Anyway, do you like classics?”

“W-What?” Fred stuttered.

Burrett opened a side compartment in the device and pulled out a microphone. He plugged it into what Fred now realized was a karaoke machine.

“I asked if you liked the classics? Classical music, I mean. The stuff that goes back several centuries. Back when music had power.”

Fred wasn’t sure if there was a wrong answer to this question, but he was afraid to risk it. After a moment, he said, “I don’t know. I, uh, mostly listen to new stuff?”

Burrett powered up the tablet bolted to the karaoke machine’s side. “I love the classics. Anyway, I’ve been working on this karaoke machine in my spare time. I wanted to test it out, but karaoke is no fun without an audience.” He scrolled through the song selections until he finally landed on his choice. “Aha! There we go.”

At this point Fred was thoroughly confused, and yet no less terrified.

“Do you like Elvis?” Burrett asked as he made his selection. A gently rolling, mid-tempo guitar tune played from the speakers.

“To be honest, I’ve never really listened to—”

But Burrett cut him off with the opening lyric. “We’re caught in a trap… I can’t walk out… Because I love you too much, baby.” Burrett danced, swaying his hips back and forth. “Why can’t you see? What you’re doing to me… When you don’t believe a word I say?” Burrett’s eyes closed. He was lost in the music of The King.

Fred watched, jaw slack. What… the fuck?

“We can’t go on together… With suspicious minds!” Burrett stopped singing for a moment. “I don’t even need to look at the tablet. I know the words by heart!” Then he jumped right back into the song. “So if an old friend I know.. Stops by to say hello… Would I still see suspicion in your eyes?”

Burrett danced toward Fred. “When I was in prison – when I was in that block – I sang Elvis to myself. I know all of them by heart. Every day I’d cycle through his songs in my mind. When it was really bad, I’d sing them out loud. I’d belt them at the top of my lungs. It was my only connection to the outside world. It was the only way I could stay sane.”

Fred felt like this was excellent evidence that it had only made Burrett crazier. He was certain Burrett was hiding something. Building up to something unbearable. “Why do you—”

Burrett cut him off. “We can’t go on together… with suspicious minds… and we can’t build our dreams… on suspicious minds… Some say my tastes are old fashioned, Fred. But a thousand years have gone by and, in my humble opinion, no one has come close to The King.”

Fred was starting to think this was the torture. He couldn’t imagine anything worse than listening to a psychopath sing Elvis. He wouldn’t be surprised if Burrett was planning a finale where he ripped off his tattered clothes to reveal a sequined jumpsuit.

The song built to its final crescendo. Burrett clasped the microphone with both hands and belted into the mic. He nearly blew out the cheap speakers. “Don’t you know I’m caught in a trap! I can’t walk out!” Burrett fell to his knees. “BECAUSE I LOVE YOU TOO MUCH, BABY!”

And at the final lyric, Burrett stood up swinging the microphone around over his head. With the final orbit, he whacked Fred in the side of the face. The hatched wire cover of the microphone left a patterned wound on Fred’s face and a bloody nose. The fading song was lost amid the unbearable, screeching reverb. Burrett dropped the microphone with an echoed thud. As the ringing pierced Fred’s ears, Burrett walked close to him. He crouched down and looked at Fred with sad eyes. “That was fun. I appreciate that. Anyway, let’s see if your friends can save you before you blow up.”

Burrett opened a comm and entered a code to interrupt a nearby signal.

 

+++

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The office was silent, the air heavy with the weight of dread and guilt.

They’d fallen back to regroup and wait for Burrett to send them the address. Madison and Bill stood awkwardly near the door, caught between supportive sympathy and respectful distance. Merry sat on the settee, expression harrowed. Vlad sat beside her, an arm around her shoulder, staring at his shoes. Cameron paced near Jayne’s desk. Jayne herself was shut in the back room.

She’d needed the space to breathe air that wasn’t choked with preemptive grief. And she needed to make a call.

Once she’d hung up, she stepped back out into the office, her face lined with grim resignation.

“I just got off the phone with Alfonso,” she explained, breaking the uneasy silence of the room. “He’s willing to help however he can. We’ll have all the academy resources he can access at our disposal for this.”

“For what?” Cameron asked. “You’re not seriously thinking of taking the bait are you?”

“I don’t think we have much of a choice,” Jayne replied. “He has Fred. And whatever he’s been planning, he’s doing it tonight. We have to stop him, or Fred will be the second person to die.”

Merry swallowed hard. “Third.”

Jayne turned to see the news headline Merry was holding up on her tablet.

“Jayne, I’m so sorry. I just found out. I didn’t know how to tell you.”

Jayne boiled over with rage so quickly she barely read the headline. She didn’t have to. She could have guessed what it said.

Man With Robotic Arm Found Shot in Abandoned Fro-Zone.

Jayne grabbed the holo-vase off her desk and threw it against the wall. “Fuck!” It shattered, and the hologram orchids fizzed out in a static blur. She put her hands on her hips and took a deep breath. “This is our job. Look what he’s done. He has Fred.”

“She’s right,” Merry agreed. “If nothing else we owe it to Fred to try.”

“But there’s got to be a better way than just charging into a trap alone,” Cameron insisted.

“I know,” Jayne said. “That’s why I’m not going in alone. I want you to come with me.”

Cameron stared at her, caught off guard. Jayne turned her stare on everyone else.

“I need all of your help,” she said. “Trying to catch Burrett on my own is the reason this happened. Hell, refusing to admit that I couldn’t work alone is half the reason the academy dropped me. But I can’t do this by myself. Burrett knows me too well and I don’t know him half as well as I’ve been telling myself that I do. I can’t let Fred or anyone else die because of my issues. Will you help me?”

“Of course,” Cameron said immediately.

“Absolutely,” Merry chimed in right behind him.

“We’re with you as well,” Bill added. “Isn’t that right, Maddy?”

“I don’t have any other plans for tonight,” Madison said, shrugging his huge shoulders.

All eyes turned to Vlad, who was patting his jacket down for a smoke. He found it, lit it, and breathed in deeply before he took notice of them watching him.

“I would hope my answer is obvious,” he said finally. “But it’d reassure me to hear that you have an actual plan.”

“Hoping you’d help out with that part honestly,” Jayne replied. “Anything I plan he’s going to see coming a mile away.”

“He saw through my plan too,” Merry pointed out. “If I hadn’t tried to—”

“It’s not your fault,” Jayne said sharply, cutting Merry off. “You were right and the plan was solid. I was the one who underestimated him. Fred shouldn’t have been on his own. I should have had a plan in place for if he didn’t take the bait. This is on me, alright?”

“No, it’s not,” Cameron corrected her. “It’s not on anyone but Burrett. And we’re going to make him pay.”

Jayne nodded, accepting it even if she couldn’t make herself believe it.

“So, let’s make a plan,” she said. “What do we—”

She was interrupted by a knock at the door. It was the distinctive, mechanical rap of a delivery drone.

“Did one of you order pizza?” she asked, already pretty sure she knew the answer. She crossed to the door and Cameron, Madison, and Bill took up guard positions on either side, hands on their holstered weapons, just in case. She opened the door cautiously, but it was just a delivery drone, as expected. She took the box it offered her, recognizing the logo on top with a stab of dread.

“What is it?” Merry asked as Jayne shut the door.

“Donuts,” Jayne replied, feeling slightly nauseous. The Cosmos donut logo had never looked so quietly sinister. She opened the box carefully, expecting the worst. But it was only donuts. “Triple fudge.”

And written on the underside of the lid was a set of coordinates.

“Guy’s really got a flair for theatricality,” Cameron said, looking over her shoulder.

Jayne recognized part of the string of numbers and felt her dread grow. She punched the coordinates into her phone just to make sure and felt her stomach sink as she was proven right.

“This address is on the ground floor of the Takahashi building.”

 

+++

 

Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Behind an office door with “Captain Devon Gold” printed out on frosted glass, a holographic projection paced in front of the tightly closed blinds, shoulders tense under his finely tailored suit.

“Relax,” Gold said, leaning back in his chair. “It’s all under control. I’ll move in tonight and get the job done just like we planned. The department gets the glory and you get the girl out of your way, everybody wins.”

When the projection turned towards Captain Gold he flinched. The man was running an encryption program that rendered the face of his hologram a shifting, mosaic puzzle of enlarged pixels. It was unsettling, even on a hologram. But Gold didn’t need to see the man’s face to know who he was. He’d been working with the Dean of the Academy for a long time. Gold had never seen his face, or heard his unaltered voice. He didn’t even know his name. He was simply the Dean. The Academy lived by such vague titles.

“I think not,” the Dean replied, the subtle distortion making his voice sound just slightly deeper than seemed likely for his frame. “Perhaps if you had acted sooner, before that officer was killed—”

“You can’t pin that on me,” Gold said defensively, straightening up. “We were seconds from moving in when Ray decided to play hero. You can't expect me to take the blame for that cock up.”

Gold couldn’t see the Dean’s expression, but something in the steady, silent way that censored, pixelated face stared at him made his throat feel dry. He stopped talking.

“You have allowed this to go on far too long and too far beyond your control,” the Dean said. “It was clearly a mistake to have trusted you with this.”

Gold sputtered in protest, but the Dean continued, ignoring him, turning to face the closed blinds as though he could see through them. For all Gold knew, he could.

“Fortunately, the situation is still salvageable. You are to do nothing. We’re going to let Burrett’s little gamble play out. I’m curious to see what happens.”

Gold swallowed hard, warring with his pride.

“But Burrett’s plan… you know what he could do, the people he could kill—"

“An inconvenience at worst,” the Dean replied, and the hologram shrugged. “And any fallout can be blamed on Austin, which serves our purposes well enough. If she survives, it will be the end of her career.”

“And what if she wins?” Gold asked. “What if she manages to take Burrett down?”

“Then a mad man is off the streets and a valuable intelligence asset is back under our control. We’ll find another way to deal with Austin.”

“And what about our arrangement?” Gold asked, sweat on his brow. “Where does the department come in? I was promised a straight shot to Chief of Police.”

“That was before you proved yourself so inept.” The Dean didn’t even look at him. From his desk he could just see the flicker of distorted pixels over the Dean’s shoulder. “The Academy isn’t in the habit of promoting failures. We’ll have no further need for your services, Captain.”

He hung up the holo-call and as the connection dropped the hologram dissolved into a shower of colorless pixels. Captain Gold watched them drift towards the carpet in silence. When the last one vanished he swiped an arm across his desk, sending everything on it to the floor in a tremendous crash that couldn’t even begin to quell his indignant fury.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

 

Abandoned Factory, L0, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

“First the graveyard, now this.”

Jayne squinted at the old factory through the lenses of her smog mask, wishing she could see better. The smog was so dense she could hardly see her hand in front of her face. The old factory rose just ahead of her, vanishing into the smog above. Far out of sight, it climbed all the way to the two-hundred levels, where it housed some of the most powerful people and businesses on the planet. But down here, on the ground, it was only a burned-out shell, the same as all the buildings around it. The air was oppressively hot and close.

“Maybe we should have spent more time hunting for this asshole in creepy abandoned buildings,” Jayne muttered.

“The graveyard was bad enough,” Merry said in her ear. “Besides, you would have been looking forever. There’s too many creepy old buildings down here to count.”

“You know I’ve never actually been this far down?” Cameron said. He was standing beside her but she heard his voice over the communicator in her ear. Their smog masks were too thick to hear each other through. “It feels weird, standing on solid ground. Like the gravity is different.”

“Yeah, this place is creepy as hell,” Jayne muttered. “Let’s just finish this and get out of here as fast as we can, alright?”

She kept thinking she could see people moving through the smog out of the corner of her eye. Just glimpses of shadows that she knew couldn’t be real. Everyone knew no one lived in the lowest five levels. The smog here was so caustic you could end up with lesions on your skin just from standing in it too long. Rain and wind and sunlight never reached this place. It existed in a perpetual toxic twilight.

“It looks like the bastard is scrambling signals from the inside,” Merry said, disrupting Jayne’s thoughts.

“Yeah, that’s to be expected,” Jayne replied. “You can crack it, right?”

“Of course, who do you take me for? But it’s going to take time.”

“And Fred can’t wait,” Jayne finished, checking the time. “We’ll have to go in blind for now.”

“Not completely blind,” Vlad chimed in. “Burrett was nice enough to provide us with the blueprints for this building. There are four floors on this level, and at least that many underground.”

“You don’t have an exact number?” Jayne asked, frowning.

“That’s the problem with these old low level buildings,” Vlad said helplessly. “All the detritus from the upper levels filters down here for hundreds of years and builds up like soil. And meanwhile the new construction above weighs down on the old, pushing it down. With time the buildings slowly sink, floor after floor buried a little at a time. There’s no telling how old this blueprint is, or how many floors might have sunk underground completely.”

“Because this situation wasn’t enough fun already,” Jayne muttered. She turned to Cameron, nodding to get his attention. “I’ll take the bottom, you take the top?”

“Well that would certainly be a change,” Cameron replied, a grin in his voice that she could imagine despite his mask.

“Don’t get used to it,” Jayne teased him in return.

“I would love to hear about your sex lives later, I really would, but let’s stay focused,” Merry said dryly. “We’ll call you with updates as soon as I break his jamming signal. Be safe.”

“We will,” Cameron promised.

“Just hurry with those comms,” Jayne said. “I need you two watching our backs.”

“We won’t let you down,” Vlad replied. “Probably.”

“Very reassuring, Vlad.”

“You’re charging into the lair of a murderous lunatic with a grudge and a ton of radioactive material. I’m just being realistic.”

Jayne shook her head and motioned Cameron forward. They approached the factory cautiously, hands on their weapons. They located a small window which opened inward silently. The hinges had clearly been recently greased. She and Cameron shared a look, and then moved carefully inside.

The inside of the factory was pitch dark, no light filtering through the half-buried windows. Smog particles floated through the beam of Jayne’s flashlight.

The floor seemed unfinished, gutted and empty. There was no sign of Burrett. Jayne nodded towards a stairwell in the back corner. She dimly heard Cameron’s voice, muffled behind his mask, and she tested her comms, unsurprised to hear only static in return. Burrett’s signal jam was already working. She reached for Cameron, putting a hand to his jaw in order to create a direct connection.

“Can you hear me?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he replied, holding her hand in place with his own. His voice was quiet, crackling softly with distortion, but audible. “I just wanted to tell you to be careful.”

“Same to you,” Jayne replied. She swallowed as the fear she’d been ignoring tried to rise up, twisting knots in her gut. “You’d better survive this. You still owe me ceviche, remember?”

“Right, I forgot you’re only keeping me around for my cooking,” he said with a chuckle.

“You know how long it’s been since I had a home cooked meal?” she replied. “I’m not giving that up easy. So promise me you’re not going to do something stupid and get yourself killed, alright?”

He squeezed her hand.

“I promise,” he said. “On one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You have to stay for breakfast. No more sneaking out after I fall asleep. I want to wake up next to you.”

Jayne’s heart twisted in her chest. She took her hand away from his mask, trying to catch her breath, to control the strange burst of joy and fear that request caused in her. She knew what he was really asking for and she wasn’t sure it was something she could give him. Cameron was good. Too good for someone like her. She didn’t want to fuck that up…

He touched her cheek, reestablishing the connection and turning her face back to him.

