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CHAPTER ONE

 

Shit Street, L30, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne officially felt old. At the age of most university students who still had much to learn about the world, Jayne had already traveled, fought, and cheated death more than most people would ever have to in a lifetime. Jayne didn’t show age – but she felt it. She felt it every meal, when she allowed herself to stop long enough to eat. She felt it when she went to bed and she felt it when she woke up. She felt it when she showered, the hot water doing its best to wash away the aches, the bruises and the cuts of combat. She felt it in her memories and in her inability to relate to "normal" people. She felt her beyond-her-years wisdom when she watched the news and saw the truth behind every single lie. 

But most of all, she felt it as she stared at the thousands of wasted young people clogging the alley-like thoroughfare between 18th and 19th streets on Level 30 – better known as Shit Street because it’s where everyone went to get shit-faced. Jayne knew she’d never be able to carouse and mingle with these people again. These people. What did that mean, Jayne wondered. Who did “these people” refer to?

It meant anyone who didn’t have the same glimpse into the deep-seated secrets of the world. These people didn’t feel constantly under attack. Right? But it was Jayne’s job now, which she chose, to keep these people safe. But at what cost?  

Could she ever be normal again? 

Right now, that would have been preferable to Jayne. An over-priced four-shot margarita sounded like bliss compared to the arduous task of tailing “a man in black.” When the job came through, Jayne laughed. A task so vague, so cliché, Merry and Jayne joked they were secretly being filmed for a movie. But the job came up last minute, and the client didn’t give them much time to make a decision. As silly as it sounded, Merry complained that they were in the “off season” for espionage activity. The pay was simply too good to pass up.

As a result, they were rushing into this job a little blind.

Jayne had picked up the man in black’s trail three hours earlier, right where she was told he would be, outside La Magia Fišo. According to their client, who had insisted on remaining anonymous much to Jayne’s discomfort, the man in black ate at the Esperantan restaurant every Friday at 5 o’clock, before the rush. 

At less than 300 years old, Esperanta was a brand new culture (though this signifier continued to be hotly debated).  A veritable army of academics and linguists who arrived at the theory that all inter-human conflict was rooted in language. They championed the eradication of all post-ancient dialects and replacing them with one, uniting language: Esperanto. The experiment never took off and the more radical founders had begun new lives on the ocean planet of Bing. Esperanto is still spoken there, but they have principally become known for the high-end seafood cuisine and novelty macramé.  

La Magia Fišo was the first Esperantan restaurant to arrive in Theron Techcropolis. The appetizers alone required opening a small mortgage. Hard evidence that the man in black ate at such a swanky joint once a week raised his profile, in Jayne’s mind, to a person of genuine interest. She zipped up her hoodie and followed him on foot. “Let the chase begin.”

Jayne followed the man in black for a little over a mile. She almost lost him three separate times as his dark silhouette dissolved into and out of the smog that lurked through Theron Techcropolis like a living thing, feeding on the lungs of citizens. The smog had been worse, and the smog had been better. It wasn’t enough to convince Jayne to wear her mask. Like smoking cigarettes long enough, the fuzzy feeling in your mouth and the burning in your chest goes away and becomes an afterthought until your doctor tells you to quit. 

But there was no doctor to diagnose Theron Techcropolis with its cancer, leaving Jayne to huff and puff with shallow breaths as she followed the man in black until he stepped onto an ele-grav outside of a Galactic Trust Management Firm. Jayne casually crossed the street. From the corner of her eye, she saw the ele-grav stop at the bank’s 12th floor. 

“Merry, can you run a quick diagnostic for me?” She spoke into her new transmitter, disguised as two diamond stud earrings – receiver on the left, transmitter on the right. Merry gave them to Jayne on her last birthday. Best damn gift she ever got.

Merry buzzed back. “Your wish is my command.” 

“That’s what you said last night,” Vlad cut in, followed by a grunt. Jayne could only assume Merry had elbowed him in the stomach. 

Jayne stepped into a kava shop. “I knew putting you in a van together was a bad idea.”

“I disagree, I think it was a great—” but Vlad grunted, cut off by another strike from Merry. 

Jayne positioned herself in line at the counter, facing the window with a view across the street. “Merry, what’s on the twelfth floor of the Galactic Trust Management Firm on Gorman Avenue?”

In the van, Merry shoved Vlad out of the way to pull out a holo-projector. “This guy gets richer and richer, huh? Checking for you now.” Merry coughed. “Vlad, would it kill you to go an hour without being stoned?”

Vlad fanned the smoke away and removed the fresh blunt from his mouth. “It’s been an hour and a half.”

Merry refocused her attention as Jayne buzzed in over her headset. “Yeah, can I get a double-brewed kava with whatever synthetic milk you have?” 

Merry furrowed her brow. “First she wants a diagnostic, now a beverage! Between you and Vlad I don’t get no respect.”

The hot cup of kava landed in front of Jayne. “Very funny. I’m just laying low in here until our mystery man reappears.” Jayne took a sip of her kava as the man in black stepped off the ele-grav. He held a silver briefcase in his right hand. “Merry, I got visuals on our guy again. Holding a silver briefcase. Where’s that info on floor twelve?” Jayne left the kava shop and kept pace with her target from across the street. 

Merry buzzed in. Jayne could detect the excitement in her voice. “This diagnostic hologram isn’t up-to-date, but based on the security clearance for this level, this is where the big leagues keep valuables safe. Whatever is in that suitcase is a big deal.”

“Merry?”

“Yes, Jayne?”

“Can you swim?” 

“I can not drown, if that’s what you mean. Why?”

Jayne pulled her hood up. “Because it looks like we’re going in the deep end of an Olympic swimming pool full of some serious shit.”

The man in black took a sharp turn down at the next block. Jayne hauled ass across the street. She wasn’t losing track of this guy now. 

Vlad now buzzed in to Jayne’s ear. “Maybe it’s the pot, but I’m still a little paranoid. Merry and I have been looking and haven’t been able to find anything about our client. It’s almost like—”

Merry cut him off. “It’s almost like Vlad doesn’t know what he’s doing without my precious time and energy helping him along. We’re working on it, Jayne. You just keep an eye on this creep.”

 

+++

 

That had been almost three hours earlier. Now, Jayne had followed her white rabbit to wonderland – a neon hellscape of decadence and overpriced cocktails. She worried that the man in black had gotten wise and was using the crowds to lose her. Jayne shook the idea off, knowing herself better than that. She wasn’t going to mess up something as easy as tailing someone – instead, she reckoned, the man in black was meeting a contact here. 

Jayne caught the top of the man’s black hat bobbing in and out of view among the crowd. A flashing neon sign transformed the figure into a blur of purple and blue as he disappeared into a club. The sign over the solid metal door read THE BLACK HOLE. 

Jayne picked the wrong outfit for this job. “Merry, following our target into… The Black Hole.”

Merry huffed into the earpiece. “I am so jealous. I haven’t been out in forever and The Black Hole has the hottest bartenders in the city. Like, hot-hot. Like hotter than the wax I want them to pour onto my body during-” 

Vlad mercifully coughed, cutting off Merry.

“Anyway,” Merry begged, “can we please go out soon, Jayne? It’d be nice to have a warm body in my bed instead of just my cold heart.”

But Jayne ignored her. She had lost the man in black and was scanning the crowd for any sign of him. 

“JAYNE!?” 

A chipper young blonde popped up out of nowhere. Her cheeriness knocked the wind out of Jayne, whose mind was racing to find any indication of who the hell this bimbo was and why she was so happy to see her. 

The drunk girl sloshed a drink in her hand as she waited for Jayne to respond. “Jess! Jess Kringer? We were roommates for less than a semester? You never did your fair share of the cleaning?”

Time to blend in, Jayne thought. “Jess! Of course, I remember you!” Jayne remembered that Jess was a person she briefly once knew, but beyond that details were fuzzy. She wouldn’t have recognized Jess in a line-up. “Not used to seeing you out of sweats. Crazy! What are you doing here?”

“Just having fun! Do I need a reason? Come on, let me get you a drink.”

Jayne put off the concern of how she would get rid of Jess. Right now, Jess was a perfect cover. Nothing weird here, mister man in black. Just a couple of girls out on the town. 

Jess dragged Jayne up to the bar. The bartender flashed a perfect smile at the young women, and Jayne couldn’t help swooning. Merry was right, she mused. This guy can tend my bar any day. “What would you ladies like?”

Jess clasped her hands around Jayne’s. “Hey, Tom! We’ll each get a Sunrise Surprise.” 

With a charming, wordless nod, Tom worked his magic behind the bar. 

Jayne casually scanned the club for her man in black. She was starting to worry she had lost him. “So, uh… Why are these called a Sunrise Surprise?” 

Jess was drunkenly bobbing to the music. “Because you drink one, and the next morning you usually wake up to a surprise.”

“Ah, I see.”

Jess leaned closer to Jayne’s ear. “By that, I mean you sleep with a stranger!”

Jayne laughed. It was nice to be with someone normal for a change. As moments passed, Jayne remembered more and more about her old roommate. She had nothing in common with Jayne, and Jayne loved that about her. “Oohhhh, now I get it!” Jayne and Jess laughed together, but Jayne kept scanning the crowded dance floor and shadowy booths. Her man in black was nowhere to be seen. 

Tom the Hottest Bartender in the World set down two highball glasses, the red concoction glowed like a siren as if to say, “you’ve been warned.”

Jayne decided to sip the drink slowly, while much to her chagrin, Jess worked her magic with the attention Tom was giving her. Jayne turned her attention upwards toward a holo-vision set projecting over the bar. The face looked familiar, but Jayne wouldn’t have been able to place it if the headline didn’t flash across the bottom of the screen Ronald Geiger, Dean of Espionage Academy, Announces Wing Dedicated to Data Security.

The roar of music drowned out the holo-vision, but Jayne’s imagination did the talking. “Blah blah blah security, blah blah blah criminal activity blah blah blah safety of our citizens…” The coverage of the Dean’s speech cut to the symbol of the Academy’s Data Security & Research Wing: A Guard Dog, poised for attack. She recognized the dog immediately, a ceramic figurine that once sat on Geiger’s desk. Jayne smirked. “Well, well. You’re still picking up the mess I made. I’ll drink to that.” She raised her glass toward Dean Geiger’s hologram face and took a sip. 

Tom returned to his job and Jess returned her attention to Jayne. “What did you say?”

Jayne was embarrassed. Did she really say that out loud? That drink was working better than she thought. “Oh, just recognized an old friend.”

Jess pointed past Jayne, toward a booth on the far end of the club. “That guy?”

Jayne spun around. “What?”

“The guy in black. He’s been staring at you all night. You should wave him over!”

As soon as Jayne locked eyes with the eyes hidden behind a high jacket collar, the man in black ducked out of the booth and headed right for an exit. “Thanks for the drink, Jess. This was great. Let’s do this again sometime!”

“Yeah, just hit me up! You have my comm…” But Jayne was already gone, and Jess was shouting to no one. “… number.”

Jayne vaulted over the row of booths, over the second-tier balcony, and out the exit. “Merry, I need eyes in this club.”

 

+++

 

Vlad frowned at his take-out container. “Dammit, I said no carrots.” He held it out for Merry. “Do you want my carrots?”

“I’m a little busy hacking The Black Hole’s security systems.”

“You’re the one who wanted take out!”

“No, Vlad, I said ‘Are you ready to take out this man in black. You misunderstood me because you’re so high.” 

Vlad thought this over for a minute. “Oh.”

The tablets embedded into the side of the van flickered to life. Merry now had eyes on the feed of every security camera in and around The Black Hole. She spotted the dark figure hauling ass up a stairwell. She crossed the camera with the diagnostic and, bingo, found the location. 

“Okay, Jayne, take a left. Second door on your right – up the stairwell. That’s where he went.”

“Ask her if she wants me to save this Pad Thai for her.” 

Merry scowled over her shoulder at Vlad. “Are you doing anything productive right now?” 

Vlad held up a tablet with a stuck loading screen. “I’m waiting for that archive breach on our client’s digital trace. You’re welcome.”

 

+++

 

Jayne’s boots thumped down the dark hallway that ran the length of the club. “Oh my god, I would say get a room but you two already have your own van.” She opened the second door. She looked up, and saw a virtually endless spiral of stairs rising higher and higher toward a dimming light. “I should not have had that drink.” 