“You don’t need to answer right now,” he said. “We’ll talk about it later. Just focus on getting through this in one piece.”

She nodded in agreement, unable to find words. His hand slid around to the back of her head and pulled her forward just slightly to bump his mask against hers. The closest to a kiss they could manage right now. It still made Jayne flush with warmth. Then he let her go, and she watched him head up the stairs, moving slowly and cautiously. She was grateful, as she headed in the opposite direction, that they hadn’t said the word “goodbye.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

 

Abandoned Factory, L0, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne made her way down the stairwell, the beam of her flashlight cutting through the smoggy dark. The next floor was only slightly less empty than the first, and the sporadic piles of dust-covered detritus looked entirely too much like people for her comfort. The windows on this floor were completely underground. One had broken, and earth spilled into the room. It had been tracked across the floor by people and animals over time. Jayne didn’t want to imagine what kind of animals lived down here. Come to think of it, she didn’t want to imagine the people either. Those tracks couldn’t have all been made by Burrett.

She kept going down, deeper into the sunken building, passing through burned out spaces filled with ash and garbage. On one floor, a section of the wall had buckled, timber and metal and drywall bowing and splitting. Jayne shivered at the uneasy reminder of how many thousands of tons of building stood above her, on unsteady foundations.

The stairwell ended on a finished floor. A narrow hallway stretched ahead of her, lined with cheap fiberboard doors. Jayne swept the hall with her flashlight, not sure what she was searching for. There was no sign of any stairs leading further down. The air was perfectly still and silent.

She reached for the handle of the door nearest her, then hesitated a second before her hand made contact. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Some ancient animal instinct recognized danger before her conscious mind could catch up.

When she was young, her family had briefly lived in an apartment with a scorpion problem. She felt suddenly like she was back there, reaching for something and catching herself a second before she saw the tiny brown arachnid. Only this time it wasn’t a scorpion, it was a motion sensor, just between the door handle and the frame. She might have missed it entirely if she hadn’t been trained to recognize them during the Academy’s course on IEDs. It was a black rectangle about the size of a dime. They weren’t particularly complicated or expensive. You could buy a bag of them cheap at any hardware store. All they did was emit a tiny, hard to detect, high frequency radio signal and measure how long it took that signal to bounce back to it. If it detected an interruption in that signal, it would trigger whatever device it was attached to. And considering some of the things Jayne had seen in Burrett’s plan, that was unlikely to end well for her.

She left it long enough to carefully check the rest of the doors, nearly missing another motion detector near the floor further down the hall, like a tripwire. They were all similarly rigged. This presented Jayne with two likely options: either none of them were trapped, and the motion sensors were just a rudimentary alarm system, or they were all trapped. Both seemed equally in character for Burrett.

She retreated to the stairwell to consider her options, roughly gauging the distance between the stairs and the first door. It was unlikely any trap would be particularly explosive. There was too much risk of them setting off the others in a chain reaction that could potentially endanger the stability of the building. However, activating any of them would almost certainly let Burrett know she was here, if he didn’t already. But she didn’t have the tech or the time to disable them and there was only one way forward.

She took off her shoe, retreating as far back up the stairs as she could while still being able to see the door. Then she chucked her shoe at the doorknob with as much accuracy as possible.

There was a quick beep from the motion detector and less than a fraction of a second later a cluster of barbed metal spikes about the width of her thumb erupted through the thin fiberboard of the door. They were long enough to nearly reach the opposite wall. Jayne’s heart raced in belated panic. If she’d been standing anywhere near that door she would be dying a slow, painful death right now.

She came back down the stairs cautiously, wary of any secondary effects. The door was still closed. The spikes looked like they’d been roughly hacked out of sheets of scrap metal. Probably the corrugated steel panels used in the cobbled together walkways higher up. She put her shoe back on only to remove her jacket and use it to safely grip one of the spikes, which was thankfully fairly easy to pry loose from the door. Her jacket was unfortunately worse for the wear by the time she’d removed all of them, but the spikes, about four and a half feet long, would at least be useful. She used one to carefully prod the door further open from a safe distance, unsurprised when she heard another beep and a noise like a muffled gunshot.

She peered through the door carefully, seeing the device that had shot the metal spikes in the center, and another to the right of the door that had sprayed buckshot across the room when the door opened. Worse was the fact that the room was otherwise empty, a 7x7 space, with identical doors on the opposite and left-hand walls. She really hoped that didn’t mean what she was thinking it meant.

With similar caution, she opened the door across the hall, carefully avoiding the traps there as well. That door also hid a 7x7 room with identical doors. So did the next room she checked. She groaned. It was a maze. Fucking Burrett. She didn’t have time for this. Maybe if she went back out and got Merry to lend her something that would disrupt the sensors—

“Good evening Jayne.”

A hidden speaker crackled to life. Jayne’s spirits sank even lower.

“Burrett,” she muttered.

“I’m so glad you could make it,” he said with genuine fondness. “I can’t wait for you to see all that I’ve put together for you. It’s only a prototype of course, but I am rather proud of it considering the circumstances.”

“I’m sure you did a great job,” Jayne said, scowling. “But I’m not really interested in the tour.”

“I’m afraid I must insist,” Burrett said with a small, indulgent laugh. “And you simply must move more quickly. Your little friend really can’t wait for you to take twenty minutes going through every door.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Jayne replied. “I’ll be moving a lot faster once I can turn off your cheap little motion detectors.”

“Ah, but Jayne, that wouldn’t be as exciting!” Burrett said, in the tone of a scolding parent. “If there’s no drama, there’s no point. And I have not put all this effort in for nothing.”

Jayne heard a beep behind her and turned her head to see a vertical line of laser emitters burning through the wall beside the staircase. The beams seared through the air like red-hot iron bars, to set fire to the opposite wall, melting the paint and plaster. And then another line activated, closer to her.

“I would suggest you get a move on,” Burrett said. “I’m a patient man, but we do have a schedule to keep here.”

Jayne ran, dodging burning lasers as they cut her off from her only escape. She darted further down the hall, forgetting the tripwire she’d seen earlier. She heard the beep as it went off and gambled on throwing herself to the floor, narrowly avoiding a scythe-like blade that swept across the hall at knee level. A breath later she noticed the lens in the baseboard of the wall in front of her. She closed her eyes, but not fast enough to avoid being blinded by the flash it emitted.

She rolled aside with a shout, heard a thunk as something missed her. She could still hear the fizz and crackle of the lasers coming, filling the hall with heat and smoke. She stumbled to her feet, struggling to see through her dazzled vision. The lasers were hot red-white blisters against the whiteout blur of everything else, including the glowing red spots of another line appearing right beside her.

Before she could think better of it, she slammed the metal spike in her hand into the wall beside the emitter and wrenched it to the side, twisting the emitter. The laser burned across the far wall and into a door, burning through it and reducing the trap waiting behind it into a pile of melted slag.

She moved the spike to turn the laser out of the way again and yanked it out of the wall, stumbling through the opened door, still mostly blind. She walked directly into a jet of some kind of gas which, even filtered by her mask, left her reeling and lightheaded. She stumbled against a wall, then immediately away from it as she felt it heating up. More fucking lasers. Head spinning, half blind, she chose a door at random and jabbed the motion sensor with her spike. The door exploded, showering her in MDF splinters and throwing her back, nearly into the lasers. She caught herself and kept going, throwing the spike through the door ahead of her to activate the next trap, a grid of razor wire that slammed down with terrifying speed. Dodging around it, she didn’t see the swinging club that hit her in the side of the head.

Her vision blacked out for a heartbeat and she went to her knees. Dazed, she dragged herself into a corner, trying to slow her panicked breathing. Part of her wanted desperately to rip her mask off in a desperate bid for more oxygen, but she knew it wouldn’t help. The air in here was all stinging smog and noxious smoke. Her mask was struggling to pull any oxygen from it at all, even with its powerful police issue CO2 scrubbers.

She scolded herself silently. She’d been trained for this, to keep her head in this kind of situation. She forced herself to slow her breathing and focus. She knew Burrett wouldn’t let her catch her breath for long. But maybe he’d give her a minute more if she could get him talking.

“Why are you doing this?” she shouted, her voice muffled by the mask. “What are you after?”

“Who says I’m after anything?” Burrett replied, and she tried not to show her relief, taking a few more seconds to regain her bearings. “Maybe I’m just crazy. Maybe I just enjoy a little cat and mouse.”

“You spent years in a government black site, risked your life to escape,” Jayne pointed out. “You could have just disappeared, gone into hiding, started a new life. I refuse to believe that you would give up that chance just for the sake of fucking with me.”

“Oh Jayne.” Burrett laughed. “You would never have just let me quietly retire. You would have hunted me to the ends of the galaxy, even if I’d never hurt another living soul again. Wouldn’t you?”

Jayne didn’t answer, focusing on her breathing. Her head was starting to clear, her vision coming back. She didn’t think he was going to let her sit here much longer.

“And you weren’t the only one,” Burrett continued. “The government that put me in that box to begin with, a thousand other criminal and political groups after the knowledge I possess, I knew when I escaped that my freedom would be short-lived. I intend to make that time matter.”

“How?” Jayne demanded. “What’s the point, Burrett?”

“Drama, Jayne. Nothing but drama. To force people to look at the things they would rather ignore. To open stubbornly closed eyes. I’m writing a play, Jayne. In this little prologue you are my adversary, the Javert to my Jean Valjean, if you will. Misguided and stubborn but noble, acting in desperate service to a system that despises you, that will throw you away as quickly as it did me. A poignant sacrifice to foreshadow the coming dramatic climax.”

“I don’t know,” Jayne said with a harsh, broken laugh. “This seems a bit more like Saw than Le Mis to me!”

“The two have some similar themes, if you think about it.”

“Yeah, I’ve never actually read Le Mis, but I’m pretty sure Jean Valjean never trapped Javert in a labyrinth full of death traps.”

“Well, we can’t all be Victor Hugo. Come along now, that’s enough monologue. The audience demands action!”

Jayne scrambled to her feet, eyes darting in fear of whatever he was planning to send after her.

“I still don’t get what the hell you’re trying to accomplish here,” she said, edging towards the nearest door. “But if you think you’re the hero in this story then you really are insane.”

She jabbed her spike at the sensor and ducked away, dodging another jet of gas. She avoided the swinging blade trap that followed it almost easily.

“That remains to be seen, dear Jayne,” Burrett replied. “I suppose we’ll know when – if – you make it down here in time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

 

Outside the Abandoned Factory, L0, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Outside and a safe distance away, a heavy van-style cruiser hovered. A sleek black sports model, utterly out of place in this part of the city, pulled up beside it. The back of the van opened just long enough for the car’s occupant to slip from their vehicle into the other one.

“Tell me you’ve got communications,” Alfonso said in lieu of greeting, dusting off the smog soot that had gathered on his suit during even that brief moment outside.

Vlad had opened the door for him. Merry remained huddled over a computer, working frantically. Madison and Bill sat in the front seats, watching the building.

“Not yet,” Vlad reported. “We’re still working on it.”

“Why the hell not?” Alfonso looked slightly horrified. “She’s been in there alone for half an hour at least!”

“Burrett’s jamming device is some next level shit,” Vlad explained, offering Alfonso a seat and returning to his own next to Merry. “Quantum tech. No one has this. I thought it was theoretical.”

“How in God’s name did he get his hands on something like that?” Alfonso asked, ignoring the seat. “That technology hasn’t even reached military clearance yet.”

“I think he might have built it himself,” Merry said through gritted teeth, not taking her eyes off the screen or slowing down. “Which means he’s a hell of a lot smarter than I am. Well, probably not. But he is smart. I’m trying to trace it back, find some way to neutralize it, but it’s literally working on a subatomic level… it’s a fucking achievement that I can tell what he’s doing at all!”

“I keep telling you, you need to stop focusing on the code and look at the hardware,” Vlad pointed out.

“I’m not going to look at the hardware, I don’t know anything about the hardware!” Merry snapped at him. “That’s your job! You look at the hardware!”

“If you would listen to me for half a second—“

“I would, if you would say something you haven’t said ten times already!”

“Stop being so touchy!”

“Stop telling me how to do my job!”

“Would you two get a room already?” Alfonso interrupted, impatient. “Jesus Christ, you sound like my parents.”

“They’ve been at that since we started,” Madison said from the driver’s seat, looking weary.

“We get it, you’ve got enough sexual tension to damn a nunnery,” Bill added, cranky. “Could you keep your traps shut about it for half a minute?”

Merry turned scarlet. Vlad cleared his throat, fumbled for a blunt, then remembered he’d been forbidden to smoke in the van and stopped. Alfonso rolled his eyes.

“Do you know where the device is?” he asked. “Is it on site or is he doing this remotely?”

“It’s got to be on the premises somewhere,” Merry said, biting her lip. “He could control it remotely, but the actual jammer wouldn’t work at range. I can’t track them, but I have to assume there’s more than one, probably four or five around the building.”

“Above ground?” Alfonso asked, raising an eyebrow.

“I— probably?” Merry stammered. “It’s working on the ground floor and several levels above it and I think the effect would be dampened if they didn’t have a clear view of the sky.”

“What? You mean the bloody things are just sitting out there somewhere?” Bill asked, his pitch rising dramatically with disbelief. “Why didn’t you say so?”

He grabbed his mask and began fishing something out from underneath his seat. Madison unbuckled and reached for his mask as well.

“What are you doing?” Merry asked, confused. “It’s not going to be any easier to hack them in person than from here.”

“I’m not going to hack them,” Bill scoffed, holding up the baseball bat he’d had under the seat. “I’m going to smash the bloody things!”

Merry froze as the realization dawned on her. Vlad covered his face with his hand.

Alfonso grabbed a mask and a crowbar.

“Back in a jiffy,” he said, and slipped out the back to join Bill and Madison.

Not fifteen minutes later they returned.

“You did it!” Merry said, exuberant. “Comms are back!”

“Excellent,” Alfonso said as he removed his mask and threw aside his crowbar. “Open a line to Jayne immediately. Then work on getting eyes inside that place, and make sure Burrett can’t listen in this time.”

“Already on it,” Merry replied.

“Brought you a present,” Bill said, sliding into the passenger seat and thrusting the shattered remains of one of the jamming devices at Vlad. He winked. “Think you can do anything with that?”

“I think it would be my fucking pleasure,” Vlad replied, eyes widening. He stared at it in awe, touching its trailing wires with something approaching reverence. “Even smashed to hell this is the single most advanced piece of tech I’ve ever held. Is this what holding your child for the first time feels like?”

“Jayne, can you hear me?” Merry asked as the comm line connected. “Jayne? Please don’t be dead!”

“I’m alive!” Jayne snapped, followed by an explosive sound that temporarily overwhelmed the mic. When it returned Jayne was snarling a string of highly creative expletives. “—and play tug of war with a backhoe and the largest god damn pineapple I can fucking find!”

“Uh, is this a bad time?” Merry asked, a bit stunned.

“No!” Jayne shouted back. “This is the perfect fucking time! Tell me you can remotely disable those – son of a bitch – those cheap little motion detectors you can get at the hardware store?”

“Yeah, absolutely,” Merry said immediately. “Anyone with a cell phone can hack those things.”

“Great! I need you to disable a metric fuck ton of them. Do you know where Cameron is?”

“Hold on, I haven’t contacted him yet—”

“Well do it!”

Merry could only assume from the frantic note in Jayne’s voice and the dramatic noises in the background that the situation inside the factory was bad. She opened a line to Cameron as quickly as she could, working on getting visuals at the same time.

“Cameron, are you alive?”

She heard heavy breathing on the other side of the line.

“More or less,” Cameron replied. “Is Jayne okay?”

“Alive, and very, very pissed off.”

“Good,” Cameron said with a small, pained laugh.

“What’s your situation?” Merry asked, concerned by how defeated Cameron sounded. “Are you hurt?”

“Took a couple hits,” Cameron admitted. “Nothing too serious. But it’s slowed me down and this is… not a good place to be slowed down in. This whole area is flooded with some kind of gas and my mask is fucked. I’ve been crawling to try and stay under it but…”

“Jesus,” Merry whispered. She’d finally broken through into Burrett’s surveillance system, dozens of tiny concealed cameras all throughout the labyrinth. The nightmarish maze of sadistic traps spread out across the monitors around her. She found Jayne by following the rooms that were on fire.

Jayne dodged a razor wire flail and flipped nimbly over a laser, kicking its emitter to direct it at a device in the other room that fired sharpened metal spikes at her a second before the laser melted it into slag. She could see why Jayne hadn’t been exactly chatty. Cameron was several levels up, crawling down a long, winding hall full of a dense white gas.

“Is this what Burrett’s been doing all this time?” she asked, baffled. “Setting up some kind of death maze?”

“He says it’s a play,” Jayne said over coms. “He’s trying to make some kind of statement. Fuck me if I know what it is or what it has to do with all these fucking lasers though!”

“Called it,” Vlad said from the other side of the van, not looking up from working on the signal jammer.

“What’s the metaphor Burrett?” Jayne snarled. “Are the lasers an allegory for your shitty childhood? Huh? Do they symbolize the time your high school girlfriend gave you an STD? Get it? ‘Cause they’re red and burning and annoying as hell!”

She slammed her heel into a laser emitter so hard it broke free of the wall entirely. She picked it up and, after a few moments of fiddling, had it active again. She laughed maniacally as she began setting the room on fire, charging forward to burn down the next room as well.

“I’ll have those motion detectors disabled in just a minute,” Merry told Jayne, scanning the rooms ahead of her. “And I can get you a clear path to the stairs as well.”

“Just don’t turn off the lasers,” Jayne replied, baring her teeth as she lit up another room full of traps. “This is the most fun I’ve had all week! Just wait till I get down there, Burrett! I’m going to go Raiders of the Lost Ark on your fucking face! How’s that for drama?”

“Vlad—” Merry said, turning to look at the other man.

“Busy,” he replied, not looking up from the tablet he currently had rigged to the jamming device.

“What do you need?” Alfonso offered instead.

“I need you to guide Cameron out of there and help him catch up with Jayne,” Merry replied, handing him an earpiece and pointing him at the section of the monitor where Cameron was. “I’ve got to focus on keeping Jayne from burning the building down with everyone in it and trying to locate Fred in this bullshit.”

“Got it,” Alfonso agreed, putting the earpiece in his ear and studying the maze of camera angles.

Jayne progressed fast once Merry had disabled the traps. Jayne had learned early on that not all the traps were motion activated. Just enough of them to lure her into a false sense of security. Then she’d stepped on a pressure plate and nearly blown herself up. But she also knew most of these traps, not just from academy training but from studying Burrett’s notes. Once she’d seen enough of them to recognize a pattern, they didn’t often catch her by surprise. But that didn’t mean they weren’t a pain in the ass.

Alfonso coached Cameron through the gas and on, moving much more slowly with several injuries. On the upside, his path was much less actively impeded. They could only assume Burrett was throwing everything he could at Jayne. He still had control of the lasers and many of the traps. And while Burrett was focused on Jayne, he wasn’t paying attention to Cameron slowly but steadily working his way deeper.

Merry’s eyes darted between Jayne and the deep sections she was searching, until finally she gasped in excitement. She almost immediately followed that with a groan.

“What’s wrong?” Jayne asked.

“You’re not going to like this.”

“What, more than I like running through a medieval torture chamber?”

“I found Fred.”

Everyone in the van and Jayne simultaneously stopped breathing.

“Is he—?” Jayne asked, her voice tight.

“He’s alive,” Merry said quickly, and everyone began breathing again. “That’s the good news.”

“What’s the bad news?”

“He’s strapped to a bomb.”

“I’ve got more bad news,” Vlad said before Jayne could even respond. “I used the signal jammer to track where Burrett was controlling them from. He’s not even in the building.”

Jayne paused as a wave of simultaneous fear and anger washed through her, her fists clenched tight at her sides.

“Shit.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY

 

Abandoned Factory, L0, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

“Tell me about the bomb,” Jayne said, dodging a swinging club, ripping it loose of the armature it was attached to, and using it to smash a gas nozzle closed. “Is it the one he was getting the caesium for?”

“I don’t think so,” Merry reported. “I mean, I don’t know a ton about bombs—”

“It’s not,” Alfonso cut in. “Looks like C4.”

“Is it enough to bring down the building?” Jayne asked.

“Probably not,” Alfonso replied. “Unless we’re very unlucky.”

“Well, that’s good news,” Merry said, shaking her head.

“Yeah, but it’s still a bomb,” Alfonso continued. “It’s more than enough to reduce your friend there to a thin paste.”

“I’m not going to let that happen,” Jayne said, not a hint of uncertainty in her voice.

“Are you certain?” Alfonso asked. “Burrett isn’t here. It might be wiser to back out, let a bomb disposal unit deal with it while we pursue him.”

“No,” Jayne answered immediately. “If I leave, Burrett will absolutely set the bomb off. If I stay, he’ll give me a chance to defuse it. The man loves suspense, he’s the Hitchcock of terrorists.”

“And what if you accidentally set it off?” Alfonso asked. “Bombs are not your area of expertise.”

“I think you’re forgetting about my little bomb adventure,” Jayne replied. “I can handle this.”

She repeated the words to herself, trying to make herself believe it. Alfonso undercut her reassurance. “I still count that as beginner’s luck.”

“First things first,” she said, ignoring the pessimism. “Call the police, Takahashi private security, whoever you can get to listen, and start getting this building evacuated, just in case our luck doesn’t hold up.”

“Already on it,” Madison said from the front seat, his voice faint through Merry’s mic.

“Vlad, get me an address for Burrett,” she said. “Whatever you have to do. I want to be on his doorstep as soon as we’re done here, before he has a chance to rabbit again. Alfonso, focus on getting Cameron out of here. Merry, just get me to Fred as fast as humanly possible.”

“Alright. You’ll want to go left up ahead and—”

A rumble shook the building, strong enough to make Jayne stumble. Her heart stopped in her chest.

“Was that—?”

“Hang on!” Merry cut her off, sounding panicked. “It scrambled my cameras!”

For those tense few seconds of silence Jayne’s heart didn’t beat, her mind playing out all the horrible possibilities.

“It wasn’t the bomb,” Merry said finally, and Jayne could breathe again. “I mean, it was a bomb, but it wasn’t the bomb. Fred is alright.”

Jayne leaned against a wall for a moment, just trying to steady her nerves.

“It was some kind of small, directed charge,” Merry reported. “Burrett must have set it off remotely to slow you down. It collapsed the corridor up ahead.”

“Is there another way forward?” Jayne asked, growing tense again.

“Yeah, but it’s going to take a lot longer.”

“Can I just cut through the rubble? I’ve still got that laser.”

“No, the blast weakened the stability of the whole building. If you shift it you could bring several floors down on your head.”

“I’m guessing the other bomb wouldn’t do us any favors either?” Jayne said through clenched teeth.

Before Merry could reply, Alfonso cut in.

“How long will it take her to go around?”

“Another fifteen at least, depending on the traps,” Merry replied.

“Cameron has a clear path. If he moves quickly he could be there in five.”

“No,” Jayne interrupted. “He’s injured. He needs to get clear.”

“How much time do we have before the bomb goes off?” Cameron asked.

“Not enough,” Alfonso answered. “We can’t be certain until someone is in the room.”

“He doesn’t have the training,” Jayne protested.

“I have a basic familiarity from the police academy,” Cameron corrected her. “You can coach me through the rest.”

“Cameron,” Jayne said sharply.

“Jayne,” Cameron replied affectionately.

“This is my responsibility. It’s my fault Fred is even involved in all this. I’m the one who should be getting him out of it.”

“Unfortunately, I’m the one who can get to him in time.”

“I’m not going to let you risk your life to fix my mistake!”

“We don’t have any other options, Jayne. I’m going to be there in a minute. So, are you going to help me or not?”

Jayne pursed her lips, not wanting to accept this but realizing she didn’t have a choice. Being stubborn about this would get Fred killed, and probably her and Cameron on top of it.

“Alright,” she said, giving in. “I’ll walk you through it and get there as quickly as I can. You sure you want to try this?”

“I’m sure we don’t have any other choice.”

“Just be careful,” Jayne said, her voice tight. “I don’t want to lose you. Either of you.”

“…We’re going to save him together, Jayne. See you soon.”

Jayne took a deep breath, steeling herself.

“Alright, Merry,” she said loudly. “Tell me where to go and make it fast. I’ve got a date after this and I do not want to be late.”
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Abandoned Factory (basement), L0, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

“Just through the door up ahead, detective.”

Cameron limped down the last hallway, a wary eye out for any traps. He’d taken a razor wire flail to the leg that was making walking incredibly painful and had soaked the leg of his pants in a worrying amount of blood. His head was still throbbing from the impact that had damaged his mask. Or maybe that was a result of inhaling the smog for so long. Or possibly blood loss. It was hard to tell at this point. Despite that, the path down towards where Fred was being held had been surprisingly unobstructed.

“Is it just me,” he said as he approached the door. “Or has this been too easy? Shouldn’t Burrett be losing his shit that I’m this close?”

“Merry has been masking you from his cameras,” Alfonso explained. “It helps that he’s quite focused on Jayne at the moment. We don’t believe he’s really noticed you yet.”

“That’s lucky,” Cameron said, scanning the door. “About the only luck we’ve had tonight. I don’t trust it.”

“Then you’re smarter than you look, detective,” Alfonso said, so casually that Cameron almost didn’t register it. “Surprising, actually. Jayne’s tastes don’t generally run towards intellectuals.”

“How about you just tell me if this door is going to explode when I open it?” Cameron said, choosing to ignore the implication.

“I’m not picking up anything,” Alfonso reported. “Besides, at this point it would be much easier for Burrett to just wait until you’re in the room and set the bomb off, rather than kill you at the door.”

“Do me a favor and don’t give him any ideas, alright?” Cameron replied, flustered, as he searched the door for any manual triggers Alfonso might not be able to see on the cameras.

“He can’t hear us,” Alfonso reassured him. “Merry managed to block the outgoing audio channel entirely. She’s still wrestling with him for control of the video, and I’ve advised her not to try too terribly hard. Wouldn’t want him to feel like he might miss the end of the show, as it were. The last thing we need is for him to rush the finale.”

“You can say that again,” Cameron muttered, finally deciding the door was safe and reaching for the handle. He braced for something terrible to happen, but the door swung open without incident.

Beyond it, a shallow staircase and the darkness of an unfinished basement stretched. A sulfurous light glowed somewhere out of sight from the top of the stairs, providing just enough illumination to distinguish the bare dirt floor from the cinderblock walls. Cameron made his way carefully down the stairs, his weapon drawn, unease twisting like a knife in his gut. He could hear faint music playing. Cameron couldn’t place it yet, but it sounded classical. Late-classics, to be specific.

As he descended, he felt the air grow colder. He warily eyed discreet air filters to either side of the stairwell which were providing a wind barrier, keeping the smog from creeping down here. They stirred his hair and clothes as he passed and he breathed deeply, relieved not to feel it burning his lungs at last. He removed the broken remains of his mask.

As he stepped down onto the earth at the bottom of staircase, he briefly took in the huge, dark room and the weak fluorescent light spilling from the many passages connected to it before his eyes focused on Fred.

The younger man, battered and limp in his restraints, was tied to a chair in the center of the room, under an ancient yellow incandescent bulb. His hands were bound to the back of the metal chair. A small speaker on the dirt in front of him was playing Elvis’ Greatest Hits, vol. 2, and strapped to his chest was a massive brick of C4, wired to a car battery under the chair.

Fred raised his head slightly as Cameron approached, squinting at him with one eye blackened and swollen shut.

“Oh, thank god,” he said as soon as he saw Cameron, shoulders relaxing, words slurred by his split, swollen lip and broken nose. “Please, please turn off that fucking music. If I have to listen to Burning Love for one more minute I’m going to throw up.”

“Is there anyone else here?” Cameron asked, scanning the room warily. Fred shook his head.

“Haven’t seen anyone but Burrett and he’s been gone for hours. Where’s Jayne? Is she okay?”

“She’s fine,” Cameron reported, bending to turn off the speaker. “Everyone’s alright. We’re going to get you out of here.”

Fred sighed in relief as silence fell. “I never want to hear Elvis again.”

Cameron checked the bomb. There was no timer, which would buy them some time. “Fred, you’re safe now. Just give me a minute. I have to do the more boring part of my job real quick.” Cameron scanned the room. He gathered pretty quickly that Burrett was a messy houseguest. He was probably the kind of guy who left a hotel room in terrible shape because he thought it was housekeeping’s job to take care of it, not his.

“Fred, do you know if Burrett stayed here? Was this one of his hideouts?”

“He was here long enough to build a karaoke machine, so probably.”

Pinned up on the far wall were paper read-outs of blueprints for every major building above level 100, including their sister structures on the lower levels. The buildings that provided support and stability to the top. One of the growing concerns among Theron Techcropolis’ citizens was the ever-increasing anxiety of living in a massive Jenga tower. Burrett, it seems, knew how to exploit that.

Accompanying each blueprint was information on building materials, their heat resistance, their load-bearing maximum, and the number of people who were employed for each building. Important figures such as executives, bankers, politicians, and even celebrities were paired with the buildings they lived and worked in.

Burrett had big plans. His plans were far bigger than shooting a cop and torturing Jayne. Burrett didn’t simply want to work his way to the top – he wanted to destroy it entirely.

On one hand, Cameron understood Burrett’s plan. He wasn’t proud to admit it. If he was pressured, he’d keep his mouth shut. But Cameron shared Burrett’s hatred of the elite and of those in charge.

“I hate to admit this, Fred. But I can relate to Burrett.”

“If you mean anything besides a love for donuts, I don’t want to hear it.”

“He’s a guy who hates the world because the world hates him. I used to be like that.” He opened up an ancient laptop on the ground and started scrolling through the open files. It didn’t make sense, Cameron thought. Burrett was as obsessed with carrying out his plans as he was with narrowly escaping capture at every turn. He wanted to be caught, in a way. Or perhaps that was just wishful thinking.

“Yeah, it’s true.” Cameron told Fred as he quickly examined the files. “I grew up poor. Level 21. I was a punk street kid. I ran away from home when I was thirteen and ate out of dumpsters. I even sold for a little bit. Dram and crug pills, mainly”

“Seriously? I can’t see it.”

“Good. I’ve spent a lifetime trying to erase that part of myself.” Cameron turned his attention to the tablet. He found a series of rudimentary simulations that depicted the likely destruction patterns of each building. The rough, digital animations showed how each building would explode or collapse depending on what kind of explosives would be used and where.