Merry reassured Jayne over the earpiece. “It’s only seventeen floors. Think about how good this exercise will make your ass look.” 

Jayne began to climb. “Alright, I’ll try to keep my eye on the prize!”

“Mmph, and I can’t wait to do the same.” 

Jayne was too busy climbing to laugh. “Merry, cut it out!”

 

+++

 

Merry kept track of Jayne’s progress up the stairs from her view of every security camera. Just watching Jayne climb flight after flight made her tired. “On second thought, Vlad, you should save that Pad Thai for Jayne. She’ll want it.” 

Vlad turned around on his stool to face Merry. “Tell her to abort.”

Merry raised one eyebrow. “What?”

Vlad simply showed her the results of his archive breach. It was the digital ID of their client. He had a name after all: Yorgos Costas. He had been a spy in his own right. An Academy graduate. Seven years deceased. Deceased.

“Fuck.” Merry updated her screens – Jayne was approaching the top floor. She jumped onto the comm. “Jayne! Abort, abort! It’s a set-up! Our client’s a ghost!”

 

+++

 

Jayne kicked the door open onto the roof. The man in black handed the briefcase over to a young gangster, made obvious by his face tattoos. The gangster handed a large wad of cash to the man in black. The hand-off was complete, but now Jayne had to discover what the stand-off was all about. 

“Yo, Jayne, this surprise party just went south. We need to you to abort now!” Merry continued yelling into Jayne’s ear, but Jayne tuned her out. She couldn’t go back now.

“Drop the case and the dough!” Jayne pulled a gun from inside her jacket. “And hands in the air! Both of you, now!” 

The man In black took his time turning toward Jayne. His eyes, all that was visible behind his high collar, flashed over Jayne like she was nothing more than a detail on the skyline. 

The gangster started shaking. Unlike the man in black, his eyes were full of nothing but bafflement and fear. It was as if all the secrets of the world revealed themselves to him at once. It was the face of a man who knew he was about to die. 

The man in black drew a gun from his dark coat as if this had been the plan all along. But he didn’t shoot Jayne. He blasted the young gangster in the chest. The briefcase slipped from his dying grasp and clattered onto the roof. The young gangster stumbled backwards and fell off the roof. If the gunshot hadn’t killed him, the fall would. 

In the split second that the man in black drew a gun, Jayne spotted a long lightning bolt tattooed down the length of his forearm. Jayne focused her sights on the man in black’s foot with the goal to stop him, not kill him. “Freeze!” She pulled the trigger, but the man was too fast.  He sprinted to the edge of the roof and leapt across the gap onto the next building, leaving the briefcase behind. 

In that moment, Jayne quickly ranked her priorities. Grab the briefcase, then pursue the man in black. 

Jayne had to make a split-second decision: the man in black or the package? She decided the contraband was more important. Jayne crouched down by the briefcase and, shielding her face from the shrapnel of concrete that would kick up, shot off the lock.

The first thing she saw was a photo, hard copy on glossy paper, of her. She slammed the briefcase shut. That was bad. She felt the sinking feeling of knowing you just lost. 

The discovery that she was more integral to this than she ever suspected magnified the importance of tracking down the man in black.

She shut the case and clutched it to her chest as she followed her target across the urban chasm of an alleyway. She leapt over the alley and landed on the roof of the next building, using her momentum to catch up with the man in black. She flung the briefcase like a mace into the back of his head. 

The man tumbled onto his side. Jayne heard sirens approaching – there was no doubt the authorities had already been alerted to the shot body of a young man who plummeted to his death.

She planted her booted foot onto the lower stomach of the man in black. He was tall and thin, thinner than she expected. A black mask hid all of his face but his seemingly iridescent-green eyes. Jayne would have believed it if his eyes had a mind all their own. Jayne couldn’t help but notice the mercilessness burning behind the iris, though fierce, seemed unwilling. 

Jayne dug her steel-toed combat boots into the man. She noticed the lightning bolt tattoo on the hand again. “Who are you?”

The man in black kept his masked mouth shut. Jayne pulled the gun from her holster and took a page from “Merry’s Guide to Intimidation”. She pressed the barrel over his crotch. “No answer, no balls!”

If the man did answer her question, Jayne couldn’t hear anything over the hellish choir of sirens and screaming club patrons pouring out into the street. The only answer Jayne could discern from the man in black was a swift kick with his right leg up and over her own. He locked his foot at Jayne’s thigh and slammed her onto her side. Her gun flew from her grasp and skittered across the roof, off into the street. Her finger prints were on a gun empty one bullet that fell off a roof next to a dead kid. 

Uh oh, Jayne thought. Not exactly a good look. 

The man in black somersaulted onto his feet by the roof’s edge. He blew Jayne a kiss from his hidden face and stepped backward off the ledge. 

Jayne ran to the end, but when she looked down she saw nothing. The man in black was gone like a phantom. 

Now it was time for her to do the same. She grabbed the briefcase. With all the might she had left, she dug heel into shingle and made one more Olympian jump onto another building. She absconded down the fire escape and slid down to the street as nonchalantly as possible. An entire squad of Techcropolis’ finest ran right by her. She made a mental note to tell Cameron that his boys in blue were getting rusty.

 

+++

 

Lucky Bed Motel, L26 Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The fire escape Jayne found salvation in connected to an emergency grate into Level 29. She thought she’d be safe a level down and worked her way down the lower fire escape onto the streets. But the place was crawling with cops. 

As two cops on magne-cycles zoomed past her, Merry radioed in. “Did you go down to twenty-nine?”

Jayne awkwardly shifted the briefcase as a trio of street cops crossed the street in her direction. “Yeah, can’t talk too much either.”

“I understand,” Merry replied. “You need to go down to twenty-seven or twenty-six. Thirtieth Precinct called on twenty-nine for back-up. Apparently, they can’t hunt you down and handle hundreds of drunk sorority girls and frat guys at the same time. Which is ironic, because I could definitely handle one-hundred frat guys at the same time. I’ve done it before, and I’ll-”

“Merry, as entertaining as your escapades are, we’ll have to table that story. There should be an ele-grav in the next couple blocks.”

Merry sighed over the phone. “Fine, Jayne, but remind me to tell you the part about the barbecue tongs. Anyway, they’ll be searching for a signal at this frequency now. So, let’s switch to radio silence. For at least the next couple hours. Do you think you’ll be okay?”

Jayne stepped into the ele-grav and scanned in some credits. The doors slid shut. “Of course, babe. This ain’t my first rodeo.”

Merry laughed. “Hugs and a kiss for my little miss. Scrambling this frequency… Now.” And the signal went dead.

The ele-grav zipped through a few dozen feet of crumbling infrastructure – pipes and cable, many of which were totally decayed and useless if not also health hazards. 

The ele-grav passed through the division, and Level 26 welcomed Jayne with a dying neon fanfare burning through the light smog. The lower levels got a bad reputation, but many of them were already beginning to turn around. University students and artists, the seeds of gentrification, were venturing down into the lower numbers for the practically free rent. A vibrant and brash scene of experimental art and music was emerging in the lowest levels – a literal underground scene. Soon the homeless and the truly unfortunate would be driven out of those levels, too. But for now, Level 26 was still the home of those society didn’t care about. To Jayne, it felt like a temporary home.  

 

+++

 

Jayne double-locked the door of the honeymoon suite she checked into under a fake name she had made up on the spot: Susie… Carpetson. Not her best alias. Usually, when picking a name, you don’t base it off whatever is around you, but Jayne was in a desperate situation. 

A cockroach crawled out from under the pillows when she threw the briefcase onto the bed. Jayne could relate – hiding for reasons she didn’t understand. 

Jayne flicked up the latch on the briefcase, crudely bent where the bullet tore through the locking mechanism. Sometimes a little firepower was preferable to spending hours deciphering a digital codex embedded into the lock. 

She took a deep breath and noticed the pain she was in. She was emerging from an adrenaline trip. Her view of the room expanded, no longer hyper-focusing on the briefcase before her. 

She saw the cockroach crawl down the length of the bedspread and down onto the floor. It skittered over the carpet and squeezed into a crack at the base of the wall. For every roach you see, Jayne remembered from a pest control billboard, there are thousands hidden. 

She opened the case and her stomach dropped like a neutron star the size of a bowling ball. She had hoped what she saw on the roof had been a hallucination. But it was all very real.

The case was full of information, hard information, about her. Whoever wanted this information wasn’t fucking around. The backing up of digital files on paper meant someone wasn’t going to risk being digitally traced. She shuffled through – everything was there. Her dismissal from the Academy, witness profiles of every black-market acquisition, breakdowns of every mission she’d taken on, profiles of every freaking romantic encounter she had ever had. And, finally, Burrett. Everything – from escape to the murders to his, so she had thought, secret imprisonment.

And then the pounding at the door, the signature of a cop who’s been given permission to shoot first and ask questions later. 

“Susie Carpetson! We have this entire building surrounded! Come out with your hands behind your head!” 

Jayne shut the briefcase. “Fuck.” She ran to the window – sure enough, a squad of hover-cruisers, flashing their red and blue lights, had the entire motel surrounded. 

The pounding on the door happened again. KNOCK KNOCK.

“Uh… Who is it?”

“POLICE!” 

She decided to attempt a little damage control. As fast as she could, she rifled through the thick stack of documents and pulled, as best she could determine, the most damning of information about her. “Uh, police who?” she finally responded.

“Police open this door! I mean… Dammit, how did you do that?”

She grabbed the desk chair and, building momentum like a shot-putter, chucked it through the window with a glistening cascade of shattered glass.

Before she made her daring getaway, she shut the bathroom door. When they realized she didn’t jump out the window, they might try checking the bathroom. 

The flustered officer’s rage could be heard through the walls. “For refusing to cooperate, you have given us substantial cause to enter this room.” 

Jayne heard a faint “thunk” on the door. She knew that sound. They just stuck an incendiary unit on the knob. Those locks were designed to keep out angry wives being cheated on, not cops with military-grade equipment. She was toast. 

Time to check out the attached living room and kitchenette, Jayne thought. As the incendiary device’s small, but powerful explosion popped the lock off the door like a projectile, Jayne yanked the briefcase off the bed by the handle and ducked and rolled into the connected room, shutting the connecting door behind her. She made a mental note to upgrade to the suite more often. As the cops stormed the bedroom, Jayne was already out in the hallway through the attached room’s main door.

Now she only had to find another place to hide. It was going to be a long night.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

Inside A Laundry Cart, Lucky Bed Motel, L26, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Two hours had passed, and the dirty laundry was really taking its toll on Jayne’s sense of smell. The sound of cops, the dull chatter of investigators looking for clues, had ceased about an hour earlier, Jayne estimated. The churning whirr of a dozen hover cruisers surrounding the motel died down not too long after that. 

Since then, silence. But Jayne wasn’t taking any risks, so in the laundry cart she would stay until she felt totally confident the cops had gone. 

She honestly couldn’t believe it had worked. An entire squad and a team of investigators looking for a criminal didn’t think to check the laundry cart at the end of the hall? 

Jayne ran over the events of the night in her head. She received an assignment to tail a “man in black.” Merry and Vlad learn their client hid their digital trace with the ID of a dead man. A dead man from the spy academy, no less. 

She witnesses a successful handoff. Why did the man in black shoot the thug? Why not her? What did the thug know? Or maybe, Jayne realized, it was what he didn’t know. As much as Jayne hated to admit it, the moment she stepped onto that roof, the man in black had a wide-open opportunity to kill her. But he didn’t. 

Were the police chasing her because they think she killed the young, face-tatted gangster? Or was it about the information? Although Jayne couldn’t figure out how the cops would know about that. 

For as many times as she had successfully worked with cops, boy could they be a pain in the ass.

Jayne had learned plenty about police procedures to know what not to do, which would be sneaking out. There would be a small perimeter of cops who stayed behind. They’d have their eyes peeled for suspicious activity. It’s always best to leave right out the front door, chin up and head high. Wave to them, if you can. Flash them a great big smile and stroll out the door like a dad taking his family on vacation. That’s exactly what Jayne was going to do. 

The smell and the silence were officially unbearable. Jayne moved aside the bundles of dirty sheets on top of her and poked her head out.

The cancerous, nose-burning stench of the filthy hallway was a welcome change after two hours of breathing in sheets stained with… she didn’t even want to think about it. 

She climbed out of the laundry cart, yanking up the briefcase behind her. 

“Hey! Stop!”

Jayne spun around, nearly tripping over a duvet wrapped around her ankle. Around the corner from the vending machine nook, a cop emerged with a Dubbo-Dipper Choco-Stick. “Freeze!” The cop fumbled, not wanting to drop his brand new Choco-Stick. As fast as he could, he removed his gun, and placed the candy bar in his holster. Then he aimed. “You’re under arrest!”

But Jayne was already executing Plan B: jumping out the window. 

She high-tailed it down the length of the hallway, knowing a bullet would pierce her back at any moment. Feet away from the end of the hallway, she flung the briefcase forward, shattering the window. She took a flying leap of faith out into the open air of Level 26. 

As if knowing this would be her plan all along, a Security Drone hovered right outside the third floor of the Lucky Bed Inn. As Jayne’s jump arced to its crest, she came face to face with the blank, staring eye of the drone’s camera. She could see the shutter inside the lens snap open, then shut. 

It took only a split second, but there was no question about how much more complicated things were going to get. “Ah, fuck.”

The bushes did very little to break Jayne’s fall, and the decaying pool pump did even less. Her leg landed hard on a smog-corroded PVC pipe which snapped with her force. The jagged edges tore her pants and cut a gash six inches long down her thigh. 

But Jayne didn’t notice the cut at first. She was too distracted by the loud POP her ankle made when she landed on it sideways. 

The sound was triggering, the pain familiar. Jayne was fourteen again. She was climbing through an abandoned computer factory in the restricted post-industrial district of Windsor-Calcula, her hometown on the planet Zhang 11b. She had entered into the wasteland with Indigo West, Yuri Voronin, and Joe Lawless, her first crush. Mostly because of his name. 

The gang’s exploring came to an abrupt end when they reached a massive hole, a dozen feet across, in the middle of the factory’s fifth floor. 

Yuri took a six-pack they brought with them and threw it across the gaping chunk of missing floor. Only one of the beers cracked open and fizzed out until it was empty, the rest still drinkable. 

Indigo punched Yuri on the arm. “What the fuck?”

Yuri smiled, cocky and a little drunk already. “Whoever makes the jump gets the beer. Who’s gonna do it?”

“No one, Yuri.” Joe zipped up his jacket and took Jayne’s hand, leading them back the way they came. “Let’s go guys.” 

But Jayne slipped her hand from Joe’s well-intended grip. “Wait a minute. It’d be a shame to let that beer go to waste.”

To the horror of Indigo and Joe, and to the amazement of Yuri, Jayne broke into a sprint toward the edge where the carpet tore and hung loosely off the broken floor. 

Jayne’s legs catapulted her skywards, but not forward. She missed the other side by a mile and fell like a brick. She crashed onto a conveyor belt two stories below. 

Jayne remembered her friends hollering down that they’d run and get help. She remembered lying on the floor of a roach and raccossum infested factory for a little over twenty-four hours before she finally saw the heavy beams of power-lights shine down on her. Her friends had forgotten the location of the factory lost in an endless-seeming sea of identical memorials to obsolete trades. 

She promised herself she’d never be helpless again.

Jayne nearly ground her teeth into fine dust as she locked her foot into the crook where a shaft of pipe met with the pool pump. 

With her foot tightly locked in between the pipe and the pump, she brought her fist down hard against the side of her leg. In one swift chop she forced her ankle back into place. If the security drone hadn’t already given away her location, her blood curdling scream would. 

Jayne wanted to shake the police off her tail as soon as possible and set this injury. A nap would be nice, too. And maybe a margarita and a spa day. 

Jayne grabbed the briefcase and forced herself up. She nearly blacked out from the pain, but she shook herself out of it. Pain, she told herself, is a small price to pay. Her only other option was getting arrested and losing everything she had worked for. 

Once Jayne hobbled around the motel’s algae-filled pool, she could see a warehouse through the chain-link fence that stretched between the towering mid-level buttresses holding up the city. 

Jayne had to take a gamble on that warehouse. 

With the sound of sirens once again growing near, Jayne was fueled to get to that warehouse if she had to pull herself with nothing but her teeth. 

She threw the briefcase over the chain-link fence and forced herself to climb. She relied on her right leg and arms, letting the swelling left leg hang limp. She straddled the top of the fence and worked her way back down on the other side. 

She clutched the briefcase to her chest – she wasn’t getting rid of this thing now, not after all she’d been through. She limped toward the warehouse. The condemned notice reassured Jayne that the warehouse would be abandoned and quiet.

Jayne threw the metal door open and immediately realized this warehouse would be neither of those things. She dragged her useless leg behind her down a long, day-glo hallway. A rapid beat vibrated throughout the building, which she internalized as a warning.

She shimmied around a corner and came face-to-face with a typical junkhead. He jumped, startled out of his krum daze. He had your trademark junkhead mohawk, spiked and running from ear-to-ear instead of down the middle of his head. Reflective goggles hung around his neck, the strap barely covering a tattoo of a children’s cartoon character, and a bright pink jumpsuit hung loosely on his wan figure. Krum dramatically diminished appetite and was cheaper than food, anyway. This guy had been using for a long time.

The junkhead’s red, sleep-deprived eyes scanned Jayne up and down, horrified and unsure if she was a hallucination. “You’re bleeding.”

“I know.”

With confirmation that she was real, the junkhead took out a small bottle of glowing green krum and offered it to Jayne.

She shook her head, no thanks. It had been a bad night already, she wasn’t about to start tripping. 

The junkhead unscrewed the dropper and placed a few small drops at the base of his eyes. “Are you sure? It will help with the pain.”

“I’ll deal with it.”

He pulled up the reflective goggles as his eyes quickly dilated. “You the girl all the cops are after?”

Jayne narrowed her eyes. She didn’t trust this guy yet. “Go on.”

The junkhead pulled out his comm. “We all monitor police scanners. They bust us all the time, so we like to stay one step ahead. You’ve been the chat all night. We’re all rooting for you.” 

“Why?”

He shrugged. “We love who cops hate. I’ve got to warn you, though…” He showed his comm to Jayne. The photo from the security drone had been issued to all devices as a wide, high security alert. “Follow me.”

The junkhead placed a few more drops of krum in each eye, slid the bottle in one of the jumpsuit’s many pockets, and led Jayne down the hallway. 

Soon, they were descending a staircase into pitch darkness. Despite the emerging smell of body odor and liquor, breathing this subterranean air was a relief compared to the pollution outside. 

The music grew unbearably loud when they reached another shut door. Her new ally said some indiscernible words into the ear of a musclebound meathead guarding the passage. The meathead took Jayne into account, nodded, and opened the door. 

The intense beats assaulted Jayne’s senses. More overwhelming than the decibel level was the pulsing vibrations shaking her body. 

Hundreds of junkheads packed into an industrial dungeon slammed against each other. The sour smell of krum was pungent. Her nameless junkhead took her by the hand and led her around the perimeter of the chaos. 

Junkcore came by its name honestly. In the previous decade, musician and DJ Umlaut Panzram bought an ancient, earth-native computer drive from a junk shop in Tyga Town on Level 31. On the hard drive, Umlaut discovered thousands of music tracks in the long obsolete “.mp3” format. Electronic tones, fast and with an edge, but there was a warmth there. You could tell from the quality there was only one degree of separation between computer and man, as opposed to the programs upon programs which wrote the popular music now. 

Umlaut’s discovery influenced his own music, and quickly blossomed into an underground scene referred to in hushed tones among the chronically in-crowd as ‘junkcore’. The music evolved past its ancient, earthly origins – many tracks surpassed 800 BPMs – but the defining factor of junkcore was the limit of one-degree of separation between man and machine. 

Of course, Jayne only knew the basics of junkcore, all of it absorbed casually from sensationalized headlines about the threat it posed toward Techcropolis’s youth and the occasional song Merry blasted while working. Jayne was immediately touched by the scene. All she saw were people having fun. Most of them were here for the same reason she was: they weren’t welcome anywhere else. 

The junkhead disappeared every time the strobe lights plunged the club into darkness, then he would reappear several feet ahead. Jayne had a hard time keeping up because of her ankle, but she knew time was against them. 

They passed a makeshift bar operating out of a broken window that must have looked into the foreman’s office when the warehouse operated. Junkheads dealt out generous amounts of alcohol in exchange for cash or, more generally, a couple drops of krum. 

In a moment of foresight, Jayne reached in and stealthily grabbed a pint-sized bottle of tequila. She tucked it into the back pocket of her pants. 

The kids, dancing hard, seemed to instinctively clear a path for Jayne. The junkhead turned back and waited for her. He shouted above the music into Jayne’s ear. “Can you climb stairs?”

“Do I have a choice?”

He shook his head and pointed up. He started climbing an iron, spiral staircase. Jayne struggled behind him. The pain made her clench the handle of the briefcase even harder. 

The staircase climbed ten, fifteen, twenty feet above the crowd onto a catwalk. Jayne could look down below at the wild youth she long ago gave up a chance to be. She was okay with that, but she took her current situation into account and couldn’t help but wonder how she could have been living differently. 

But flights of wistfulness and regret were not going to help her now. The junkhead tapped her on the shoulder and pointed at the opposite end of the catwalk toward a ladder. 

A ladder!? Jayne thought. She gave the junkhead a look, as if to say, “are you freaking kidding me?” 

The junkhead understood and shrugged again but couldn’t help but smile. 

Then they heard the sound of sonic-detonations, louder than the music, which abruptly cut out. The sonic-charge emitted an electromagnetic pulse that shut down the electronics blasting the music. The lights died and the entire club went pitch black. Screams. 

“GO!” yelled the junkhead. He ran down the catwalk and slid down the staircase into the crowd of his fellow frightened scenesters. 

Police swarmed the illegal club. Drones hovered over the crowd, shining ultra-bright super-beams onto the panicking kids. 

Jayne knew the cops weren’t there to bust a rave. They were looking for her. As she gathered her strength to struggle toward the ladder, she looked down at the scene below her. Not all of the junkheads ran away. Dozens of them, more than dozens, locked hands and formed a barricade around the base of the staircase. Police attempted to shove through them, pulling some of them to the ground. They were ready to bust skulls, but the junkheads didn’t move. They were buying Jayne time. 

Jayne righted herself and ran. Pain be damned, she ran down the catwalk and scaled the ladder. She could hurt later, right now she had to escape. She looked back to see that the wall of ravers had finally cracked, but they hadn’t given up. In the back of Jayne’s mind, she realized she was about to become some sort of folk hero. 

She reached the top of the ladder and forced open a latch. Compared to the raging inferno of sweat and body heat below, the humid smog air felt like an autumn breeze. 

She lifted herself out of the manhole, shut the lid, twisted it shut and collapsed onto her back. She screamed. The pain was ferocious. Tears streamed down her face. 

Finally, as if an answered prayer, a familiar voice came to Jayne. “Yo, yo, yo! This is DJ Merry checking in with my favorite listener J-J-J-JAAAYYYNEEE! How’s it going?”

Jayne smiled, relieved, ecstatic, but she didn’t have the wherewithal to joke back. “Merry… I am so glad to hear from you. I am literally going through hell right now.”

“I bet. As soon as we found out about the drone photo I decided to end the radio silence. If they want to track you now, they don’t need our high-frequency to do it.” 

“Okay. I am going to stand up… In a minute. I need to find a place to set this sprain as soon as possible. My ankle looks like a watermelon.”

“Okay, we’ll come to get you—”

“Merry, no!”

Merry huffed and puffed on the other end. “What are you going to do, Jayne? It’s a miracle you’re not arrested already. Or dead, for that matter.”

“And it’ll be even worse if you get arrested, or dead, too.”

Vlad came in on the line. “She’s right, Merry.”

Jayne listened to the silence. It was rare that Merry didn’t know what to say. “Okay, first you have to get rid of that briefcase.”

“No, Merry, it’s full of—”

“Your files. Everything. We know, and so does the entire city.”

For a moment, Jayne’s anger rose above the pain. “This was a fucking set-up! How did we fall for this?”

“Don’t put that on me, Jayne! I’m sorry, but how was I supposed to know before it was too late?”