“Why?” asked Fred. He was interested now, but also trying to keep his mind off the bomb that Cameron wasn’t busy defusing for some reason.

“Did you know I served a year in juvie on the Securon Asteroid? I was spotted with a group of roughnecks who jacked a police cruiser. I wasn’t with them. I had sold them some dram earlier that day, but I was on the other side of town when they jacked that craft. I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Cameron quickly took all the blueprints and their related documents off the walls and crudely folded them to fit in his jacket pocket. He grabbed the tablet and laptop and tucked them under his arm. “That’s why I became a cop, and then a detective. Can you believe that? I wanted to be a good cop, too. I wanted to right the wrongs and make sure the law protected the innocent, not the powerful. I knew the system was rigged and designed to keep people down. I thought I could change the system by working from the inside out. But Burrett’s hatred has twisted and perverted itself into an all out war with no discrimination. Burrett would destroy the disenfranchised if it meant toppling those in charge.”

He set the evidence next to Fred and crouched in front of him. “Okay, Fred. Sorry for waxing poetic. It’s been a long day.”

“Nah, it’s cool. I’m not in any rush, you know. Just sitting here with a bomb strapped to my chest. Another day at the office it seems.”

“Glad to see you still have a sense of humor.”

“So, you know how to defuse a bomb?” Fred asked as Cameron circled his chair.

“Jayne is going to walk me through it,” Cameron replied, trying to sound confident, for Fred’s sake.

“I hope, as a couple, you two have mastered the skill of open communication then.”

Cameron started familiarizing himself with the bomb. “Of course,” he smiled. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Yeah, sure, I’ll just stop worrying about the five pounds of C4 sitting on my chest. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Alfonso,” Cameron said. “Put me through to Jayne.”

A moment later he heard her breathing in his ear, then cursing and the sound of a small explosion.

“Everything alright?” he asked, worried.

“Peachy,” Jayne snapped. “Burrett’s just pulling out all the stops to slow me down here.”

“I kind of need your help with this bomb, but if it’s a bad time I can call back.”

“Just give me a second!”

He heard her snarl in rage and the sound of something being smashed with extreme prejudice. A few seconds passed in silence.

“Jayne?”

“Yeah. I’m good. Describe the bomb to me.”

"They can’t get you visuals?”

“Not exactly a lot of screens handy at the moment, Cameron.”

“Right, sorry.”

Cameron circled Fred’s chair again, getting a good look at everything, chewing his lip.

“Alright. The explosives are up front, sewn into a vest. I can’t see a timer, but I can see two power sources. Car battery under the chair, cell phone on the vest.”

“So you try to cut one power source, the other blows it,” Jayne assumed. “Probably not the only anti-tamper method he’s built in. I’m guessing you can’t just take the vest off of him?”

“Looks like it goes on over the head,” Cameron said thoughtfully.

“Don’t bother,” Fred cut in, sounding tired. “I’d have to move to take it off and Burrett said I’m sitting on a trigger.”

“What about cutting it off?” Cameron suggested.

“Any wires run under the vest?” Jayne asked. Cameron looked for a minute and cursed as he spotted them, running just under the fabric and around Fred’s chest.

“Yeah. Vest is a circuit. If we cut it—”

“No more Swan Lake,” Fred said with a shaky laugh. Cameron thought he was taking this pretty well, all things considered. Maybe he was just too tired to panic.

“Alright, so we’re doing this the hard way,” Cameron said with a sigh.

“What’s the easy way?” Fred asked. “Just out of curiosity.”

“According to the department?” Cameron replied. “Get it clear of people and then shoot at it until it explodes.”

“Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to work for a variety of reasons,” Fred said, laughing uneasily again.

“Okay, so are there wires coming out of the C4?” Jayne asked.

“A bunch,” Cameron confirmed. “Going down to the batteries, under the vest, all over the place.”

“Great. If he’d used wireless blasting caps we’d be screwed. Any sign of the trigger?”

“I assume the trigger must be the phone,” Cameron replied. “But there’s nothing on its screen.”

“No convenient timer ticking down unfortunately,” Fred said. “It’s been hell on the nerves, let me tell you! Although, now that I think about it, maybe having one would be worse?”

“Follow the wires from the phone to the C4,” Jayne said in Cameron’s ear. “We’re going to try and remove the blasting caps.”

Cameron took a deep breath, trying not to look as nervous at this prospect as he felt. Fred could apparently see it in his eyes however.

“What did she say?” he asked.

Cameron swallowed his nerves and began rolling up his sleeves, fishing for the multitool in his jacket.

“I’m going to remove the blasting caps,” he explained. “Without a smaller charge to set it off, C4 is just like a hunk of clay, completely inert. We’re going to pull the caps out, and the bomb will be harmless.”

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re making that sound a lot easier than it is?” Fred asked, sweat beading on his skin.

“Because I am,” Cameron said. “Hold still.”

He traced the wires leading from the cellphone, finding the ones that formed a circuit with the car battery and the explosives.

“There are a lot of wires here,” he muttered uneasily. “Too many.”

“Decoy detonators. Just pull them gently loose from the explosive and don’t detach any wires. If any of the decoys are disconnected they’ll set the whole thing off.”

“That’s what I figured,” Cameron said, clearing his throat to cover the tightness in his voice.

“And be careful with the caps,” Jayne added. “They’re sensitive. Drop one and it could go off. They’re not crazy powerful, but they’ll take your hand off if you’re holding it. And if it’s still too close to the explosive…”

“Yeah, I get the picture,” Cameron said, feeling a bit nauseous and beginning to reconsider whether he really wanted to do this. “Alright. Hold still, Fred.”

“Just hold still while you’re fiddling with the explosives on my chest,” Fred said with a wheezing laugh. “No problem!”

Cameron chose one of the wires, flipped to the pliers on his multitool, and began gently pulling it out, as slowly and carefully as he could. Fred watched him, jaw set, not breathing, as the metal fuse shape of the cap emerged. Finally, after what felt like forever, it slid free. Fred started breathing again.

“One down,” Cameron said quietly. Fred responded with a nervous giggle. Then Cameron started to set the cap down and realized they had a new problem.

“What’s wrong?” Fred asked, seeing him hesitate.

Cameron licked his lips. “The wires are too short to put the caps down on the floor. They’d just be kind of… swinging. Down near the leg of the chair.”

“Gonna assume that would not be a good thing,” Fred said, his voice cracking.

“Wouldn’t be ideal,” Cameron agreed, evaluating the situation. Carefully, he set the cap in Fred’s lap.

“Ooooh, I really don’t like where you’re putting that.” Fred stared at the detonators between his legs in undisguised fear.

“Trust me,” Cameron said, seeing how close the caps still were to the explosives. “If they go off, neither of us will live long enough to worry about which part of you they blew up first.”

“So, uh, how many bombs have you defused before?” Fred asked as Cameron began pulling out a second blasting cap.

“Do you really want me to answer that?” Cameron asked.

“Can you please remind Fred that I’ve done three in the field? And that he was there?” Jayne said in his ear.

“Hear that?” Cameron said to Fred. “Jayne says—”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard her.” Fred grumbled.

Cameron used his sleeve to wipe the sweat off his brow. “I think that’s enough talking. Just be quiet and let me focus.”

He carefully pulled loose the second blasting cap and set it in Fred’s lap next to the first and paused to wipe the sweat from his brow before continuing.

“You know how your life is supposed to flash before your eyes when you’re dying?” Fred said while Cameron worked. “I think I’m having that, except it’s just incredibly vivid memories of this carnival game. You know the one where you have to move the wand from one end of the metal loop to the other without touching it? Or it makes that buzzing noise, like Operation?”

He jumped a little as he emphasized the buzzing noise and Cameron flinched, nearly dropping his pliers. He had to stop for a moment until his hands stopped shaking before he could continue.

“Yeah. Wacky Wire. Please hold still.”

“Wacky Wire,” Fred repeated, a little breathless with stress. “I just keep seeing that over and over. This shitty carnival my dad took me to when I was like ten and this stupid game. I spent all my money trying to beat it. I’d seen this video online and I thought I knew the trick to it. My dad kept trying to get me to stop and move on but I was sure if I just tried one more time I’d get it. I keep seeing that over and over. God, I can practically taste the stale popcorn.”

“What was the trick?” Cameron asked, hoping he could at least keep Fred’s attention on something else. “Maybe it’ll work on this.”

“I don’t remember,” Fred laughed, a high-pitched panic sound. “Something stupid about how you hold your elbows.”

“Did you beat it in the end?” Cameron asked, sweat running down his face as he carefully laid another blasting cap in Fred’s lap.

“Nah,” Fred answered. “My dad just left me there after a while because my little sister was bored and throwing a fit. I just kept going till I ran out of money. I’d been saving up for something, I don’t even remember what. But right then it was like everything depended on beating that game. You ever get absorbed in a game like that?”

“Yeah, when Tetris came out for VR,” Cameron answered, his voice shaking as he carefully removed another cap. “I can’t remember anything from that week but falling blocks.”

Fred laughed again, more natural this time. “You would be a Tetris fan. Christ, and I thought I was a nerd.”

“Tetris is a classic,” Cameron muttered. “When we get out of here I’ll kick your ass at doubles.”

Fred shook his head, but his expression grew more pensive with every silent second.

“But seriously,” he said. “It felt so important at the time. Critical. Like my whole future would change if I could just” — he struggled for the words for a moment, biting his lip — “just be good enough.”

He stared at the far wall, expression intense for a moment, and then he shrugged, the nervous laugh returning.

“But, uh, then I ran out of money! And I couldn’t find my dad and I ended up wandering around the fairground looking for him till dark. I was really scared they’d gone home without me at one point. Like, I was seriously considering my future as a carnie? Like obviously if I’m still here when the fairground closes the clowns will just adopt me and I’m going to have to learn how to juggle. Real existential panic.”

“Understandable,” Cameron said, carefully teasing out another detonator. “I never understood kids that wanted to run away and join the circus.”

“Well, first of all, the circus and the carnival are two completely different things,” Fred said. “Second, you never wanted to run away and join the circus? Oh, right, I forgot you were a Tetris kid. Tetris kid who grew up to be a cop. I bet you wanted to run away and join an accounting firm.”

Cameron laughed under his breath, attention fully focused on the blasting cap.

“Actually,” he said. “I wanted to run away to Narnia. Or something like it. Anything with knights and dragons. I had a big thing about wanting to be a knight.”

“I guess that makes me your damsel in distress. Sorry I’m not prettier. And that we’re both probably going to get blown up.”

“No one’s going to get blown up,” Cameron said firmly, wishing he were more confident about it. “Finish the story. Did your dad find you, or were you raised by carnies?”

“Oh, he found me,” Fred said, wincing. “And he was pissed. Angrier than I’d ever seen him. And Mom was even angrier at him for leaving me alone. They fought the whole way home, just screaming their lungs out.” He paused for a moment, bit the inside of his cheek. Cameron wondered if that fight was still echoing in his head. Fred’s voice was quieter when he kept going. “They split up a little less than a year later. And you know, for years, in the back of my head I was convinced that if I had beaten that stupid game…”

He trailed off.

“Those games are always rigged anyway,” Cameron said, unsure what else to say. Fred was shaking, tremors running through him every time Cameron moved. He was masking it pretty well, but Cameron could tell he was more than just terrified. Fred was ready to die. Or trying to be.

“Star Voyage,” Fred said suddenly, making Cameron jump. “That’s what I was saving for! This fucking Star Voyage limited edition VR console. Christ, I was a nerd. Still am, I guess.”

“Huh. I was always more of a Star Empire fan.”

“You would be.”

“I’m almost done,” Cameron said, carefully pulling out another detonator. “Just hang in there a little longer.”

“What’s the plan after you get those things out?” Fred asked.

Cameron swallowed, thinking about it.

“We find a way to detonate them safely,” he answered. “After that, Burrett can push the trigger as much as he likes and it won’t do squat.”

“Right,” Fred said, looking at the pile of blasting caps in his lap. “We’ll just detonate them safely. Sure. That sounds possible.”

Cameron didn’t answer, focused on removing the next detonator.

“How much time do you think we have?” Fred asked quietly.

“We’re fine,” Cameron said tersely.

“Listen, I don’t— I don’t want to die here,” Fred said, his voice hitching. “I really, really don’t.”

“I said we’re going to be fine,” Cameron repeated. “No one is going to die here.”

“I know, just, listen to me,” Fred insisted. His shaking was getting worse. “I don’t want to die here. But more than that, I don’t want you to die here with me. You or Jayne. You don’t have to do that, alright? You should just leave. You should get out of here. You should—”

“Fred.” Cameron’s calm voice cut through Fred’s panic as he finally looked away from the detonators long enough to meet Fred’s eye directly. “I’m not going anywhere. Neither is Jayne. Not without you.”

Fred swallowed, clearly wanting to argue but unable to. He nodded, looking down. Cameron returned his focus to the last detonator.

“Last one,” he said. “Hang on.” Cameron carefully wiggled the top of the blasting cap. As it began to move loose, he stopped.

“What’s wrong?” Fred asked, sweat rolling down his forehead.

“Fred, in case this doesn’t work and we blow up, I just want to say that I think a show about a two-headed cop would be awesome. And I would definitely watch it.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely.”

Slowly, he pulled the final blasting cap out of the C4, teasing it carefully loose. As it began to slide out he felt a quiet sense of wonder that nothing had gone wrong.

At the same moment, something exploded on the floor above them.

The boom shook dust from the rafters above them and rattled the whole building in a terrible, ominous rumble. Fred jumped, making a frightened animal sound, and Cameron flinched, releasing the detonator he was holding in order to grab for the pile in Fred's lap and keep them from falling.

It occurred to him as his hand was coming down, too late to stop, that slapping the shock sensitive explosive detonators might not be a good idea. Might even, in fact, be worse than letting them fall. He had time only to wince in anticipation of the worst.

It never came. The detonators, pinned between his hands and Fred's lap, had not gone off. Cameron released a shaky breath, thanked whatever gods were watching for his luck, and looked up at Fred, sharing a nervous laugh with the other man.

Then he remembered the detonator he had pulled about three quarters of the way out of the C4, and then let go of. His eyes found it just as it began to fall.

Before he could think of anything more coherent than a string of expletives or begin to consider whether he should risk letting go of all the detonators he was holding in order to make a dive for that one, a hand shot out and caught the falling fuse.

Cameron, stark white, eyes wide with shock, looked up at Jayne, who smiled at him.

"Drop something?"

Jayne worked fast, using scrap metal from a pile in the corner as a blast shield while they set off the detonators. After one last check for any secondary explosives, she cut the bomb vest off of Fred, who slumped out of the chair and into her arms in exhausted relief. Cameron helped her carry him out, back through the halls of Burrett's ‘fun house,’ which now looked like a recently vacated warzone. Jayne had burned her way through the last floor like a one-man army in her hurry to get to Cameron and Fred.

"Remind me never to get between you and something you want," Cameron wheezed as they limped past the burned out shell of something that looked like it belonged in the last act of a Terminator film.

"You should see her when someone tries to take the last slice of pizza," Fred added, looking close to passing out as he hung between Cameron and Jayne.

"Only when I paid for it," Jayne replied, her vision doubling. Now that she wasn't full of furious adrenaline her various injuries were starting to feel a lot more intense than the scratches she'd initially dismissed them as. "Last slice rights are sacred. Violate them and you deserve what you get."

They shared the single remaining functional smog mask as they climbed, and by the time they crawled out of the broken window on to the surface, Jayne's eyes were burning and running so much she could barely see. But even half blind she recognized the flashing lights and alarms of the ambulance already waiting for them. The cops and the bomb squad arrived a moment later, as Jayne watched the EMTs load Fred into the back of the truck. She breathed deeply through the emergency mask they'd given her and leaned against Cameron, taking a moment, though part of her knew they didn't have time. He put his arm around her, saying nothing. For the moment, there was nothing that needed to be said.

Merry, Vlad, and Alfonso joined them once Fred was taken care of.

"Good work in there," Alfonso said with a nod. "As usual, the Academy was beyond foolish to kick you out."

"That's an understatement," Merry added. "You were amazing. God only knows how many people you've saved."

Jayne smiled at her tiredly. "Only one that mattered."

"You were quite impressive as well, Detective Cameron," Alfonso continued. "With skills like that I'm surprised no agency or security firm has scooped you up. You're wasted on the police."

"Maybe not for much longer," Cameron said, wincing as he saw Captain Gold heading towards them.

"He does not look happy," Merry muttered.

"He looks like the dean that time I hot-boxed the engineering classroom," Vlad added.

"Detective Cameron—" the Captain said on the open comm channel, his face red with anger. He didn't get any further before Jayne stepped between them. She said nothing, but the look in her eye, to say nothing of the burns, blood and dirt she was covered in, spoke volumes. He hesitated.

"Oh, look at that," Alfonso said loudly, indicating the pack of news vans descending towards the scene. "The press has arrived!"

"Wow. I'm surprised they didn't beat the police here," Jayne added in a deliberately casual tone, not breaking eye contact with the Captain. "They're going to have a lot of questions, huh?"

"Indeed," Alfonso mused, fixing a cufflink. "I would hate to be whoever has to explain how the bomb was planted here by a fugitive the police were repeatedly warned about but refused to cooperate in catching. That's going to be an embarrassing conversation."

The Captain's expression was sour enough to curdle milk.

"We'll talk about this later," he hissed at Cameron, then hurried past, shouting at the uniformed officers to get a cordon up and corral the journalists. Cameron sighed, watching him go.

"I'm so fired."

"If city hall lets him fire you after they find out you helped defuse a bomb and save one of the most heavily populated buildings in Theron, I'll eat my designer shoes," Alfonso replied. "And like I said, you can do much better than the police department."

"Night's not over yet," Jayne cut in. "Tell me you have Burrett's location."

"Oh we've got it," Vlad confirmed. "And it looks like he's still there. It's on this level, not far from here. I've been looking up information on the structures down here, all the stuff that's sunk over the years. It looks like there's a whole network of interconnected tunnels. Service corridors, utility infrastructure, even parts of an old transit system, and a bunch of them connect to the sewers. That’s how he gets around so quickly.”

"Then let's get going," Jayne said, straightening up. "We don't have time to waste."

"Not until you let the EMTs check you out," Merry said, holding out a hand to stop her. Jayne bit her cheek to stop herself from saying something nasty. Merry's expression was pleading. "You're not going to make it down the street in the shape you're in Jayne. I'm not asking you not to go, just give them fifteen minutes to patch you up first."

Jayne gritted her teeth, choking on a thousand arguments for why they couldn't afford fifteen minutes. But she knew Merry was trying to help. And she'd spent long enough ignoring Merry when she was trying to be a friend.

"…Alright," she said. "Fifteen minutes. Only because Cameron looks like hell."

"Thanks," Cameron said, without a hint of sarcasm.

The EMTs urged them both to go to the hospital with Fred, but they refused. So they slapped salve and synth skin over Jayne's burns and a 3D printed brace on Cameron's leg and made them both inhale a thick, foul tasting expectorant and cough it back up again to clear their lungs of the poisonous smog. Then, they sent them on their way.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

 

Le Maison de Jupiter; L0, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne stood in the middle of the street, looking down five blocks at the long-abandoned Le Maison de Jupiter. Looking at the restaurant, once considered the crown jewel of cuisine in Theron Techcropolis, gave her a wistful desire to go back in time three hundred years.

Jayne had seen old pre-VR films about millionaires, gangsters, and starlets all gathering at the elegant and galactically famous hotspot. Over time the city grew skyward and the affluent left it behind. Its regulars abandoned the high chrome ceilings, the buttressing neo-Roman columns, and the always-packed dance floor. Its signature asset, cooking their food in ovens powered by gas from Jupiter’s atmosphere, became commonplace, a gimmick for chain restaurants. The trip down to the growingly distant Level Zero was no longer necessary.

The restaurant died. Just like everything else down there.

Merry whistled. “Jayne! Helloooo?” Jayne craned her neck to look over her shoulder. “Are you with us?”

Jayne walked out of the middle of the street over to Merry and Cameron. Cameron’s dry blood had stiffened his shirt. The cuts across his body stung and bled with every movement, but he showed no signs of exhaustion or pain. Jayne was impressed.

Cameron stuck a stun gun into his shoulder holster. He mumbled through his smog mask. “How are you feeling?”

Jayne did her best to wipe the goggles of her mask clean. “Pissed off. Which is good.”

“Great pep talk. Let’s get serious now.” Merry used her tablet to pull up an old map of the ancient subway system rotting below the street. “By now we’ve figured out that Burrett is a good host. He spares no expense making sure his guests have the time of their lives… or deaths.”

“So walking through the front door is a bad idea?”

“Bingo. Let’s throw Burrett a little surprise party.” Merry showed Jayne and Cameron her tablet. “We can enter these subway tunnels through any manhole.” Merry couldn’t help but laugh. Jayne playfully slapped the side of her arm. “Sorry, couldn’t help it. Anyway, this tunnel was once the X-2 line. The X-2 was a working class transporter. It stopped right underneath Le Maison so the wait staff and cooks could come and go without ruining the elegant dining experience.” There was disgust in Merry’s voice.

“Sounds easy enough.” Jayne tightened her boots, getting ready to wade through a foot of muggy water that had no doubt settled in the subway.

“Don’t worry. It gets worse.” Merry turned her tablet off. “Because that… is where my data ends.” Jayne and Cameron were silent. “I can’t find any blueprints, schematics, nothing about Le Maison’s design and structure. The building is too old for a modern surveillance system I can hack into. Once you’re through the subway tunnel, both of you are on your own. The best I can do is stay on comm with you and be there for moral support.”

“Thanks,” Jayne said, extending a comforting hand to Merry’s shoulder. “But I wouldn’t say you have the best morals.”

Merry smiled, but not for long. “There’s something else. Something I have to say.”

Jayne feared Merry had saved the absolutely worse for last. “What is it?”

“It’s been haunting me this entire time, and I have to get it off my chest.” She matched Jayne’s eyes through their smog masks. “It’s just—you’ve got to admit that Burrett is kind of hot, right? Like in a ‘spank me, daddy’ kind of way?” She burst out laughing.

 

+++

 

As they slid the heavy manhole cover free, a gust of long-stagnant air rushed out. It was surprisingly fresh, at least compared to the smog.

Jayne lowered herself halfway into the hole, her feet finding the rusty ladder. There was hardly any smog below the surface. She disappeared into the underground.

Cameron slid into the manhole next. Before descending, he looked to Merry. “Bill and Madison are still in this quadrant. They’re handling the aftermath of the warehouse, but call them and they’ll be here.”

“Got it.”

Cameron reached the bottom of the ladder and dropped the remaining two meters, splashing water onto Jayne.

“Watch it!”

“Sorry.”

“Just be careful.” Jayne switched on the headlight attached to her smog mask and shined it down the dark, seemingly endless tunnel. She turned to Cameron. They understood what they had to do, and silently began to trudge forward.

At first, silence was the only appropriate response to a place like this. It was dark and full of skittering, crawling life that didn’t want them there. The decaying structure that couldn’t support their movement and presence made every step feel like a bargain.

Finally, the silence became as oppressive and unbearable as the tunnel. Jayne had to break it. “I grew up hearing urban legends about lizard people who lived in these abandoned tunnel systems.”

“Me too. I think it’s a rite of passage for kids, hearing those stories.”

“When I was young, I’d drop my school lunch into storm drains. I wanted to help them out.”

“I didn’t know you were so caring.” Cameron briefly turned back. When navigating through a new space, it was important to see what the way out looked like.

Jayne was careful not to let another silence descend upon them. “So, I have a question for you.”

“Shoot.”

“What is ceviche?”

Cameron laughed. “It’s a seafood dish. Any variety of raw fish cured in lemon and spiced with chili peppers, chopped onions, and cilantro. It’s served cold.”

“It sounds delicious.”

Merry buzzed in on the comm. “I just wrote that down, Cameron. I’ve been getting tired of take out anyway. Alright, you two. Up here on the right you’ll see a stairway.”

Jayne spotted a small glimmer of light, her headlamp reflecting on an iron door hanging off its hinges. “Eyes on it.”

“Cool, once you’re in there I’m only good on comm. I’ll do what I can.”

Jayne shoved the heavy iron door aside. She ascended the stairs and Cameron followed.

“That’s it. Bienvenue à la Maison de Jupiter.”

“Thanks, Merry. See you on the other side.”

 

+++

 

Elegance grows haunting with time. The statues lined up in rows had broken, chipped, or fallen over. The fountain in the center of the restaurant was covered in a thick layer of algae and moss.

The cushions of the booths had been torn up, the stuffing inside now flea-infested nests for raccossums, a raccoon-possum hybrid exclusive to the lower levels.

The mega-sized disco ball had fallen, who knew how many years ago, and lay smashed on the dance floor. Hundreds of tiny scattered mirrors reflected the lights off their headlamps in different directions.

“What’s it like in there?” Merry buzzed in.

Jayne chuckled. “Worst restaurant I’ve ever been to. Lousy atmosphere, no service, and creepy as hell. One star.”

“Okay, well there’s no way Burrett hasn’t done something to give you a hard time. Stay on your toes, there might—”

“Sshh!” Cameron froze, Jayne turned to face him. “Did you hear that?”

“What was it?”

Cameron crouched. “Swinging doors. Your eight o’clock.”

Jayne turned. The doors swung open with a rusty screech. Cameron reached for his stun gun, but Jayne held her hand up, telling him to stand down.

An obsolete service bot wheeled out with a menu in the only arm still attached to its metallic torso. An aluminum mustache gave character to the primitive A.I. program running behind its metallic humanoid face.

Merry frantically checked in. “What the hell was that?”

“Service bot.” Jayne reassured her. “Real old. Who knows how long its been waiting for a guest.”

Cameron chimed in. “Seems pretty harmless.”

Merry didn’t trust it. “Be careful.”

“Bonjour! Bon-bon-bon-bonjour!” The service bot sputtered with a constantly modulating voice emulator. “Welcome to Le Maison de Jupiter-ter-ter.” The bot’s creaky joints twitched. It was an unsettling sight. “Right this way, madam, monsieur. Right this way-way-way, Madam. Monsieur. Right-right-right—”

The bot ground to a halt. The light in its eyes went dead.

The swinging doors burst open and three more service bots rolled out, all chiming together. “Bonjour! Bonjour! Welcome!”

Jayne spread her feet apart and took a battle stance. “This is bad.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you.” Cameron buddied up to Jayne’s back, keeping an eye in the opposite direction as the service bots surrounded them.

At once, the service bots asked in unison. “Would you like to hear about our specials?”

Then their chest plates swung open. Each bot was equipped with an acetylene chef’s torch positioned before a metal pipe.

“What’s going on, Jayne? Talk to me!”

“Merry, I’m going to take a wild guess about what is about to happen. Let me ask you, how flammable is Jupiterian atmospheric gas?”

“Very.”

“Fuck.”

The gas ignited the torches in each service bot, surrounding Jayne and Cameron in a circle of fire. The bots advanced toward them, tightening the ring.

Cameron pulled out his stun gun. “Jayne, these bots are old. I doubt they can handle this voltage. I’ve got it from here. Go find Burrett.”

“Are you crazy?”

Cameron spun Jayne around. They locked eyes through their smog masks. “Yes.”

Jayne understood. “I’d like to dedicate this ass kicking to Fred.”

“To Fred.” They fist bumped.

Cameron pulled his stun gun from the shoulder holster and shot the service bot behind Jayne. Bull’s eye, one million volts right into the bot’s central A.I. hub. The bot shut down, collapsing on itself. Jayne took a running jump off the service bot’s collapsed frame and launched herself into a roundhouse kick, knocking the head off a second service bot. Cameron only had two left to deal with now. She knew he could handle it.

 

+++

 

Out on the street, Merry was shaking with frustration. She did not like to go into situations blind. She did not like to be helpless. She was getting flustered.

“Jayne? Jayne, please come through.” Every second felt like a century. Merry screamed in frustration.

“Merry!” Jayne’s voice crackled in Merry’s earpiece.

“Thank god! Jayne, what is going on?”

“Burrett retrofitted some service bots into attack droids. He’s good. And he works fast. Cameron’s handling them, so I only have so long to find this psychopathic asshole. I need your help. This restaurant is huge.”

Merry powered on her tablet again and started searching any and all information about Le Maison de Jupiter. “I’m doing my best, but there’s nothing about this restaurant except for old holograph scans and a few historical articles.”

“I’m doing my best right now, Merry, but there’s a lot to take in. I don’t know where to start. Who knows where Burrett has gone to? He may have dozens of hideouts. What if he’s already left?”

“Okay, I’m trying. I’m trying.”

She scrolled through an encyclopedic docufile on the restaurant.

“I just don’t know, Jayne.” Merry was losing hope. “Burrett is an absolute psychopath. How am I supposed to think like—” Merry stopped scrolling. She had arrived at an old holograph scan of Le Maison’s first cooking staff. They were a robust crew in white smocks and proud chef’s hats. In the corner, two rotund bakers held a platter of donuts.

Merry thought back to Fred. If we want to find Burrett, he had said, we’ve got to think like Burrett.

“Jayne! I know where he is.”

 

+++

 

Le Maison de Jupiter prided itself for cooking, brewing, aging, smoking, and baking everything in house. Their pastries were as famous as their entrees, as intoxicating as their cocktails. They pioneered many modern standards. The double-jointed bear claw, the double-decker boysenberry turnover, and the triple fudge donut.

Over a fizz of static, Merry reached Jayne. “He’s in the bakery.”

“You’re the best, Merry.”

Jayne checked on Cameron, who was handling himself quite nicely with the service bots. With that reassurance, she hopped over the bar and hurried into the kitchen.

As Jayne disappeared into the kitchen through one set of doors, three more service bots exited another set. They advanced toward Cameron, who was only just now turning his fury on the last one.

He noticed the new service bots approaching him. “Alright. You guys officially aren’t getting a tip.” He buzzed in on the comm. “Merry? I need backup. Whoever you can get. The service here is terrible.”

Even through her mask, Jayne could tell the kitchen smelled like raccossum excrement. The floor was covered in a dense, inch thick layer of the stuff. Jayne moved through a second set of swinging doors. The high-ceilinged room housed eight massive stills. This was where Le Maison brewed its own liquor. This restaurant was massive. Jayne had no idea where the bakery would be.