“Because it’s your job, Merry! It’s literally your job.” Jayne dropped the back of her head onto the concrete. 

Merry came back. “I’m not wasting my time arguing. Jayne, find a place to hide. Third time’s the charm, right?”

Jayne recognized that Merry was putting their tiff aside for the sake of saving the day. She was glad Merry was on her side. 

Jayne stood up, hopefully for the last time that night. “Okay. Merry, I will alert you of my location once I find a secure hiding place. At that time, I’ll break radio silence.”

Merry’s voice was full of courage for Jayne. “Got it. I’m with you Jayne.”

Vlad came in next. “Be safe, Jayne.”

Jayne knew that Vlad was, deep down, a sweetheart. However, he didn’t like to show it. When Vlad expressed concern, it was usually a sign that he was very, very nervous about what lay ahead. “Thanks, you guys. And Vlad – please save that Pad Thai for me.”

Vlad laughed. “Consider it in the fridge!” 

Jayne killed the signal with a twist of her earring.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

Dean Geiger’s Bathroom, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Dean Geiger was a staunch believer in the power of bathing, citing the pre-ancient earth philosophers like Aristotle and Plato, who would lounge in baths all day and ponder existence. 

Noora, Dean Geiger’s assistant of seventeen years, knew that Dean Geiger was flattering himself. Geiger’s shower musings were rarely more than a stream-of-conscious rant about how he couldn’t lose weight. 

Noora figured Geiger must’ve been in rare-form that day, talking up a storm to himself as he bathed. She knocked a third time, and still he didn’t seem to hear her. 

Finally, she opened the door, a blast of cold air rushing into the steamy bathroom, in time to hear Dean Geiger harrumph from inside the steamy shower. “I knew this Grow-Tru shampoo was baloney. Washing with it for three months. Bullshit. If anything, I’ve gotten balder.”

Noora cleared her throat. “Dean Geiger?” She heard the sound of a shampoo bottle hitting the ground and the squeak of startled feet regaining balance.

“YES!? I mean, yes, Mrs. Barcellos? Is that you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Steam billowed over the top of the frosted glass partition. “What is it? Better be good. I, uh… I was in the middle of a pontification, on the edge of a breakthrough.”

“The police, sir. They just called and would like to speak with you.”

A pause from the other side of the shower. “When?”

“Now, sir… They’re waiting on the telescan.”

The billowing steam slowed down as Dean Geiger shut off the water. He reached over the glass door with his chubby fingers. “Towel!”

Noora handed the Dean a fresh towel. “Tell the police I’ll be right out!”

Dean Geiger stepped out of the shower, hanging free, using the towel to dry his balding head. Noora shut her eyes and fumbled back to the door. “I’ll tell them you’ll be right out.”

As Noora finally reached the door, Dean Geiger called for her attention once more. “Noora, when you say ‘police,’ what do you mean?” 

“The police. Commissioner Cromwell.”

Dean Geiger smiled. “Excellent. Vamp until I’m ready.”

He motioned with one waving hand to Noora. Grateful for the assignment, she left the bathroom. 

Dean Geiger slid a finger across the touch screen mirror, pulling up a 3D signal of the news. 

The news story focused on the aftermath of the Jayne Pursuit. Her identity was out, and so were the contents of her briefcase. She was Public Enemy Number One – a threat to the safety of the people, and the security of the federation. As the news anchor explained Jayne’s less-than-amicable relationship with the Espionage Academy, they finally cut to a brief statement Geiger had made earlier that day. 

Damn, he thought, I need to stand behind a podium more often. He grabbed his belly and frowned down at the heft. Just another one of the many problems he would start crossing off his list. 

That list included Jayne. She was written somewhere in the middle of the proverbial list, with multiple arrows in the margins re-allocating her ranking. Geiger hadn’t figured out when he would cross her off, but soon he would relish drawing a dark strike-mark through her name. 

He placed all blame on Jayne for making their relationship far more than antagonistic. He knew there were whispers behind his back about his decision. Plenty of Academy staff and benefactors had heard the rumors about Jayne’s unprecedented success in the private sector. Geiger’s decision to make room for the senator’s son had been a bust. That spoiled-brat dropped out after one semester. He had the lowest marks in Academy history. Two staff members quit once they learned about the backdoor politics. 

Jayne’s performance at the Academy did not, however, excuse the danger she placed herself, the Academy, and her peers in. Surely that justified Dean Geiger’s decision to oust her over any of the less-than-satisfactory students who struggled behind her by miles. 

Jayne’s outspoken hatred for his approach to leadership of the Academy didn’t make that decision any more difficult, of course. 

Worst of all, in Geiger’s mind, Jayne had destroyed one of his prized possessions. Ever since, he had kept the shards he could never glue back together in a wooden lockbox in his desk drawer. He couldn’t bring himself to throw the pieces of the poodle away. It’d be a final goodbye he wasn’t ready for.

But no, Geiger thought to himself, it was important to separate all personal hatred of Jayne from the matter at hand. He must remind himself to look at her as nothing more than a convenient pawn. 

Besides, he thought to himself, if she wishes to spite me, I can spite her back. What’s wrong with killing two birds with one scheme? Once the public realizes Jayne is a criminal, and was always a criminal with her own special interests at heart, my decision will be duly reappraised, he mused. Geiger knew he would soon have his revenge not only over Jayne, but all those at the Academy who cut him off, left the school, and said nasty things about him at fancy dinner parties he was no longer invited to.

The anchor finally shut his mouth, and the audio tuned into Dean Geiger’s statement. “Based on the knowledge I have currently, Jayne Austin is acting independently and with malicious intent directed at the Espionage Academy. I cannot make any announcements at this time, but I can assure the public that security measures will be taken. Thank you.”

It was a brief statement, but Geiger was proud of himself. He looked good handling a crisis. Confident and calm. It was a good look for him.

Dean Geiger burst out of the bathroom wearing his secret weapon: a garish, heliotrope bathrobe with his initials, RG, embroidered over the breast in literally radiating silk. “Connect me to the Commissioner, Noora.”

Noora gasped in horror. “But, sir…”

He tugged the robe’s strap tight around his belly. “Go ahead. I know what I’m doing.”

Noora connected Dean Geiger to the Commissioner, then sat down and began to think of new jobs she could start applying to. 

A hologram of Commissioner Cromwell appeared below the holo-light in the Dean’s ceiling. Simultaneously, a hologram of bathrobed Dean Geiger appeared before Commissioner Cromwell at his office. Cromwell’s eyes bulged a moment before he quickly attempted to act as if all was normal. He proceeded with his plan without addressing Dean Geiger’s state. 

It’s already working, Dean Geiger thought. “Commissioner! So good to hear from you.”

“Dean Geiger. I hope you’re doing well. At least, as well as the present circumstances can permit you to be.”

“I’m fine. How is the… thirtieth precinct I believe it was? How are they handling the situation?”

“A combination of our thirtieth, twenty-ninth, and twenty-eighth precincts, Dean Geiger. It was a long night for all of them, but we keep our chins up high.”

“As you should.”

“Dean Geiger, I would like to discuss your connection to Jayne Austin in a little more detail.”

Dean Geiger pulled up a chair and sat down. “Absolutely. I can provide any and all information you’d like to know.”

For a brief moment, Cromwell seemed to be distracted by something beyond the vision of the hologram. He looked away and would not turn back. Geiger realized he was revealing a little too much by sitting down. He readjusted his bathrobe. 

Cromwell reluctantly turned back to Dean Geiger. He did his best to keep their conversation on topic. “Information is precisely what I’d like to talk to you about. Why she had those files and, more importantly, how did she get them?”

Dean Geiger nodded, serious. “A little over a year ago I was forced to terminate Jayne’s enrollment at the Espionage Academy. She had displayed reckless behavior on several training missions that indicated her inability to separate objective decision making from her emotions. In addition to that, she compromised the security of the Academy itself by… how should I put this…” He gave a coy eye to Cromwell, “shtupping a double-agent that the Academy had been monitoring for several months.”

Cromwell wasn’t satisfied. “Geiger, based on the numbers, at least twenty-five percent of Academy students are suspended before they complete their first year. Jayne’s suspension itself is of less interest to me than the facts of the case at hand.”

Geiger held his hands out. “The Academy is not for everyone. What made my decision regarding Jayne so difficult was her otherwise excellent track record and immense promise. But, in the end, she was not Academy material. I must admit, she did not leave quietly.” He glanced over at the box where he kept the un-glueable shards of the ceramic poodle.

Cromwell nodded. The hologram glitched in that peculiar way only a hologram can glitch. Cromwell’s image froze in movement, and his head suddenly appeared to be in multiple places at once. It seemed to represent a man who didn’t know what to think, who didn’t know how to respond. “And you surmise this is why she stole the information?” The glitch suddenly corrected itself in a manic fizz of the image.

Geiger nodded. “That’s very likely part of why she did it, Commissioner Cromwell.”

Noora looked up from her tablet, on which she had pulled up several job listings for secretarial work. She had been there the day Dean Geiger “suspended” Jayne. Kicked out was a better term for it. She was curious to see how Dean Geiger would continue spinning the entire ordeal in his favor. She had always been a fly on the wall. 

Dean Geiger clasped his hands together to drive his point home. “Based on Jayne’s activity after leaving the Academy, I can safely say that the young woman has gone rogue. She stole the files. Why? She could probably sell them. Why would she want to sell information about herself? I don’t know. Perhaps she’s just a good old-fashioned narcissist. Whatever her purpose was, it was ultimately nefarious. And I can assure you, Commissioner Cromwell, that it is only the beginning of more criminal activities.”

Commissioner Cromwell frowned, his tired wrinkles showing around his eyes. He said nothing. 

Dean Geiger, however, was not done talking. “For quite some time, the Academy has ultimately relied on the system that allows our own information to be sharable among information gathered on behalf of the police force and the Federation. I think this might be what failed us.”

Geiger locked eyes with Cromwell through the hologram projection. Noora had known Dean Geiger long enough to detect when the wheels in his head were turning.

Geiger lit the fuse for the bomb he was about to drop. “And I have a solution to that failure.”

 

+++

 

Academy Chamber of the Board, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Geiger waited impatiently in the ante-chamber of the Court of the Board. He did not tap his foot nervously. His frustrations manifested themselves in his own stream-of-consciousness.

In Geiger’s eyes, the Board of the Espionage Academy was an archaic barrier to progress. A jury of octogenarian has-been spies stuck in their ways and with no knowledge of modern espionage had no business making decisions about an Academy on the vanguard of the field. 

That’s what Geiger had been muttering to himself all morning. 

It wasn’t that Geiger lacked confidence in his ability to get what he wanted. He just despised the bureaucracy and formality of getting things done. Sometimes he wondered if rising above pesky red tape was his modus operandi all along. 

At least, as per the requirements of Appeals to the Board, all members would be physically present. Geiger had no problem with hologram meetings, but he always felt that he performed better in person. 

The large, indestructible metal-alloy doors opened up. Despite how badly Geiger wanted to stand up, he followed procedure and remained on his ass until the Master of Process, a glorified bailiff, approached and permitted him to rise and approach the Board.

Really tired of this smogshit, Geiger thought. 

The Master of Process walked through the open doors and stood before Dean Geiger. “Dean Ronald Geiger, your presence has been request—”

Geiger stood up and shoved past him. “Yeah, yeah, thanks.”

Indestructible doors. Moon-marble floors. Seven dying fools, essentially figureheads with a little too much power. A massive hologram of the Espionage Academy Crest hovering behind their elevated platform. Smoke and mirrors. Geiger wasn’t falling for any of it. He had a job to accomplish. 

Geiger walked right up to the front and faced Jarner Boothe, former communications expert. Renata Jaxon, former hostage negotiator. Tristram Urgavsky, on the books as a diplomat but everyone knew he spent his glory days as an assassin. 

On the other side sat Unilar Yazziq, the only non-human member of the board and, at the age of 391 years-old, the oldest member of the board by a good 300 years. Geiger didn’t mind Unilar as much. Unilar was always fun to drink with, and, having specialized in non-human star systems, had the best stories to tell. 

Then there was Drea Smith, who still practiced governmental law, and Yasuzo Shirasaka next to her. Yasuzo had been involved in the first capture and imprisonment of Burrett. Geiger planned to use that in his favor. 