She turned for the next set of swinging doors. “Third time's a charm.” She muttered to herself.

She laid eyes on a massive brick oven and knew she hit the jackpot.

Burrett sat in a leather desk chair, feet up on a metal prep-table. When Jayne entered, he lowered the two hundred year old magazine he was reading. He tossed it aside. “About time!”

The doors behind Jayne slowed their swinging. She felt like she had just entered a saloon in an old western.

“This is the end, Burrett. You can make it easy.”

“The end? Jayne, you’re young. And with youth, you lack foresight. You see, this is only the beginning.”

Jayne planted her best foot forward and crouched into her fight stance. Burrett squinted. “What—What are you doing?”

“Let’s take care of it, Burrett. Right now.”

“Cut it out, Jayne. I’m not going to fight you.” He widened his arms, displaying his aged body. “Look at me! I couldn’t fight you. I’m an old man. That’s why I build all these contraptions! They do my fighting for me.”

He walked toward Jayne. She hated the fact that she found his brazen fearlessness intimidating.

“I don’t want us to fight anymore. You passed my test, Jayne.”

“The hell are you talking about?”

“You’re incredible, Jayne. You’ve exceeded your training in a way most academy cadets could never fathom. You’ve got good instincts. And better than that, you’re a fast learner. That’s because I’m a good teacher.”

Okay, Jayne thought. I’m going to let him monologue. I need to see where this is going. He’s expecting me to make the first move. That’s the trap.

“What do you want, Burrett? That’s the only thing left about you I haven’t figured out.”

“I want to forget. When you’re shunned by society for so long, everything about it reminds you of your pain. I want it destroyed. And once it’s destroyed, I’m running this son-of-a-bitching city like a king. And you can have it with me. I thought you’d be a good ally. And after all this, I know I was right.”

“‘Ally’?”

“Look at this way,” Burrett continued. “You survived. You made it here, to face me, despite my best efforts. I evaded you, despite your best efforts. We’re both good. We learn from each other. If we’re this good against each other, imagine how good we could be alongside each other.”

Jayne thought back to what Vlad had told her, that she saw herself in Burrett. And Burrett had seen it, too. How had she been blind to it this whole time? The fear of that truth crept up Jayne’s spine like the scorpions of her childhood. And then the realization arrived. The realization that she had one asset that Burrett would never come close to matching.

“You’re right, Burrett.” Jayne’s voice was deep and intimidating. Burrett froze. He was actually stunned to hear this. He didn’t know it’d be this easy. “I did learn a lot.” Jayne relaxed out of her fighting stance. “Every step of the way I had to think harder than I’ve ever thought before. I had to anticipate your next two or three moves at a time. My physical endurance was put through the most extreme conditions I’ve ever survived.”

“I had to do it, Jayne. I don’t make rash decisions. I had to make sure we’d be a good team. Imagine what you could do with me by your side.”

“But the truth is, Burrett, you’re a bad judge of character.” Jayne stared him down. “I’m not good enough to track you down. I never was. Not alone, anyway.” Burrett struggled to stay strong under Jayne’s glare. “I found you because I have a team. I have a brilliant hacker. I have a goofy, but ultimately courageous, connection to the black market. I have a stoned-out-of-his-mind engineering genius. I have a cop who understands right from wrong. I have more than you’ll ever have. You need me. But why would I ever need you?”

Burrett broke free from Jayne’s gaze. He shrugged. “Alright.” He lifted an old-school volt-loaded revolver from the pocket of his coat. He aimed at her head. “Good game, Jayne.”

ZWIFF! The whoosh through the air nearly sent Jayne into shock as a small electrically-charged pellet stuck into Burrett’s neck, sending one million volts through his body. He fell to his knees, grinding his teeth and using all his might to keep his eyes open. With all his strength, he held up the revolver and took aim once more.

ZWIFF! One more charge, from the other end of the bakery, struck into Burrett’s back. Burrett screamed, low and guttural, as he fell face down onto the varmint-shit covered floor.

Cameron walked up to Jayne from behind, stun gun in hand. “Now we’re even.”

Alfonso emerged from around the corner of a row of ovens.

Jayne couldn’t believe it, but at the moment she couldn’t believe anything. “Alfonso!?”

“The one and only.” He smiled and ran to Jayne. They gave each other a huge bear hug.

Cameron holstered the stun gun. “Those service bots wouldn’t quit. I asked Merry for backup. I was expecting Bill or Madison. But this day has already been full of surprises.”

Alfonso nodded. “Alright, guys, we can have a reunion later. Preferably somewhere a little more lively.”

“Agreed,” said Jayne. She laughed. “Check, please!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

 

Ridgeview General Hospital, L64, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

Cameron kept pulling through for Jayne. Once they had finally found and defeated Burrett, he turned his attention to making sure Fred was okay. When he found out through the still-developing police report that Fred had been taken to the decaying Sugar Hill Emergency Center on L17, he quickly deputized Fred and informed the force. All officers received treatment at Ridgeview General on L64. It was not only one of the most technically advanced hospitals in Theron Techcropolis, but above most of the smog.

According to Cameron, Fred’s chances of a quick and full recovery would increase ten-fold at Ridgeview.

Jayne checked her comm. She had been in the waiting room outside the ICU for three hours. She was starting to get antsy. There were only so many magazines stored on the hospital’s publication tablets, and Jayne was down to Macramé Monthly and Banjo Enthusiast. She had saved those to last for a reason, but she’d read about the history of the six-string zither banjo if it meant keeping her mind off Fred.

Every wheelchair, every stretcher, every patient hobbling on crutches that passed her gave Jayne a combined shock of excitement and dread. She wanted each and every one to be Fred, but was met with relief when they weren’t. The longer she didn’t know about Fred’s current status, the easier it was for her to hope for a miraculous recovery.

She reached for her third cup of weak hospital kava, only to remember it was empty. That’s why she had set it down in the first place. She tossed the empty cup across the waiting room and landed a perfect shot into the trash bin.

“Three for three. I hope Fred’s having as much luck.”

Jayne was surprised when a human nurse, and not a medical droid, stepped into the waiting room. She read off a tablet. “Miss... Miss Austin?”

Jayne leapt up, “Yes! That’s me.”

The nurse smiled. “Mr. Baggins is ready.”

“Oh, thank you so much. For a minute there I was about to become a banjo expert. How’s he doing?”

“Pleased to report he’s doing very well. In fact, the doctors have approved his leave. Just make sure he gets plenty of rest. No excitement.”

“Oh, of course.” She hid her smirk, knowing good and well she was dragging Fred and the rest of the crew out to a bar that night.

Jayne imagined a dramatic reunion. Fred would be covered head to toe in bandages. He’d hold out a weak hand for Jayne to grab. He would whisper something, faintly. Jayne would lean close to hear him say, “You… must go on… and fight… you must… protect… the good and innocent.” Jayne got a little misty-eyed just thinking about it.

She mentally prepared herself as she walked down the hallway toward Room 77B. She took a deep breath at the door and let herself in.

“Whaazzup?” Fred was alive, sitting upright, and fully cognizant. Maybe a little slurry on pain meds, but otherwise very much back to normal. He paused an Augmented Reality game of Tetris he was halfway through and set its projection console on the bed stand.

“Well, you look… great, honestly.”

“Dude, I feel great. They put a needle in me full of sunshine juice. Made the pain go bye-bye.”

Jayne rolled her eyes and chuckled to herself. Fred was not built for drugs. “Okay, Fred. Glad you’re feeling better.”

Fred smiled. A moment later, he suddenly had a grave expression on his face. “I heard you got Burrett? Like definitely got him?”

Jayne sat down at the end of the bed. For the first time in forty-eight hours she felt how tired she was. “That’s right. He’s with Dr. Ford now. Apparently, there’s a process of cryo preparation that lasts a couple days.”

“Are you serious? Why don’t they just freeze that bastard now?”

“No one freezes the same. They have to monitor his heart rate, lung capacity, blood flow. Kidney function. Brain activity. If they try to wing it all they get is a human popsicle.”

“Doesn’t sound that bad. He almost turned me into a human barbecue.”

Jayne laughed at that one, hard. “I’m glad you’ve still got your sense of humor.”

“But once he’s frozen… he is frozen for good… right?”

“That’s the plan. But they have to keep him alive. After all, this is for the investors. They have to prove the validity of their methods. For most people, cryo sounds like a lot of mumbo jumbo.”

A knock at the door mercifully brought their attention away from Burrett. Cameron stood there with a bouquet of flowers. “Good morning, Fred! How are you feeling?”

Jayne cut Fred off. “Fred told me they filled him with magic juice that made the pain go bye-bye.”

“Oooh, that’s the good stuff.”

Fred glared at Jayne. “Yeah, yeah. But I am feeling better. Thanks for asking.”

“Oh!” Cameron handed the bouquet of white and pink lilies. “Got you some flowers.”

“You already saved my life, that was enough!” Fred took the bouquet anyway and read the card. “’Congratulations, it’s a girl’. Huh?”

“It was… the only bouquet left.”

“So,” Jayne studied Cameron with concern. “Cameron. Why aren’t you at the office?”

Cameron cleared his throat. “According to Captain Gold, Chief Bjornstrom put me on administrative leave. I caused too many problems with the Burrett case. She wants me away for a little bit until my newly-minted reputation as a ‘loose cannon’ blows over.”

“Oh, Cameron. I’m so sorry. Did you get the promotion?” Jayne asked, but she already knew the answer.

Cameron simply shook his head.

“Man, that sucks.” Fred chided. “But being a loose cannon? That’s gotta feel cool. Maybe in my two-headed cop show, there will be a rival two-headed cop who are loose cannons. They—”

Jayne raised her eyebrows. Fred blushed. “Okay, I think I’m going to ride out the rest of these pain meds in silence.”

“Anyway, I’m honestly not that disappointed. And this administrative leave? A bit of a blessing in disguise. Just gives me more time to work with you.”

Jayne went giddy. “Really?”

“Yeah. To be honest, I felt like I was doing more good when I was working with you then I ever did on the force.”

“Well. I think it's time we finally celebrate and unwind from the shit we got dragged through over the past few weeks.” Jayne turned to Fred. “You able to walk?”

Fred smiled and gave Jayne and Cameron a thumbs up.

 

+++

 

Berty's Beer Bar, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Armaros

 

“On your mark, get set…”

Merry and Vlad sat across from each other, staring the other down from furrowed brows, hands gripped tight around tall glasses of beer.

Jayne brought her hand down fast between them. “GO!”

Fred, Jayne and Cameron shouted in unison, “TEN! NINE! EIGHT!” as Merry and Vlad chugged their beers. Jayne hadn’t played Blast Off since her earliest days at the Academy. She had seen it wipe out the toughest spies, so she was doubly impressed by Merry’s skill at the game. “SEVEN! SIX! FIVE! FOUR!”

Merry gulped the last of her beer and set the glass on her table. Vlad had only managed half his beer, making him the loser, so now he had to take a shot. If Merry had also been unable to chug her beer in under ten seconds, then they both would have taken a shot.

“When both players have to take a shot, that’s called a ‘Blast Off’.” Jayne finished explaining to Fred. “And if there’s a blast off, the two players must challenge each other again.”

“How long does this game last before someone throws up?”

Merry belched. “If you’re playing with me? About seven rounds.”

Fred beamed. “I want to play!”

“I don’t think so,” Vlad countered. He lit up a joint. He had learned that you could get away with smoking it in public if you had the confidence of an egomaniac, which he clearly did. “Alcohol and painkillers don’t mix. I would know. I spent the majority of my twenties on both.”

Jayne slapped her palm down on the table as she stood up. “Alright, well I am not drunk enough, so excuse me while I take a quick trip to the bar.”

The bartender had grown quite familiar with Jayne’s crew over the course of the last few months. They were shaping up to be his best customers. “Another round for Blast Off?” He started setting up the shot glasses.

“Not yet. I think they need a break. But I would like…” She looked down the bar. A star sailor on leave had a tall, green iridescent cocktail. “What’s he having?”

“That’s a Chamberlain.”

“What?” Jayne’s heart stopped. The memory of waiting in the decrepit room with no company but Chamberlain’s corpse, his glassy eyes looking up at nothing, hit her like a brick. “I’m sorry?”

“A Chamberlain Sour? Made with Chamberlain Rye Whiskey? It’s tonight's featured drink.”

He held up an ornate bottle. Jayne nodded. “I’ll just… I think I’ll just move on to water now.”

“Not a bad idea.” Merry said as she squeezed through the crowded bar beside Jayne. “Make it two, buddy.”

The bartender set down their two waters. “Closing out?”

“Yep.” They answered in unison.

Jayne took a long drink of water. “I’m not looking forward to this hangover.”

“At least you get to sleep in. Vlad and I have to be up at six to meet with Dr. Ford. They’re putting Burrett in tomorrow.”

“Yeah, I know.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Just thinking about Burrett. And Chamberlain. Ray. Gavin. Damn, Merry… so many.”

“Jayne, you knew this was part of the job. Don’t beat yourself up.”

“I think it’s something I’ll just have to get used to.” Jayne finished her glass of water. “Are we doing the right thing? Locking a man up in his own mind? For, I don’t even know... An eternity?”

“Jayne.” Merry was serious. “Look. Look over there.”

Jayne looked across at Fred, Vlad and Cameron. Vlad was halfway through his famous story about hot-boxing a government transporter.

“Chamberlain? Ray? Burrett? They made their own mistakes, for better or worse. But you see that kid over there?” Merry pointed at Fred. He was laughing so hard he had tears in his eyes. “That kid is alive because of you.”

“He’s alive because of all of us.”

Merry smiled, tipping her head in acknowledgment. “I know. I just want you to feel better.”

“I do.” She locked eyes with Merry. “Let’s freeze that bastard.”

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

Cryostasis Lab, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

“This place gives me the creeps. I feel like we’re being watched.”

“You’re just high.”

“No, look.” Vlad nudged Merry in the side and motioned her to look up. A security camera in the corner of the ceiling of the observation room watched their every move.

“Stop being paranoid. These people are doctors, after all. They know what they’re doing.”

“I don’t trust them.”

“It’s not your job to trust them. You’re not the one they’re freezing.” Merry folded her arms and crossed her legs. “Although it is so cold in here you might think that.”

Vlad and Merry had been waiting in a blank white room in the front of three rows of theatre seats. The door behind them slid open and shut with a whoosh. Dr. Ford walked in and held out her hand. Vlad looked at her blankly for a moment before realizing she was expecting a handshake.

“Vladimir,” Dr. Ford said in a disturbingly business-like tone. Then she turned to Merry. “Merry. Thank you so much for being our witnesses today of the cryostatic onboarding.”

Merry shrugged. “Well, it just seemed appropriate for us to be here.”

“Oh, I agree. And in addition to that, the Cryo Institute is still held under strict regulations at this time. Human onboarding requires witnesses in the unlikely event that something goes wrong.” Dr. Ford took a seat by Vlad. “But apart from the fact that we are onboarding a human, today’s procedure is rather routine. Shall we begin?”

Dr. Ford’s personality was not helping with the temperature. Merry shivered. “Yes. The sooner I’m back outside in the hot and humid smog, the better.”

Dr. Ford spoke into her comm. “We’re ready, nurse. Commence cryostatic onboarding.”

The blank wall before them dissipated; a one-way window that hid under a wall-mimicking nano-particle cloak. It was not dissimilar to the Hide-A-Hook Merry had installed in the ISA offices not too long ago.

The one-way window gave them a view into a sterile, white laboratory. A nurse and two orderlies wheeled in a sleeping Burrett strapped down onto a stretcher. Merry was almost offended by how harmless and frail he looked. After living in fear for so long, after seeing how the mere thought of him was enough to drive Jayne to the edge, knowing innocent people had been left dead in his wake, she was actually disgusted to see him appear so weak. Even in sleep, Burrett continued to deceive them.

The orderlies wheeled the stretcher by a large container that looked like a cross between a casket and a rice cooker. They locked the wheels in place and stepped out of the nurse’s way.

The nurse spoke into her comm, piping her voice into the observation room. “Subject is in place, Dr. Ford.”

“Excellent, nurse. Go ahead.” The nurse wheeled a tray of medical instruments and syringes over to Burrett and got to work.

“First,” Dr. Ford began to narrate. “We inject the subject with a shot of metoprolol and atenolol. These are beta-blockers. We begin with these to slow down his heart rate, while simultaneously improving blood flow. This will place the subject in as deep a sleep as possible. When he wakes inside the virtual reality world, it will be that much harder for him to realize where he was before we placed him into cryostasis. Like waking up from a dream within a dream.”

The nurse pulled the needle free from Burrett’s arm, dabbed the spot with a cotton ball, and dropped the needle into a receptacle. The nurse reached for a second syringe.

“Next, we inject the subject with a drug we developed right here in the lab, called helioprozexate. This desensitizes the subject’s nervous system for up to 48 hours. It prevents the subject from going into shock when they’re introduced to the extremely low temperatures of the cryochamber. Over the course of eight hours, the subject will reach a temperature of negative one-hundred and fifty degrees Celsius.”

Dr. Ford’s constant use of ‘subject’ made Merry uneasy. This guy was no ‘subject’. This was Burrett! He was a psychopath who killed people, who almost killed two of her best friends. To this quack he’s just another experiment, another justification for more grants, Merry thought. The light of her intense admiration for Dr. Ford faded more and more.

The nurse removed the second needle and moved on to the third. Dr. Ford continued her totally affectless narration. “Next, we give the subject a healthy dose of antibiotics, anti-inflammatories, and an abundance of necessary vitamins.”

The nurse administered one injection after another.

“Vitamins and nutrients,” Dr. Ford quickly added, “are continually given to the subject through an airtight access port that links to an IV. Waste is removed through a second line.”

Vlad’s opinion of this place was not improving. Each needle, each step in the onboarding process, raised the creep factor for him tenfold. He tapped his foot at lightning speed out of anxiousness. He really shouldn’t have come here high. It was worse than the time he ate four pot brownies at his little cousin’s bat mitzvah.

“Finally,” Dr. Ford concluded as the Nurse reached for the final needle. “We inject the subject with a large dose of dimethyltryptamine. The effects of this drug last no more than thirty minutes, but to the subject, the feeling will seem to last decades. He will live an entire lifetime in less than half-an-hour. It provides the smoothest transition from our reality to his virtual reality.”

The nurse removed the final syringe. It was now time for the final step. The nurse placed an electrode cap on his head. “The VR headset,” Doctor Ford announced with pride.

Once the headset was attached, the orderlies picked up the small mattress from the stretcher, placed Burrett into the cryochamber, and pulled the air-tight glass cover shut. Hoses, attached at the base, injected the chamber with freezing air.

A thermometer by the manual override lock descended into radically low digits. Within moments, Burrett was already trapped in negative twenty-five degrees Celsius.

As the glass frosted, Merry got a good look at Burrett’s face as it disappeared behind his scientific miracle of a prison. For a split second, she swore she saw his eyes twitch open. Before she could even process it, his face was covered by the effects of extreme temperature on glass. She pushed the thought out of her mind.

“And that’s the process.” Doctor Ford concluded.

 

+++

 

Vlad and Merry reveled in the smog outside the Cryo Institute. The dirty, humid heat felt like heaven after spending an hour inside what felt like a frozen, clinical hell. Vlad had called a taxi, but it was rush hour. They’d be waiting a while.

“I desperately need a hit of that.” Merry told Vlad as he handed her a joint.

“It is interesting,” Vlad began. “The VR aspect, I mean. Cryostasis can’t seem to rely on dreams alone. I suspect the subject would eventually run out of acetylcholine and melatonin, the main chemicals that make us dream. At least, that’s my guess.”

“It’s almost like death.”

“But if you think about it,” Vlad continued, “it’d be interesting for something as commonplace as video games. As long as the subject doesn’t get stuck in there.”

“Although that’d be a gamer’s dream.”

“I wonder what would happen. Even a video game can only be programmed with so many variables. And even the unconscious mind becomes aware of patterns. It’s an evolutionary advantage we have. It’s a defense mechanism going all the way back to hunter-gatherer days.”

Merry took another hit from the joint. She was getting deep in the conversation now. “I read about that. Our ancestors who picked up on the patterns of traveling elk herds and the behavior of fish had better chances of surviving.”

The taxi pulled up. Vlad took the roach from Merry for one last hit before dropping it on the ground and stamping it out.

Merry got in first. “I’m sure Dr. Ford and the Cryo Institute know what they’re doing.”

 

+++

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Merry’s high was coming down as she entered the office. She hung her jacket up on the Hide-A-Hook and slid her shoes off. On the way back from the Cryo Institute she had wracked her brain with potential cases she was keeping on file. She really hoped Jayne would be in the mood for some easy-money jobs. No more chasing down donut loving psychopaths or defusing bombs. At least, for now. In fact, a cheating husband case would be a welcome change at this point.

But, Merry knew, convincing Jayne of that might be a dangerous case in and of itself.

“How’d it go?” Jayne asked, her voice serious.

“He’s a Burrett-cicle now. Frozen solid, trapped in his VR world.”

Jayne nodded. “Alright. Good.”

“Say,” Merry began. “I was thinking…”

Jayne smiled, “Me too. I’m thinking it’s time we find a new case. I’m ready to get back to work.”

“Wait, really?”

“Of course. All I needed was a long, hot shower and some beauty sleep. I’m good as new.”

“Hell yeah!” Merry was thrilled. It felt like things were back to normal. She set herself down on the settee, and pulled up some porn on her tablet. It had been a long time since she got to indulge in her habit of looking for the weirdest stuff she could find. “In fact, I already have a few leads you might be interested in.”

“That makes two of us.” There was genuine glee in Jayne’s voice.

“Alright! But first,” Merry looked over her tablet at Jayne. “I’m feeling take out?”

“That sounds amazing. But…” Jayne powered down her tablet. “Can we take a rain check? I’ve got a rather important date tonight with a plate of ceviche.”

“More power to you, my friend. That gives me a little more time to catch up on all this good stuff I’ve been missing out on.” She was referring to the dinosaur-teddy bear porn on her screen. Merry thought that kind of stuff was hilarious.

Jayne stood up from behind her desk, and Merry noticed she was already equipped for a romantic night: little black dress, heels, and hair in a bun that would certainly be undone later.

She put on an elegant coat and moved to the door. As it slid open, she turned. “Hey, Merry?”

“Yo.”

“We’re a good team.”

“Yes, we are.”

Jayne smiled. She strutted out of the office, power and energy in every step. The door slid shut behind her.

 

+++

 

VR Simulation V21, deep cryo-reality, subject: Burrett, James

 

Within the endless walls of Burrett’s unreal VR prison, he performed his punishment. He finished building the next pillar of bricks at the end of a long row of brick columns. With the completion of each column, the first in the row, now out of Burrett’s sight, disappeared. He was the first of his kind, a cursed god of the new age, a digital Sisyphus.

Though only a week had passed, Burrett felt like he had been performing the task for a year. Though if Burrett could explain the feeling, it was a year he could not recall the beginning of.

But Burrett was aware… Aware of something, but he did not know it yet. At the pit of his mind, in the lowest depths of the subconscious, nearly non-existent but certainly real, a pattern of words began forcing their way in:

Warden threw a party in the county jail
The prison band was there and they began to wail
The band was jumpin’ and the joint began to swing
You should’ve heard them knocked-out jailbirds sing

Let’s rock…

Transmission from Merry Winterbourne

 

Hey there, 

Merry Winterbourne here. 

 

Jayne has asked me to keep you filled in on everything going on around here. Normally I’d just hack your system to send you everything, but I’ve been told that’s not considered very polite on Earth, so I’ll just get it to you by email… boring, but whatever.

So as your official go-to girl, I’ll send you alerts of when the next instalment of Jayne’s adventures is available to you on Amazon. Or the ‘Zon as we like to call it. 

If you’d like to track Jayne through her trials and tribulations as she tackles all manner of shenanigans, then please go ahead and leave your email address here:

http://ellleighclarke.com/Jayne

 

As you might have gathered, this transmission will be coming from a great distance between our sectors. I will attempt to send you updates in chronological order but sometimes the universe happens, and not everything comes out in order.

An understanding of all things timey-whimey will be useful in such instances.

Additionally, if you have any feedback for Jayne - or the rest of us - do feel free to pass that on through me. All you need to do is hit reply to any of my messages. 

I read every communication personally.

Looking forward to hearing from you.

 

Merry Winterbourne
(on behalf of Jayne Austin, Spy for Hire)

Theron Techropolis Gateway Building, L45
Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

Author Notes: Ell Leigh Clarke

Austin, Tuesday, 12th March, 2019

 

 

Thank yous

As always on these collaborations, I’d like to thank MA for making this series happen. It was a ton of fun coming up with the concepts for Spy for Hire. I especially liked hearing that all the hard work has paid off when MA reports back that the manuscript was so hard to put down that he was falling asleep and bopping himself on the head with his ipad because he didn’t want to stop reading.

 

It’s been a long time in the making for various reasons, and I’m thrilled we finally got it finished and into your hands – so you that you too can bop yourself with your reading device. Hahah. Kidding. I’m glad you have it though, and I really hope you had a blast reading it.

 

Lots of people go into making a series like this happen.

I’d like to say a massive thank you to the team of suppliers who made this book possible: Canadian Brittany, Shawn, Mihaela, and Nathaniel.

Thank you, guys! Your hard work, care and attention mean the world to me :)

 

JITers

Massive, and uber thanks also go out to our JIT team and high commander, Brittany, for all their hard work in making sure the words reach you double-proofed, read and re-read. Thank you so much for all the love and care you put into the process.

We couldn’t do this without you, and it’s a huge weight off my mind when I know you guys have been through a manuscript before we go ahead and hit publish!

Thank you! <3

 

Reviewers

Mega thanks also goes out to our Amazon reviewers. It’s because of you that we get to do this full time. Without your five-star reviews and thoughtful words on Amazon we simply wouldn’t have enough folks reading these space shenanigans to be able to write full time.

You are the reason these stories exist and you have no idea how frikkin’ grateful I am to you.

Truly, thank you… And I’m writing this based on the reviews we’ve had for all our other series – and praying that you come over to this series and leave us some 5* reviews for this one too!

Fingers crossed.

 

Readers and FB page supporters

I’d like to also thank *YOU* for reading this book. Your enthusiasm for the worlds and characters is heart-warming. Your words of encouragement and demands for the next episode are inspiring!

Thank you for being here, for the giggles and interaction, for reading, and reviewing. You rock, and without you, there really would be no reason to write these stories.

 

Thank You to Our Growing Patreon Family

 

Last and by no means least I’d like to say a huge thank you to our growing Patreon family.

Allan MacBain, Anne Henderson, Brian Roberts, Cynthia MacLeod, Darrell Heckler, David Pollard, James Burrett, Jason M. Greatreaks, Jolie Brackett, Judith Wiseman, Kendra Gilmore, Krystina Prendergast, Lester Nye, Maps Cat, Mary Morris, Nat Thongchai, Paula Fletcher, Russell Peake, and Sandra Chapman.

 

You may occasionally notice that a “human” name is used for characters here and there. That is because this is one of the ways we honor our Patrons – we name characters after them.

You’ll see come book 2 a character called James Burrett, for instance. He’s one of our Patreon supporters!

 

If you’d like to have a character named after you, and to continue the back stage shenanigans, feel free to join us over at: www.patreon.com/ellleighclarke.

 

This is also where I share a lot of the thoughts and ideas that I wouldn’t want to put out into the wider world just yet. Sometimes it’s coz they’re controversial. Sometimes it’s just coz I’m still developing them. Still, they make for interesting discussions, and often evolve from one post to the next as other folks weigh in with other points of view and ideas.

Think of it as a back-stage pass, or extended author notes, as they happen.

Anyway, if you’re game, I’ll look forward to hanging out with you over there – either through the written posts and discussions, the Author Shenanigan videos, or on one of our live streams.

 

 

Are we still funny?

Ok. Here it is. Back by popular demand.

I’ve heard the regular schedule of MA micky takings have been missed since our more regular collaborations came to an end. I was worried that perhaps we wouldn’t have enough fodder for the Author Notes (ANs) by the time our next publication was ready. I also wondered if perhaps we weren’t funny anymore – we’re spending less and less time talking as things have evolved.

Well, to my surprise, MA has been a constant source of randomness. So much so in fact that we have a hashtag on slack to track all the things I want to share with you in ANs.

<<Mike edit: I’d like to think that randomness is a bright side of life. It is an effort to move ‘squirreling’ to a decent daytime occupation.>>

Now, sometimes MA has called shotgun on the rights to talk about certain escapades. (I have no idea if these items are going to show up in his ANs on the next section.) And sometimes he’s just shaken his head in despair as I’ve beaten him to the punch and claimed them for my own.

<<Mike edit: I suck at note taking, see info below.>>

I was as interested as you might have been to see what ends up being published… He’s been threatening to cut me out of the loop so I can’t respond and set records straight. However a recent turn of events has meant that my team have ended up publishing these stories – so guess who is the last to see them before they go out?

You guessed it.

BRITTANY!

(Yeah, not me. There’s no way I’m in charge….!)

 

Random MA messages

Every now and again I get random messages on slack from MA.

Stuff that isn’t work related – but because he’s stopped using the Ellie Shenanigans channel, I have no way to know until I get into slack and read the message how important it is.

So thinking this next message was urgent and important I stopped what I’m doing and jumped in to read it.

MA: Ok, so I’m trying out an app that is both simple enough for me to play with, while still being powerful enough for me to think it has a chance at keeping me remindful of my To-Do’s...

I realize that telling you risks an #AuthorNote in my future, but you are the one that will ask me about it and keep me honest when no one else knows...

 

<<< Ellie Edit: And now EVERYONE knows! Mwahahahahha >>>

<<Mike edit: DAMMIT! >>

 

MA continues:

 

The reason I remember is I’m trying to put in shit (of course, all of the things I know are needed I’m spacing on right now). But, under ‘Social’ I have a Shinanigans podcast to-do.  Just a reminder I remember ... I am ‘out’ Feb 6th-12th but we can try something between now and then, or after!

BWAHAHAHAHAHA>>>>. Look Out World, I’m getting my shit together!