And sitting in the middle of them all was Thurmond Brattix. Thurmond’s field duty was cut early in his career. On his second assignment he was captured by enemy agents, to this day the allegiance of which has not been revealed, and blinded by acid. An ocular implant seemed to add credence to the joke that he was all seeing. In his day, Thurmond was a good old-fashioned spy. Geiger respected Thurmond more than the others, but he hated him the most. 

Thurmond finished reviewing Geiger’s proposal and shut down his tablet. “Dean Geiger.”

Geiger nodded respectfully. “Mister Brattix.”

“You have provided requests from both the… Department of Domestic Service, Commissioner Cromwell, the Chief of Police, and seven representatives of the Federation.” Brattix looked down on Geiger from his perch. His ocular implant focusing on him. “You’ve been very busy, Dean Geiger.”

Geiger shrugged. “Yeah, well, I don’t have many hobbies.”

Unilar chuckled, but the rest of the board remained stone faced. Thurmond cleared his throat and continued. “All these individuals and the bodies they represent request that all data be processed, stored in, and protected by our new information security wing.”

Geiger straightened up, his hands held together before him. “Yes sir.”

Thurmond ignored Geiger’s sudden attempt at humility. “Is this in continuation of the wing’s original purpose? Which pertained exclusively to the Academy’s information and data gathered exclusively through associated espionage activity. Or is it in jeopardy to it?”

Geiger shifted uncomfortably. “With all due respect, Mister Brattix, I see this as the ultimate purpose of an initiative like this. If a rogue like Jayne Austin was able to access these files, then how many countless more terrorists are attempting the same? Jayne is dangerous enough considering her association with Burrett.” He glanced at Yasuzo. 

“It was your wing that failed to keep this information safe.”

Geiger nodded. He had prepared for everything, especially this. “With combined interests and dependability in our security wing, on the municipal and federation level, won’t there be a greater interest in continually improving security measures? And won’t that, in turn, require a massive increase in funding and economic incentives for this very institution?”

The entire Board perked up. Money talks, and Geiger was fluent. “This is not merely some reactionary initiative based on one unfortunate security breach. This is the first step to the future of our Federation’s safety. And the Academy will be at the center of it all. Information is the most valuable commodity there is.”

Geiger could hear the wheels in the head of each board member turning. Their proverbial gears cranked to life, shaking off the rust. It was the machinations of a major decision. 

Renata Jaxon leaned forward. “Who would be placed in charge of this expanded form of the new wing?”

Geiger didn’t miss a beat. “Me.”

Thurmond leaned back in his chair. He steepled his fingers in contemplation. “I put forth a motion to the board to take 48 hours before announcing a decision in this matter.”

Tristram raised a hand. “I second the motion.”

Dammit. Geiger thought. Let’s hope this works.

Thurmond reached for his gavel. “All in favor say ‘aye.’”

Geiger held up an ancient data drive. It was huge, the size of the palm of his hand. “I have on this drive the identity and allegiances of the operatives who blinded Thurmond Brattix.”

The board gasped. 

Thurmond bypassed the formality of a gavel and slammed his fist down. “Ronald Geiger, what in the hell are you talking about?”

Geiger crossed the threshold and walked right up to the front. “I acquired this information by double-masking my digital trace. From there I gained remote access to the federation’s secure data bank. Once in their system I rewrote my trace as an authorized Z-level clearance federation representative. I located the file on you, Thurmond Brattix. It was essentially corrupted by way of a protective three-tier firewall. With masked Z-level security clearance I rebranded the classification of the file and was able to make a request to acquire a hardcopy of the information. I arrived at the House of Federation Archives this morning and picked it up. Thanks to my work, I relabeled these files as tax records for the past century, under the classification of public knowledge.”

Sweat poured down Thurmond’s face, staining the white collar of his robe. 

Geiger shook the drive before him for emphasis. “This information initiative is not only about storing information. It is about protecting it, and…” don’t forget the dramatic pause, Geiger told himself. “And, if necessary, the destruction of it.” 

Thurmond raised the gavel. “In the greatest interest of the Board of the Academy, this Institution, and the safety of the Federation, I am practicing an executive bypass of protocol.” Thurmond slammed the gavel. 

“Mister Brattix!” Jarner Boothe stood up, incensed. “This is an abuse of power!” 

Thurmond snarled. “Sit down, Mister Boothe!” 

Drea Smith stood up next and directed outrage at Thurmond. “Personal interest cannot inform decisions made on behalf of this institution! I make a motion to overturn this executive action.”

Thurmond slammed the gavel down, splintering the mallet end. The entire thing was so entertaining that Geiger suddenly had a hankering for popcorn. 

Thurmond pointed the broken gavel at both of them. “This is not a personal decision! There are reasons that information is secret. With all due respect, it goes far beyond your comprehension. I suggest you stand down, lest you be held in contempt of this institution. You do not want to fuck with me!”

Thurmond had never lost his cool before. Drea and Jarner sat back down in their seats. Their rage remained palpable, but impotent. 

Thurmond returned his attention, his rage, at Geiger. “On behalf of the board and the institution, your request to engineer the Academy’s Security Wing toward the mutual cooperation of the Federation and the government of Amaros has been granted.” 

With the gavel broken, procedure was unceremoniously cast aside. An icy nod from Thurmond substituted for the sharp thwack of wood on wood. 

Geiger bowed. “Thank you, sir.”

Thurmond’s ocular implant focused, zeroing in on Geiger like the sight of a ballistic missile. “Destroy that drive.”

Geiger understood. “Of course.” 

 

+++

 

The Master of Process escorted a beaming Dean Geiger through the antechamber and out into the simulated atmosphere of the Avalon Space Station. 

Geiger laughed at the busted data drive and tossed it into a trash can. He couldn’t believe it worked. He bought it in a junk shop in Theron. It was empty. He had made up all the Z-level security whatever mumbo jumbo. It was a Hail Mary pass and it worked against all odds. 

Damn, Geiger thought. I’m good. Maybe it’s a benefit that the board is out-of-touch old-timers. 

Yet he wondered about Thurmond’s secret now. He knew the play would give him leverage. But he had no idea the information was so sensitive, and likely compromising, to Thurmond’s position. To his legacy. 

“Oh well!” Geiger said out loud. He practically skipped away. Nothing was better than a good old-fashioned scheme.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

Thrill House Arcade, L26, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne took a lot of pride in masking her emotions. Business first, pleasure second, and feeling bad never. That was a mantra she kept in mind. But she already had a gash down the side of her leg and an ankle the size of an asteroid. So, she might as well indulge in some emotions. 

She missed her team. She’d been cut off from them all night and she hated it. She didn’t feel helpless without them. She felt alone. She missed Merry’s voice in her ear. She missed overhearing her playful banter with Vlad. She missed Fred, too. 

And she missed Cameron. She laid down on a block of rubble from the collapsed wall of the abandoned arcade and did her best to pretend it was Cameron’s king size bed. 

She wished she had held onto the briefcase a little longer. It would have made a great pillow in this moment. But it was wise to leave it behind. Without the most incriminating information, it lowered the profile of this supposed conspiratorial hand-off that would certainly be pinned on her. After escaping the rave, she spotted a portable garbage incinerator making its rounds. She tossed the more sensitive documents inside and watched it succumb to the flames as metal teeth tore it apart. 

Jayne didn’t need the information, anyway. It was all in her head. It was, after all, the information that haunted her. 

Now that Jayne had finally found a safe space to rest, she wanted to treat the massive cut down her leg. 

With her trusty thermo-blade, she sheared off her form-fitting tactical pants at her shin, and tore them down the seam up to her thigh, where the cut was. The blood had dried and stuck her skin to the fabric as she peeled off the patch of fabric. The wound still hadn’t stopped bleeding, aggravated and opened further from constant running. 

Jayne removed the bottle of tequila from her back pocket. She took a long pull on the bottle. She didn’t care how dehydrated she was, the burning liquor felt good on her throat. The warmth soothed her aches and relaxed her muscles. She took another swig and belched. She laughed at herself. “Excuse me,” she said to no one. 

She poured the last half of the bottle on her wound. The alcohol stung, but that meant it was doing its job. 

While the tequila did its work, Jayne unzipped her jacket and tore off the lower third of her t-shirt. Jayne was never one for the midriff look, but desperate times called for desperate measures. 

She wrapped the scrap of t-shirt fabric around her leg to cover the wound on her thigh. She twisted it tight. She twisted the shirt until it passed the point of extreme discomfort, hoping the pressure was enough to stop the bleeding. She tied it off, gently hoisted her foot on top of some rubble to let blood drain from her swollen ankle, and laid her head back. 

Who would want to set her up? Okay, bad question. Lots of people would love to set her up. So who is the primary detail here, Jayne mused to herself. Her thoughts eased out thanks to the booze. 

Jayne had a knack for making enemies. Enemies in high places, for that matter. That was her fault for wanting top shelf clientele. The pay came with its downsides. 

Jayne cast her arms out in a moment of resignation. “Eh!” She said out loud. “Plenty of people want to pinch me.” She looked down at her midriff. “In more ways than one.” Uh oh, it had been a long time since she drank alone. Was she really talking to herself? “Yes.” She answered her own question. 

Jayne could only think of one person who would hate her, and that was Burrett. Of course, that wasn’t possible. Burrett’s body had been frozen and his mind suspended in a hyper-secure virtual reality. His mental capacity was unreachable if active at all. 

Right?

A jolt of fear pierced through Jayne’s drunken serenity and sobered her up. Did Burrett do this? Did he escape? Is he, somehow, pulling the strings from within his VR prison? 

Jayne contemplated the likelihood of Burrett seeking revenge. Drunken calmness returned as logic won out. Burrett was too theatrical. He would never hatch a plan as deceptive and covert as this one. Burrett craved the spotlight. 

With a sigh of relief, Jayne shut her eyes. Forget who. Forget what or how. Why, though? If the goal was to get her arrested, what would anyone gain from that?

An intrusive thought rose from Jayne’s subconscious. She saw two old men playing chess in the park. The old man on the right moved a pawn across from his opponent’s king. It was an absurd move. No chess player would ever allow it to happen. The old man smiled. “Checkmate.” 

Then their heads exploded. 

Jayne shook the thought out, unsure of where it came from. 

The swelling in her ankle had gone down. 

She scanned the remnants of the dilapidated arcade around her. Archaic VR sets hung from the ceiling. There was a cluster of raised platforms for hologram boxing games. 

Behind the prize counter, Jayne found a solution to her predicament. A traditional marionette puppet hung from the display among other prizes no one ever wanted to claim. It was marked with a value of 500 tickets. 

Jayne hopped on her one good foot, leaning on whatever arcade games she could for support. 

The marionette smiled blankly at her with pinhole eyes and a fixed smile. It looked like Burrett frozen in his cryo-chamber. With glee, Jayne ripped out the strings and tossed the puppet aside. 

She sat down and got to work. She placed each dowel rod on either side of her ankle. She took the string and wrapped her ankle, around and around, until the dowel rods were pulled tight against her ankle. It wasn’t perfect, but better than no splint at all. The makeshift pressure bandage was doing its job as well. 

Jayne admired her hasty, yet careful medical skills. She decided to give her ankle a chance. She lifted herself up and stepped down on it gently. The foot was numb enough from the pressure bandage to hold a little weight. 

Jayne explored the counter. A row of racks upon racks displayed cheap trinkets: light up spiders, sonic whistles, decks of hologram cards, and electric finger traps. Jayne felt bad for the toys. They had been waiting years for a child to claim them, and all they got was her. She looked at the puppet with a sudden pang of guilt and empathy. She picked him up, dusted him off, and sat him upright in the case by the anti-grav yo-yos. 

The puppet seemed so out of place. So old-fashioned, beyond old fashioned. Oh, well. Just another detail she couldn’t wrap her head around. 

She dug deeper into the cabinet. Below the display, in a drawer, she found a cup of tokens. She rubbed one in her thumb and forefinger. It glistened to life, shining incandescent blue. They still worked. 

It was time to put her nursing skills to the test. 

Jayne popped four shimmering tokens into the hologram boxing game. To her astonishment, she heard the electronics beneath the platform whir to life. A projector announced the name of the game in an exploding hologram: Sucker Punch Four: Death Ring. 