(God, I hope I don’t regret those words. Or they taste good with a side of ‘footinmouth’)

;-)

 

<<< Ellie quietly copies and pastes the text into Author Notes doc for our next collaborative ANs to show readers what goes on behind the scenes >>>

 

<<Mike edit: Ok, so the application is pretty cool, but I can’t seem to use anything that just stays on my technology toys OR on paper. Frankly, I’m screwed. I want to be more organized, but it’s like my personality HATES dealing with lists unless they disappear in 18 hours or less. Frankly, this aspect of my personality is annoying.  #DidNotGetMyShitTogether.>>

 

 

That’s what she said

 

You may already have gathered that when it comes to making MA blush, I can adopt the humor of a 12-year-old boy. Talk of boobs and sex consistently reduce him to a gibbering, blushing wreck.

 

<<Mike edit: Wait, are you suggesting 12 year old girls don’t have potty humor? >>

 

And it amuses me, in much the same way that pulling the legs off a spider would amuse a 12-year-old boy…

 

<<Mike edit: I never enjoyed pulling any legs off any spiders.  That is a horrible accusation to throw around using a small population of the gender to provide a sweeping generalization about the male population. Except for the <redacted> and <redacted.> Those parts are probably true.>>

 

So imagine my sheer delight when we were at the conference in Bali, and MA was trying to do his motivational speaker act, and *someone* on the front row would periodically interject with statements like: “That’s what she said,” or “Phrasing” whenever the moment lent itself to such additions.

MA: “You have to go in hard…”

Ellie: that’s what she said! BOOM!

 

<<Mike edit: After having read these items below, I would like to say I didn’t hear most of them. Holy crap, what a raucous crowd! >>

 

Others included:

“You have to get on top of it…”

“It’s harder to get in than you think.”

“If it’s not hard, it’s not worth it.”

 

Craig: “How do I turn this thing on?”

Ellie: That’s what he said!

(Laughter erupts from the audience…)

 

It didn’t help that Sarah Noffke sat next to me, laughing and encouraging it the entire time. (Thank you to my Bali partner in crime, Ms Noffke, for a. encouraging me, and b. reminding me of a bunch of these so I could share them here.)

Apparently others had tried to get a microphone for me so they could hear at the back of the room. Alas, no such tool was forth coming – no doubt vetoed by MA and Mr. Craig.

 

Anyway, by the end of the conference it had well and truly caught on and EVERYONE was doing it.

That made me very happy.

 

Boobs in Bali

You might think from the title that this is me about to share the story about how my boobs popped out of my swimsuit when I was being rough-housed by the kids in the swimming pool… for all to see. It’s not. It’s another MA story.

 

I didn’t see MA a lot at the conference, but there was a moment when I noticed he was one table over from where I was sitting with a group of authors.

I can’t recall exactly how this came about. He might have looked over and asked what we were talking about. Or someone might have said his name and he looked over. Either way, I think I said something like “if we talk about boobs he’ll go bright red.”

It was kind of like a science experiment. I wanted to see what would happen.

Well, actually, I wanted to show them what happens when the word BOOBS is uttered.

Right on cue, he turned bright red and looked away, pretending to go back to his conversation.

Of course, this tickled me, and I had to explain the mechanism.

Meanwhile, MA was trying desperately to ignore us. He was probably talking to other grown- ups. Or his wife. Or whatever.

But the group being what it was, wasn’t going to let it go that easily.

Not having seen what an instantaneous reaction it provokes. (That’s what she said…)

 

<<Mike edit: I get tunnel vision. One would think I can speak with ease but I’m just horribly focused and trying NOT to fuck-up. Imagine my chagrin, when I’m in the middle of trying to focus, not put my foot in my mouth and provide an awesome and insightful suggestion when this shit happens...>>

 

Someone: ok. He’s ignoring us. We should all say boobs at the same time.

Ellie: Michael!

MA turns around, like a deer caught in headlights.

 

<<Mike edit: Cause nothing ever goes bad when Ellie calls my name outloud.>>

<< Ellie second edit: Bwhahahahhahaha! >>

 

Someone: One. Two. Three.

The whole table of authors shouted “BOOOOOOOOBS!” at outside-voice volume.

MA turned the color of beetroot and shriveled in shame, much to amusement of our table, and anyone else who had now heard the word boobs being shouted across the dining room.

 

<<Mike edit: Ok, I am a 12-year old boy.>>

 

I’ve noticed since we’ve been back, MA uses this pre-emptively when he introduces me to new people.

 

<<Mike edit: It’s like a flu shot.>>

 

Two minutes into a conversation with a new collaborator:

 

MA: Oh, @ellleighclarke you HAVE to get @REDACTED on Shenanigans - but you will have to give him a placard for his face as he has a full-time job and the genre might be a problem for him until he goes full time.

I'd pay good money if you could get her to blush, @REDACTED.

I'll pop some popcorn...

@REDACTED: I’m pro at that … something about having written pervy stuff for a decade or more. Long as it’s all in good fun.

I have no clue what Shenanigans is, though context gives me a pretty good idea.

MA: She has a podcast 'thing' that she does for her fans.  She finds it funny that I blush at 'boobs' when she says it.

 

<<< Ellie edit: Damn right I do, Anderle. Damn right. And now so does EVERYONE! >>>

<<Mike edit: I’ve yet to speak to <redacted> about this again. They went on a business trip and skipped out on us for a week. I had such high hopes. I’m going to have to pay for a verbal bouncer with you.>>

 

 

When MA gets in on a fb exchange

 

Ok, so this is word for word what happened on my fb page. Now, bear in mind, this isn’t out of the ordinary… You’ll see that every now and again MA will poke his head up above the parapet and wade in on random conversations. (I have a feeling he does this with other authors too – just to remind them he’s still around. And watching).

 

Anyway, this is what transpired.

 

Alex: Ell Leigh, just wanted to say I love your work!! I read the Michael series and I am currently reading the Ascension Myth on Audible. I love Molly and crew! Also, you and MA are hilarious to listen to!! I cant wait to hear what else you have in store!!

Ell: hey Alexander - omg, that's awesome to hear. So glad you're enjoying it! Yeah, Author Notes are a blast. New series is the Sword Mage Chronicles, so that's happening now, and then a new "Spy for Hire" series we'll be launching in about a month.

 

<< Ellie edit: This was back in November. We’ve just got the ok to publish Spy for Hire/ Jayne Austin last night) >>

 

Alex: oo I'll have to check that out! Also, I love all the sci-fi references in TAM. ;)

Ell: oh cool! Yeah, that was my inner geek creeping out onto the page :D hahahaha

Michael T Anderle: I'd like to suggest I'm the one suffering for our 'art' of harassment for the funnies.

 

<< Ellie edit: He’s referring here to the Author Notes. >>

 

MA, continued: I should realize one shouldn't banter with a physicist, there is a good reason they think in all of these weird ass string theories and it has to do with their high level of intelligence.

I was not prepared ;-)

But, alas, it's my toil now in life to be the little mouse the cat plays with ... "Nice little mouse, it's so cute you think you will get away...."

POUNCE!

I go away, sulking in my Coke...

"Next time Clarke...Next time..."

And we end up with fun times.

Now, if I could just get her to realize English 1.0 is so last century....

Alex: haha

Ell: yeah good luck with the English thing. You need to convince me of the merits of your version, and after 2+ years using it, I have enough data points to the contrary. ;)

 

<<Mike edit: Notice they are personal data points and HIGHLY subjective.>>

 

Ok, I’m over my word limit and have eaten into some of MA’s. Thank you again for being here, for reading and for your awesome reviews. You rock. <3

 

Ellie x

Author Notes – Michael Anderle

Mar 7th, 2019

 

 

THANK YOU for not only reading this story but these Author Notes as well.

(I think I’ve been good with always opening with “thank you.” If not, I need to edit the other Author Notes!)

 

RANDOM (sometimes) THOUGHTS?

Jayne Austin - Spy in the Sky…

Ok, specifically space but it didn’t rhyme.

When Ellie and I were batting around ideas for this series, we went a bit overboard and all over the place. Eventually Ellie (as she is good at doing) pulled it back on track after I shot out a bunch on ideas that might or might not have been well connected.

(All of them were amazing, I promise!)

If this is your first set of author notes from Ellie and myself, I’d like to set the expectations for going forward during our series.

 

	I’m an American, Ellie is British.

	I know how to speak English, Ellie speaks King’s English 1.0

	I come across as a know-it-all smartass…. Ellie actually is a physicist who knows it all - but is still a smart arse. (<<<—- Note how I used the King’s English version of ‘ass’? Note how it doesn’t sound right to say ‘smart arse’? It’s due to her English 1.0 issues.)

<< Ellie edit: impressive! You’re off to a great start Anderle! >>

	Ellie is good at poker, I suck at poker.

	I will explain in four paragraphs what Ellie will summarize in 2 sentences… Or one if she has had caffeine.

I’m terribly jealous of that ability.

	You must watch the Author Shenanigan’s podcast to truly understand my confusion with English-isms.  For Example: “We had a spot of rain” in England means “It rained like a fucking typhoon.” I know don’t know what to believe when people say anything in England anymore. Did they really mean the conversation was nice or did they mean please poke me with a thousand needles in the eye before getting a bite to eat with me next time?

	Ellie dies her hair all the damned time.

<< Ellie edit: he means ‘dyes’ >>

<< Michael edit: I was coming off of travel from Las Vegas to NY to London and sleep deprived, plus I (unfortunately) chose not to give this to an editor before finishing it quickly to give to my partner in crime (AKA Backstabber) for publishing. >>

<< Ellie second edit: hahahhahaaa… >>

I can’t tell the color (most of the time) because her laptop camera sucks balls, the dye doesn’t show well, or I’m colorblind. Or perhaps some combination of all three.

	Ellie will allow me to believe nice things about her country even when they are not true. For example, I was complimenting how many trees England had out on the countryside between London and some small city about an hour away. Ellie was just nodding silently. I find out later on the plane trip out that along the roads the trees are a line ONLY ONE TREE DEEP. 
She thought that was funny as hell.

	Never play poker with Ellie. I can’t emphasize this enough. The woman reads poker books and does fucking math equations off the top of her mind. That shit is scary.

	And number 10, Ellie is a fantastic person to collaborate with, is fun and I’m excited to see where we take Jayne Austin - and you should be too.  Just like, don’t believe her when she says stuff about me. Cause, I wrote these author notes first and then she adds her ‘spin’ on them like a Government PR agent.


 

<< Ellie edit: nice setting up of expectations, MA. Thanks for doing that. I didn’t think of it at all. :). See, look, no spin. Just genuine acknowledgement. Jeez, idk why you’re so wary…;P >>

<<Mike edit: Says Backstabber with a hand behind her back…  What could she possibly be holding?>>

<<Mike edit #2: I wish you had a code word for blushing… If you do, it’s probably some sort of long assed physics word that is hardly pronounceable and highly forgettable (by me).>>

<<Mike edit #3: Note how in those stories about Bali, I was the one suffering?  Did any of those stories start with “So, I got the torches and pitchforks ready for the townsfolk for when we surprised him…”>>

<<Mike edit #4: Seriously, try to talk physics with Ellie sometime. She is the #NextAsimov if she wants to be.>>

 

 

AROUND THE WORLD IN 80 DAYS

 

One of the interesting (at least to me) aspects of my life is the ability to work from anywhere and at any time. In the future, I hope to re-read my own Author Notes and remember my life as a diary entry.

 

London, England.

I’m in London for the Book Fair starting in 4 days. Flew in early to have a day or two to try and deal with the sleep issues, and start meetings on the weekend before.

Sure enough, I got here and an hour (or so) later, I crashed in the middle of trying to work. Ellie was one of those who I had to apologize to because I was going to miss a work meeting to record author notes.

(See comment above about Author Shenanigan’s.)

My alarm went off 3 hours later and I could not remember where I was, or why I had set the alarm to get up in the morning. It wasn’t a fun time. 

Out my little window I have a great view of Big Ben across the Thames right down Westminster Bridge Road and bridge. I can see the Houses of Parliament, Palace of Westminster and House of Lords.

Big Ben is almost totally wrapped up in a cover as they work on the tower. At night, it doesn’t detract from the view at all.

 

 

FAN PRICING

 

$0.99 Saturdays (new LMBPN stuff) and $0.99 Wednesday (both LMBPN books and friends of LMBPN books.) Get great stuff from us and others at tantalizing prices.

Go ahead, I bet you can’t read just one.

Sign up here: http://lmbpn.com/email/.

 

 

HOW TO MARKET FOR BOOKS YOU LOVE

 

Review them so others have your thoughts, tell friends and the dogs of your enemies (because who wants to talk with enemies?)… Enough said ;-)

 

 

Ad Aeternitatem,

 

Michael Anderle


Receive updates from Merry Winterbourne by registering your email address here:

ellleighclarke.com/Jayne

 

Ell Leigh Clarke Social Links

https://www.facebook.com/ellleighclarke

 

Michael Anderle Social Links

https://www.facebook.com/authorMichaelAnderle

https://www.facebook.com/TheKurtherianGambitBooks

Want updates from Ell?

 

Join the email list here:

 

ellleighclarke.com/jayne

 

(yes, that’s three ‘l’s)

 

 

Want more books from Ell Leigh Clarke?

 

Check them out here, on Amazon

 

Here are other series written by Ell:

 

The Ascension Myth

– known amongst the fans as “the Molly series”.

 

How Molly has survived military life this long, we'll never know.

When her implanted computer interface is hacked by a nascent AI, Molly has to escape. 

And her biggest problem?

The swiftest and most efficient way to get out is also the most embarrassing.

Mortifyingly embarrassing.

If you your space opera with snark, action and characters that support each other, you will love The Ascension Myth where we find out if a dysfunctional genius can change the universe.

We double-dog dare you NOT to fall in love with Molly.

 

 

 

The Giles Kurns Chronicles

– known amongst the fans as “the Giles series”.

 

Giles is a roguish space archaeologist.

And a good one too.

The problem?

He's addicted to adventure.

When the continued existence of his whole world is thrown into jeopardy, Professor Giles Kurns may well have to face his biggest challenge yet...

Growing up.

Together with an old war ship, an old frienemy, and a rather spunky AI, he embarks on a high stakes journey of intrigue to uncover the truth about the Ascension Myth.

Will they solve the riddle of the strange but powerful talismans before it’s too late?

If you like fun, Indiana Jones-like adventures you'll love this series because it is a smart, hilarious, swashbuckling romp in space with characters you'll just want to take home with you.

 

 

 

The Second Dark Ages

Books 3 and 4. aka the “Michael series”

 

 – Ell helped Michael (aka Yoda) out on the last two books to help him finish out the series. 

And because, well, he wanted to kill his villain using… physics!

 

 

 

Ranger Deuces

 

This series lays out the (mis)adventures of Tabitha (an enhanced vampire who is off saving the universe – yes, vampires in space!) and spunky Nickie (the messed-up niece who was left behind). 

 

 Ell calls this the Nickie series, because that was her storyline. Her collaborator calls it the Tabitha series, because that’s who he wrote. And sometimes they find a middle ground and agree to disagree on stuff…

 

 

The Sword-Mage Chronicles

 

Three gods kicked out of the unseen world. 

One chick with a sword. 

In space. 

What could possibly go wrong?

Books by Michael Anderle

 

For a complete list of books by Michael Anderle, please visit

www.lmbpn.com/ma-books

 

All LMBPN Audiobooks are Available at Audible.com and iTunes. For a complete list of audiobooks visit:

www.lmbpn.com/ma-books
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