A bombastic voice instructed Jayne. “You may enter the ring and face your opponent!” 

Jayne popped her neck and her back. She stretched and cracked her knuckles, then stepped onto the platform. 

“Weighing in at three-hundred pounds, six feet and eight inches of solid muscle, the Thunder of Theron Techcropolis, ladies and gentlemen… Jack McSlammer!!!” 

The hologram projected a massive beast of a human being. The hologram technology was primitive, and glitching with age, but the artificial hunk before her was no less intimidating. 

Her digital opponent pounded his hand with his fist. “I hope you brought a spatula! Because when I’m done with you, you’ll need one to scrape yourself off the canvas!” 

Jayne laughed at the absurd line. She imagined all the kids who must have challenged Jack McSlammer over thirty years before. 

The projector located Jayne’s hands and projected boxing gloves onto her. The game projected a countdown between her and Jack McSlammer. Jayne took as much of the pressure off her foot as she could. Fortunately, this game would be all about her right hook and left undercut. She wasn’t done fighting her way out yet, might as well brush up on fisticuffs since her round-house kick was temporarily out of commission. 

A bell sounded. DING DING!

Jack swung first. Jayne raised her arm and blocked his punch. She countered right and got Jack in the jaw. 

Jack’s hologram glitched as her fist moved through the projection. It reanimated mid-punch toward Jayne. She deflected again and turned the block into a blow against Jack’s stomach. 

Jayne felt a small electric shock on her cheek as Jack swung a mean right hook through her head. 

Jayne yelped and raised her hand to her face. “What!? I wasn’t expecting that!” Jack the hologram took another swing that caught Jayne on the other side of her face, giving her another small jolt. 

“Alright, Jack McSlammer!” Jayne crouched low, into a fighting stance. The pain was starting to come back into her ankle. 

Jack McSlammer laughed a muted, digital laugh. “I am undefeated! Hope you have good health insurance!” 

Jayne glanced over Jack McSlammer’s shoulder. She stood out of her fighting stance. “What’s that?” She pointed beyond Jack. 

Jack turned. “What’s what?” The hologram looked across the forgotten arcade. “I don’t see anything.”

As he turned around, Jayne launched herself upwards into a roundhouse kick. She knew it was going to hurt on the way down, but she couldn’t help herself. It was basically her signature move. Her sprained, cut, throbbing leg whizzed through Jack McSlammer’s head. Technically an illegal boxing move, Jayne admitted to herself, but a system this old wasn’t going to notice. 

Jack McSlammer crashed onto the ground, but so did Jayne in actual, non-hologram, reality pain. The hologram summoned a referee out of nowhere. The ref counted out, “One… Two… Three!” The hologram made the motion to raise Jayne’s hand. “The Champion!”

The sounds of a cheering crowd and victory music. Jayne’s foot hurt worse than before. But the pain felt good now. 

The machine shut down. In the silence Jayne realized how exhausted she was. No matter what the risk, she had to get home. If anything, not returning was even more dangerous. 

Emboldened with the feeling of victory, Jayne collected herself and ventured once more into the streets of the lower levels, intent on working her way back up to the friends she missed. 

 

+++

 

Dead Man’s Row, L30, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

“In July of Federation Year 3106, The Cerulean Hill Mob occupied these three blocks 

of Market Street in a final defense during Theron Police’s indiscriminate raids

on suspected criminal syndicates, now known as the Thanhauser Busts. After 

one month of occupation, the residents on Market Street took defense into

their own hands and fought the Cerulean Hill Mob over a 13-day long war localized 

on this street alone. This Plaque commemorates the 37 men and women who died

defending their homes and families from the threat of organized crime. 

Theron Techcropolis Preservation Society, Historical Site of Interest #2101”

 

Everyone knew about the Market Street Mob War in the vague sense that some historical events permeate all aspects of culture. Jayne didn’t learn anything new from the plaque, which she strained to read in the dark, artificial night of a lower level. 

The plaque didn’t mention it, and never would, but the street earned the name Dead Man’s Row during the conflict. Market Street was a center for business and commerce – it was the reason the Cerulean Hill Mob chose the location – the city would never risk destroying one of its major economic centers. Plus, the Cerulean Hill Mob had the entire 30th Precinct on a generous payroll. This bit of complicated information was left off the plaque as well.  

But the residents, mostly working-class merchants who lived at the far end of Market Street, had their own code of the streets. A code of violent pride. 

Passing through became so dangerous that the section soon earned the name Dead Man’s Row. Even now, it was almost impossible to avoid the three-block battleground if you wished to do business on Market Street. 

Jayne would have felt more at home on this street then as opposed to now. 

She looked up at the towering apartment building rising into the next level. She read the massive banner hanging on its side. DEAD MAN CONDOS – SCENIC VIEWS OF HISTORIC DEAD MAN’S ROW – PRE-LEASING NOW.

Streets once stained with blood would soon be lined with kava bars, luxury hover cruisers, and boutiques with Galdarshian Pottery behind glass marked “ask for assistance.”

Until the elite of the upper levels completed monetizing the lower levels, Market Street L30 clung to that vague air of a potential threat. For Jayne, that felt like home.

Jayne’s ankle hurt more with each step. The splint was holding up, but she’d retied the pressure bandage a dozen times. Climbing through each level stretched and strained the deep wound in her thigh. It was a shame she didn't have a suture to better close the wound, but she would have to make do with what she had. She bled and left a dotted red trail in her wake. 

Better to keep walking. Better to deal with it, Jayne told herself. Standing still, desperately tying off a pressure bandage on the side of the street isn’t exactly low-profile. 

Better to keep walking. Better to deal with it. 

Jayne turned the pearl in her earring. She scrolled through every frequency Merry had ever used. All dead. She picked up a fuzzy radio station playing oldies. She picked up a late-night talk show musing on the paranormal. 

Jayne had heard somewhere that the quickest way to gain someone’s affection was to repeat their name often during conversation. Not always true. 

“Got a positive match on the blood sample from L27. Looks like Jayne Austin is moving up.”

The voice was nasally and erudite. Jayne guessed he was in forensics. Certainly not the voice of a street cop. 

But the reply was gruff and thick-necked. “Copy on that. Calling a one-eighteen on her then. We’ll expect her at maintenance routes between levels.”

“Sounds like a plan, and we’ll keep you updated on our end.”

There was that feeling of impending threat Jayne was looking for. Without the maintenance route, she was stuck. 

Jayne’s stomach howled. It echoed down the empty street. The last thing she ate was half a bottle of tequila. 

“Excuse me?”

Jayne pivoted to face the stranger with fists up and ready. She instinctively slid into her low and powerful fighting stance, putting all her weight on her bad foot. She lost her balance and fell. 

The stranger crouched to Jayne and offered his hand. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

Jayne shrugged off his offer of assistance. She helped herself up and came face to face with a broad, well-toned chest hidden behind a t-shirt. She looked up at the most handsome man she had ever seen. She immediately promised herself that she wouldn’t tell Cameron about this guy.

The handsome stranger stepped back and took all of Jayne in. He wasn’t put off by her bruised and bloody body. “Weren’t you in the Black Hole earlier?”

Jayne squinted with one eye as if to focus better on this guy. “Who’s asking?”

The stranger held up two fingers. “Two sunrise surprises?”

The dirt, grime and blood caked on Jayne’s face moved out of the way to make room for her huge grin. 

 

+++

 

Tom slowed the lift with the touch panel strapped to the iron railing. He manually lined up the grated platform with the concrete floor of his warehouse studio. 

The lift came to a stop, and the metal gate swung open. “Welcome to the lighthouse!”

Jayne limped out of the lift into the high-ceiling room. It ran the entire length of the otherwise unoccupied building. In the morning, the wide windows would allow the artificial lower level sunlight to pour in. Jayne hoped she would get to experience that. 

Jayne turned to Tom, who hung up his jacket and keys on a nail in the wall. He undid his boots and slid into slippers. “It’s always a work in progress, so I’m sorry it’s a little messy.”

Messy was an understatement. The bed in the far corner was a telltale sign that someone lived in this junkyard. 

Jayne scanned the dozen tables scattered throughout the dark studio. All of them were covered with cannisters, tubes of glass, acetylene torches, and basically every power tool she could think of. She started to worry this guy might be a sadistic sociopath. A sadistic sociopath who made a damn good cocktail, that is. 

But Jayne started to suspect Tom was actually one of the many artists flocking to the lower levels for the cheaper cost of living. While the lowest of levels, anything below L10 and most of the teens remained entirely uninhabitable due to the settling smog, an enterprising bunch of artists and ingenious homeless had begun improving sections of levels on the low twenties. They had engineered makeshift filters and diverting air vents. 

They were helping themselves, for now, but their work was only laying the foundations for big businesses looking to corner that hip lower-level demographic. 

For now, however, Tom lived cheaply. 

Jayne returned to her first assumption of Tom as a psychopath, and made a joke at his expense. She wasn’t ready to get too comfortable with him. Not yet, anyway. “Before you start performing your sick experiments on me, do you have a place I can sit down?”

Tom slapped a palm on his forehead. For being such a hunk, he was acting like a dork. “Of course! I’m so sorry. I don’t have company over a lot, and I… Need to find a chair. Hang on!”

Tom disappeared into a dark pile of junk at the opposite end of the studio. “I think I found one last week at the dump. It’s… not fancy or anything, but it’s…” He pulled out the bumper to a hover cab and tossed it aside with a clang that echoed deafeningly against the high ceiling. 

“Could I just go lay down on the bed?” Jayne was rarely so forward, but her ankle wasn’t usually in this much pain. 

With the cacophony of metal collapsing onto itself, Tom succeeded in forcing free a metal folding chair. “Ta-dah!”

Jayne nodded. “Why couldn’t I have been taken refuge by an interior designer?”

Tom laughed as he unfolded the chair and set it down for Jayne. “I know, I know. I’m not organized. I’m working on it, but I keep getting new stuff.”

Jayne sat down. “From the dump?” The folding chair felt like a throne. She had never felt relief as great as taking weight off her ankle.  

The playful criticism flew right over Tom’s head. “Yes. It’s why I live in the lower levels – great junkyards. And it’s cheap. Well, free. Please don’t tell anyone I live here. This building is technically condemned.”

Jayne nodded. “Don’t worry. I’m good at keeping secrets.” She lifted her leg and rested her foot on the nearest work bench. 

Tom opened a cabinet hanging on the wall and grabbed a first aid kit. He walked over to a rusty sink and filled a glass with water. “Here, let’s get some light in here.”

He took out a tablet and swiped upward. In an instant, the studio was bathed in the soft glow of neon. Blues and pinks, reds and purples. The ceiling was covered in neon tubes that twisted and curled in intricate patterns. “I mainly make neon lights. Like as a side gig with bartending. It’s a dying art you know?”

Jayne looked across the ceiling, following the maze of gas-filled tubes. “The Lighthouse?”

“Exactly! I came up with that myself. Because of all the lights.”

Jayne humored him, charmed by his clueless enthusiasm. I could get into dumb guys, she thought. “Brilliant name, Tom.”

“Alright, I’m going to help you. But you have to tell me… what the hell happened to you?”

Tom seemed a little aloof, but Jayne figured if he’s been living off the grid this long, avoiding detection, he must be trustworthy. “Deal.”

Tom cut through the splint. “Okay, now take that boot off.” 

Jayne did her best to speak between deep breaths as she loosened the straps on her ankle-high boots. “First things first: I’m a for-hire spy.”

Tom bobbed his head back and forth, mulling it over. “Okay.”

She groaned her story through gritted teeth. “I was on an assignment. Tailing a man in black… Agh!”  The curve around the heel was the worst. “It was a set up. He had information. About me. Information that can really screw me over…” The boot tugged on the sore tendons and torn muscle. “Aagh, fuck this!”

Tom frowned at Jayne with a pure and empathetic gaze. “That really hurts, huh?”

Jayne glared up at Tom. “No, it’s fine.” Then she yanked the boot off. It felt like a grenade exploded inside her foot. The pain knocked the wind out of her. She could only manage short, sharp breaths. 

Tom immediately stuck a needle into her lower calf. 

Jayne’s pain skyrocketed. “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU—"

Tom pushed the plunger down to the end of the syringe and removed it from Jayne’s leg. “My hobby isn’t exactly safe. I get hurt a lot, so helps to keep a wide variety of anesthetics around. Go on…”

Jayne felt the pain die. It’s what she had been waiting for all night. “My man in black framed me for murder. Cops are after me. I spent two hours in motel laundry. I learned all about junkcore music. I fought a hologram. And now…” She looked around the warehouse. “Now I’m being held hostage by a mad scientist."

Tom shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m not a scientist. And I actually rarely get angry.” Tom handed her two capsules and the glass of water. “Take these for the swelling.”

It was a medicinal-grade anti-inflammatory. Probably illegal. Within seconds of swallowing the pills, the blood left her ankle. The ankle almost went down to its normal size. 

Tom fixed a proper splint around Jayne’s ankle and wrapped it tight and secure. “So, you’re a criminal?”

“No! That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I was framed.” She remembered her intrusive thought, the old men playing chess. “I think… I’m a pawn in someone’s game.”

Tom gave Jayne a cheeky smile. “I’ve been in relationships like that before.” 

For the first time Jayne laughed at him intentionally. 

He brushed some bio-sealant on her cut and covered it with hardening gel. “The pain’s going to come back in a couple hours, but you won’t get an infection and that ankle has a much better chance now. Oh! I have some cake.”

Jayne could not keep up with this guy. The hottest bartender she’s ever met is a total spaz. He ran over to his refrigerator and took out a slice of chocolate cake wrapped in a napkin. “This is the best cake I ever had. I stole it from work.” He gave Jayne a grave look. “Please don’t tell anyone I stole a cake from work.” 

“At the risk of incriminating myself by association, your cake is safe with me.” 

Tom sighed in genuine relief. “Oh, man. Thanks. Here!” He handed her the cake. “I don’t have a plate or anything. Or any silverware. I’m sorry. But it’s really good!” 

Jayne bit it into it. Holy shit, she thought. This was the best cake she ever had. Although she was so hungry she’d eat anything. She’d eat rancid meat and be thankful. But the cake was moist and rich. She moaned in pleasure. “Thank you.” 

“Well, hardly anyone makes it out to this part of L30. So you’re safe here for the night. We can figure out what we’re going to do with you in the morning. Uh…” He glanced around the studio. “You can take the bed. I’ll uh… I can just crash in that folding chair.”

Maybe it was the meds, but Jayne was feeling very friendly. She stood up, close to Tom. “That’s okay. I don’t mind sharing.” She thought maybe Tom wouldn’t get the hint. She took his hand, and led him through the neon night to the bed.

 

+++

 

The studio looked less romantic in the morning. It looked like an even messier mess. Tom gave her the bottle of anti-inflammatories. She took two and watched the swelling go down. 

Tom paced up and down the studio. “I didn’t sleep at all last night.”

Jayne pulled her shirt on. “Me neither.”

Tom paced back toward Jayne. “But I think I have an idea.” 

Jayne pulled her boot on and laced it as tightly as possible. “Spill it.”

Tom held both his hands out as if he was presenting a great work of art. “I’m going to call the cops on you.”

 

+++

 

Two hours later, hover cruisers swarmed Tom’s abandoned building. Police from precincts ten rows in each direction shut down the entire block. 

Inside the building, a riot team moved up the narrow stairwell to the top floor. Commissioner Cromwell himself had given authorization to shoot on sight. Officer Ariel Briggs, leading the riot squad, called down to Chief Bjornstrom waiting outside. “We’ve secured the stairwell. We’re positioned to move in.”

Down on the street, Chief Bjornstrom paced behind the perimeter secured around the building. She turned to Cameron. “I’m going to be a little unprofessional, Cameron, and level a personal criticism against you.”

Cameron nodded, trying to hide what a nervous wreck he was on the inside. “Oh, really? And what’s that chief?”

“You’ve got bad taste in women.”

Cameron smiled. “Well, we’ve always worked well together. What does that say about you?”

She dropped her cigarette and stamped it out. An old habit made new again. “If anything, it proves my point.” Chief Bjornstrom did her best to remain sympathetic to Cameron’s past relationship with Jayne. She knew a situation like this was eating him up inside, but she personally requested he accompany them on this raid. He was their ‘Jayne consultant.’

Cameron shifted a 50 nano-credit coin back and forth between each finger. It was a nervous habit. He had secretly been rooting for Jayne the whole time. Their involvement together had become the talk of the entire force, and Chief Bjornstrom didn’t want his presence to be perceived by the others as some form of punishment. Although, she would have been lying to herself if she said Cameron might make good bait to encourage Jayne’s surrender. 

Chief Bjornstrom smiled at Cameron. “Too bad things never worked out between you two.”

Cameron stopped the coin between his index and middle finger and slid it into his pocket. He shrugged. “What can I say? My mom always told me I had bad taste in women, too.”

The Chief’s comm buzzed to life. “We’ve secured the stairwell. We’re positioned to move in.”

The Chief held the comm up. She was thinking about retirement. Someday. Hopefully. If she lived that long. “Authorized.”

Officer Briggs kicked the door open. Boots pounded up the stairwell. 

The riot squad filled the studio. They kicked over work benches and rifled through piles of junk. 

One of the grunts lowered his weapon. “Room secured!” 

Jayne was gone. Desperate for anything, any clue, Officer Briggs spotted a note hanging on a support beam. She ran over to it, her riot gear suddenly weighing heavily on her. She tore the note off. 

Flip Me

Beneath the note was an ordinary, low-tech light switch. In any other situation, Officer Briggs would have ordered immediate evacuation. They would have sent in a bomb-bot. But she felt like she already knew the twist of the trick Jayne had pulled. 

She flipped the switch. 

Buzzing neon lights shone down onto the riot squad. Hanging on the far wall, in beautiful pink and blue incandescent cursive, was a message: “Jayne’s Not Home Right Now”.

 

+++

 

The massive crowd of police looked even more ridiculous fourteen stories up and three blocks away. Their ineffectual appearance comforted Jayne. 

Tom checked his watch. “If you move fast, you can probably make it up several levels without being bothered.”

Jayne climbed onto the first rung of the ladder connecting this support building to the next level. She leaned back and faced Tom. “What about you? Your home?”

Tom shrugged. “It needed to be cleaned out anyway. And now the cops will do that for me.” 

Jayne hopped off the ladder and grabbed Tom’s face. She pulled him and locked her lips with his. It took Tom a little longer than it should have to figure out what was going on, but when he did he made up for the lost time. 

Finally she broke away. She looked at Tom and bit her lip. 

Tom’s cheeks turned bright red. “Now go!”

Jayne hopped onto the ladder and ascended to the next level.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Fred’s nose twitched, hound-like. “Pizza.”

Merry looked up from the porn on her tablet. She’d been trying to relax ever since they lost Jayne. Usually Merry could rely on a quick trip down the pornographic rabbit hole to put her in a better mood, but even the most depraved and ridiculous pornographic excesses weren’t cheering her up. 

She shut off her tablet. “What?”

Fred’s nose sniffed the air. “Pizza. It’s close.”

Vlad stepped out of the bathroom drying off his hands. “No, I’m afraid you’re just smelling the remains of my breakfast. I had leftovers. I tried to cut the smell with a…” he held up a joint. 

Fred dismissed Vlad with a wave of his hand. “No, trust me, I know my smells.”

Merry shook her head. “Fred, there is no pizza here.”

Fred nodded. “No, I definitely smell pizza. Smells like… three, maybe four. Extra-large.” His nostrils flared out. “Two double-meat, one veggie powerhouse, and one…pineapple and… green peppers?” He took a deep inhalation through his nose. He smiled. “Oooh, cheese-stuffed crust and four marinara dipping cups, too. Based on the seasoning…” he wafted the scent toward him with his hand. “Foxy’s Pizzeria. Definitely.” He smiled, content with himself. 

Merry examined Fred for any sign of brain failure. “Buddy, are you having a stroke? Because… Holy shit, I smell pizza, too!”

Cameron swung the door open with an armful of pizza and beer. “Honey, I’m home!” 

Vlad held out his arms. “Papa! You’re back after all these years! Did you ever get those cigarettes you stepped out for?”

Merry sneered at Vlad. “You would have daddy problems.”

“Says the girl who looks at porn therapeutically.” Vlad accidentally placed the joint in his mouth backwards. “Ouch! Damn, damn. I burned my tongue.” 

Cameron shut the door with his foot and set the pizza down on the desk where Jayne would ordinarily be sitting. “Vlad, you’re supposed to burn your mouth on the pizza.” 

Vlad held his tongue out for Merry to look at. “Duth thith look ath bad ath it feelth?” 

Merry turned away from Vlad’s joint breath. “Anything that keeps you from talking is an improvement.”

Fred was already up and going through the pizza. “Pineapple and onion! Oh well, I was close.” He grabbed two slices and folded them together. 

Cameron opened the twelve pack and distributed the beers like a boozed-up Santa Claus. “Take two, Merry! We’re celebrating!” 

Vlad cracked his beer open. “What are we toasting to?”

Cameron paused and let the tension build in silence. He opened his beer and raised the fizzing can skyward. “To Jayne! May she continue to outsmart the cops!”

Vlad and Merry clacked cans with Cameron and Fred toasted with his pizza. 

Merry took a swig and belched. “Wait a minute, Cameron. Aren’t you technically the cops?”

“Yeah, but… I mean, aren’t I like a cool cop?” 

Merry gave Cameron her most condescending look. “You wear pleated pants.”

Cameron slumped. “I’d be happy to take my beer and go celebrate alone.” 

Fred reached for another slice. “That’s fine, just leave the pizza.” 

Vlad offered Cameron the joint. “So, you’re saying Jayne is okay?”

Cameron’s good mood inclined him to break one of his cardinal rules by accepting the joint and giving it a long toke. “Well, I don’t know. But the cops haven’t caught her yet. So more than likely, she’s fine. As long as we don’t have her in custody, I’ll be optimistic.” He handed the joint back to Vlad. Cameron had smoked it down to the end. Vlad shrugged and ate it. 

Cameron chugged the rest of his beer. He crushed the can and grabbed another. “Oh, man. I really wish you guys had been there. It was beautiful. It was just classic Jayne.” He leaned on the desk and floated away into his own thoughts. 

Merry waited. “Uh… Care to elaborate?” 

Cameron smiled. He looked at Merry blankly. “About what?” It had been a long time since Cameron got high, but the thought came back to him eventually. “Oh! Jayne. Oh man. We got a tip on Tuesday morning. Some guy told us he found Jayne hiding out in this old department store on the lower levels. He gave us an accurate description and everything. Chief of Police freaks out, every precinct in the lower levels showed up and surrounded this building. I mean it looked like a cop convention. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Vlad lit another joint. Cameron reached out for it, but Vlad shook his head. “No, you’ve had enough.” 

Cameron nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. Anyway, Bjornstrom sends up a riot detail, okay? Way overkill. But the riot detail enters the building, works their way all the way to the top… And there she was… Dead. She had taken her own life.” 

Merry jumped, her skin went even paler than usual. “WHAT!?”

“No, I’m kidding!” Cameron laughed. “It’s a joke, yeesh. Sorry… I’m stoned. What was I talking about?” 

Fred chowed down on a triple-stack of each type of pizza. “I like you more this way, Cameron.” 

Cameron bowed. “Thank you, Fred.” 

Merry banged on the desk. “Cameron! I am about ready to wad this entire pie into a ball and shove it up your ass until you choke on it. News. On. Jayne!”

Cameron wet his whistle with another sip from his beer. “So, the riot leader finds a note over a switch, says “Turn Me On” or something. So, she flips the switch. All of a sudden, this giant neon sign hanging on the wall flashes on with a message. It said, ‘Jayne’s Not Home Right Now.’” Cameron doubled over in a delirious cackle. 

Merry finally felt the relief she’d been seeking for the last five days in pornography. She laughed. Cameron’s boyish glee was infectious. It was vague news, but better than nothing. And it was pure Jayne. 

“Where’d she get the neon sign?”

Cameron shrugged. “This guy, Tom. He’s a bartender or something. Makes neon signs as a hobby. Now, according to the police report Jayne forced him to make the sign under the threat of death, so the guy’s scot-free. We’ll probably even provide some victim counseling. That’s the official report. Obviously, all bullshit. I’m sure Jayne just made yet another ally.” He looked down at the pizza. “Have I eaten pizza yet?”

Merry shoved a box in Cameron’s direction. “Nope! But I imagine that performance worked up an appetite.” 

Cameron bit into some pizza and slumped against the wall. Vlad sat down in the chair next to Fred, and Merry kept her spot sprawled on the couch. They had naturally formed a circle around the room, but there was a gap at the desk where Jayne was supposed to be. 

The intoxicating joy for Jayne’s victory against the police morphed into a stark dread that everything could still end in disaster. 

Fred finished his eighth or ninth slice of pizza and walked over for another one. He grabbed a slice of double-meat and placed it on a napkin on Jayne’s desk. He cracked open a beer and placed it by the pizza. 

Somber reflection should have been appropriate, but no one was in the mood. Merry took the beer. “I need this more than her.” 

Vlad took the pizza. “Yeah, and I’ve got pretty bad munchies.” Vlad’s bite took more cheese off than crust and grease dripped into his patchy beard. He chewed, pulling the dangling cheese into his mouth. It was an appropriate preamble to his grotesque question. “What if she’s guilty?”

Merry crushed the beer against her knee. “Jayne would never do that!” She tossed the can and missed the waste basket by a mile. “We’ve all worked with Jayne. She’d never lie to us.” 

Vlad picked a crumb out of his teeth. “What about a lie by omission?” 

Merry hated Vlad’s penchant for playing devil’s advocate. He could find the worst in the good and the best in the worst. He loved defending his contrarian stance. It was a mind game. But Vlad wasn’t entertaining a notion or proposing a theory. Vlad was asking a question. The question didn’t piss off Merry, but now that it had been said, now that Vlad opened Pandora’s Box and released the curse of doubt and paranoia, Merry was forced to face her own growing ambivalence she’d been feeling toward Jayne. 

Cameron’s buzz officially died. “I’d be lying if I said I haven’t looked at this from all angles.”

A headache crept up Merry’s spine and made itself at home behind her eyes. “I know. I know.” She massaged her temples. “I know.”

Vlad sat at Jayne’s desk, an act of sacrilege. “We all know Jayne hasn’t been herself since Burrett.” 

Merry looked to Fred, desperate to hear him defend Jayne, but he let her down. “I’m sorry, Merry, but… we need to consider this.” 

Cameron hoisted his belt up. It was a nervous tic Merry had jokingly referred to as “going into cop mode.” It was a sign that Cameron meant business. “Okay, right now we’re feeling doubt. Doubt doesn’t solve a case. It never has. What do we know? We know that Jayne hasn’t been the same since Burrett. What else?”

Merry leaned forward enlivened by some action. “We know she didn’t want to take on this case.” 

Cameron pointed at her. “That’s a point in her favor. What else do we have?”

Vlad licked the seasoning off his fingertips, popping them free from his lips for emphasis. “Our client was a ghost.”

Merry opened her tablet and turned on projection. She typed out the case file they had begun putting together, each bullet point hovering 3D above the projector. “The man in black didn’t want Jayne dead.”

Cameron’s head tilted like a puzzled German Shepard. “How do you know that?” 

Merry typed as she spoke. “We hacked the entire surveillance system in the Black Hole. We had eyes on everything, including the roof. Just a minute…” Merry minimized the memo program and opened up a video file, a record of Jayne coming face to face with the man in black on the roof. “Wait for it… Wait…” They watched Jayne step out onto the roof and pull a gun on the man in black. “Watch the man in black.” 

The sleuths watched the man in black pull a gun from his coat. Merry excitedly narrated the scene. “Despite the fact that Jayne is wide open, he turns and shoots the young gangster.”

Merry played the video again in slow motion. “If the man in black wanted to kill Jayne, he would have. But he shot some random schmo.” 

Fred gasped. “Please, Merry. Show some respect for the dead.” 

“Yeah, yeah. Rest in pieces, whatever. The man in black didn’t want Jayne dead. He wanted her framed.”

Cameron walked around the projection. “Interesting. But—"

“It’s not enough.” Vlad joined Cameron for a closer look at the video.

Cameron grunted in frustration. “He’s right. Maybe Jayne… What if Jayne knew about the hand-off?”

“So? That doesn’t make her guilty. Especially if the information was, in fact, illegally acquired. She’d be doing her job.” 

Cameron’s eyes lowered in thought. He held up one finger as the knot of this mystery remained tight. It would not give as he tried to pick apart the threads with his fingernails. 

Vlad threw some more chips on the table. “Jayne didn’t abort. We told her the client was a ghost, and she didn’t abort.”

In this moment, Merry hated Vlad more than anyone else in the entire damn universe. “It was too late.”

Cameron shook his head. “There’s something we’re not seeing here…”

“Exactly!” Merry threw her hands out. “Because there’s nothing to see! I don’t know why you two are so intent on proving Jayne is guilty.” 

Cameron threw his beer can across the room. “I’m doing my damn job, okay?”

That shut the room up. Even Vlad kept his mouth closed. His high was wearing off and he craved another joint, but his guy was out of town. Bad time for him to go on vacation. Vlad reminded himself to buy extra next time that was going to happen. Hell of a time to run out of pot.

“You guys are thinking about this too much.”

No one noticed Fred had finally swallowed all the pizza in his mouth. Until he spoke, his presence in the room was forgotten.

Cameron’s voice choked. “But how, Fred?”

Fred wiped his greasy face clean with his sleeve. “The briefcase had information about Jayne, right? It doesn’t matter that the man in black didn’t shoot her, or shot the other guy, or whatever. If she is trying to interrupt the exchange of information that was illegally acquired, and failed to turn over that information as soon as she acquired it, then she’s guilty. Of at least one crime, just according to the word of law alone. For my money, Jayne didn’t know the briefcase was full of information on her. But once she discovered it was, she had a reason to flee the cops. Now she’s guilty, and with a concrete motive.” 

There was a shared mumbling of, “fucks” and “damns” in the room. 

Merry looked down so the others wouldn’t see her blink away tears. “What the hell, Fred?” 

Fred shrugged. Though heartbroken, his voice was uncharacteristically cold. “You guys were thinking of Jayne the friend. You need to think of Jayne as just… Jayne. Alone. Without anyone else.”

Merry turned to her tablet once more. After nearly a week of wallowing in uncertain aimlessness, she had something to do. “Vlad, what was the name of our ghost client?”

Vlad shot back immediately. “Yorgos Costas.”

Merry smiled. “We were such a wreck in that moment I forgot to cross check Yorgos Costas with digital tracer codes.”

Cameron nodded  to show he understood, but no one bought it. “Yeah, I don’t understand.”

Merry was typing too fast to talk, so Vlad did what he did best and spoke for her. “Traditionally, when you discover a client is a ghost, you drop the case. You drop it and you don’t look back, and you don’t complete the case. It’s a precaution. But we learned this a little late, and just forgot to… dig a little deeper.”

Merry held up her finger and gave Vlad the universal symbol for “shut up.” She typed a little more. “Holy shit. I got an 89% match with almost three-hundred digital tracers… all used by the same man.” 

Fred, Vlad and Cameron all leaned in. Merry presented her tablet to them. They felt the weight of pizza and beer as their stomachs dropped. Sneering back at them was an old mugshot of a sickly, evil young man: James Burrett.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

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

 

Dean Geiger downed the third flute of the seven-hundred year old Champagne he popped open that morning. He had been saving it for a special occasion. Thousands of Earth-years ago, in anticipation of earth’s total destruction by environmental apocalypse, the International Council of Sommeliers combined efforts with private space exploration ventures to remove a two-hundred square mile stretch of the countryside from the Province of Champagne, France. The land was terraformed into a massive space barge and placed into close orbit with the earliest human cosmicolonies. 

For several millennia, the massive, climate-controlled space barge continued to cultivate the grapes necessary for true Champagne. However, true Champagne died forever when an asteroid collided with the massive, preserved countryside, sending billions of grapes and a few dozen viticulturalists hurtling into the void of space. The price of Champagne rose three-thousand percent, and had continued climbing ever since as the remaining supply dwindled further and further. 

Geiger grabbed the bottle and the dregs of a dying liquid trickled out into his flute. He smacked the bottom like it was a bottle of ketchup. When no more dripped out, he tossed the bottle into his wastebasket across the room. 

He smashed his fat finger down on the panel in his desk to summon his secretary. “Noora!” 

A hologram of Noora appeared six-inches tall on Geiger’s desk. “Yes, sir?” 

Geiger waved the nearly empty flute of champagne in front of her tiny avatar. “Get me another bottle of bubbles, please.” 

“I’m sorry, sir, but that was the last one.” 

Geiger frowned. “Well, go get me some tequila. Thank you!” 

He swiped the tablet and Noora’s hologram disappeared. He smiled blankly before him. “La la la!” He sang out loud, to no one. He knew he would soon be in the spotlight night and day. He’d constantly be under the scrutiny of the press and the judgment of the public. So, why not get the sillies out now? 

Geiger fought back hiccups as he spoke out loud. “Rex!”

Geiger’s tablet flashed the Crystal Guard Dog logo for The Espionage Academy Data Security Branch. Geiger nicknamed the entire operation Rex, and programmed the system to respond to his voice when he called. 

“Rex, find me the list of everyone that Federation—hiccup—Prime Minister Osmer has slept with.” 

In mere seconds, Rex presented Geiger with a list of twenty-seven individuals who Prime Minister Osmer had slept with based on everything from public knowledge to medical records to personal comm messages. 

Geiger gleefully scrolled through the list, highlighting those who might prove to be useful. Prime Minister Osmer’s reelection was coming up, after all, and nothing is worse than a dull political season. Give the people what they want. The maxim served Geiger well in implementing his control of security, so why change the tune now? 

“Thank you, Rex! Now, could you please pull up any information that pertains to the last meeting I had with Jayne Austin?” 

Code danced up the height of the tablet, eventually crystalizing into a transcript of their argument. In the interest of ethics and transparency, it was common practice to record all meetings between Academy officials and students. “Thank you, Rex. Delete.” 

The transcript disappeared, gone forever into the digital ether. No one could ever prove the meeting happened at all.

Geiger spun around in his chair, arms up in the air. “Yippeeeee!” Geiger hopped out of the spinning chair and danced a little victory jig. The aged richness of the Champagne sloshed around his stomach and made him nauseous. Geiger stopped, considering what a horrible waste it would be to throw up irreplaceable booze. He planted his ass back into his chair and waited for the room to spin back into place. 

Once the room stopped, his thoughts could start again. He drummed his fingers on the desk. “Rex! Pull up everything we have on Jayne Austin.” 

The system took several seconds to process the request, far longer than any of its other tasks. The file on Jayne was massive. Once completed, Geiger scrolled through the categorized information, checking for any information that might prove compromising to him. Once satisfied, he leaned back in his chair and shrugged. “Uh, make all this public. All of it.”

The tablet flashed green. Geiger laughed with the knowledge that no aspect of Jayne’s life and career was a secret. Her career as a spy was over. Every detail anyone would ever want to know about Jayne could be summoned with nothing more than a few taps on a comm device. 

There was one detail about Jayne, however, that must never go public. That must never, ever, be seen. “One more thing, Rex. Could you pull up the rooftop security footage for the Black Hole Night Club? Seven nights ago, I believe around midnight?” Rex pulled up the footage of Jayne running onto the rooftop of Black Hole. He watched as the man in black pulled his gun and shot the young gangster. Geiger could see Jayne jolt with sudden surprise. He could watch the fear move like a shock through her body. 

It made him happy. 

Too bad he had to destroy the footage. “Rex, delete this footage. Delete the last five minutes and the next five minutes.” 

And just like that, Jayne was the one who shot the young gangster. 

Geiger rubbed his palms together and hunched forward over the tablet. He whispered for fun. “Ohhh, Rex?” The system popped up the Crystal Guard Dog logo in ready anticipation. “Rexxy poo, could you pull up the information regarding all the requests I just made?” As a major security measure, every action made by the system was recorded. Dean Geiger had made sure he was the only one who could access and manipulate all files, including bypassing this inconvenient little feature. “Thank you, Rex. Please delete record of those requests, including this request I am giving you now.” 

The data disappeared. 

Geiger understood he held supreme power in the palm of his hands. Rex allowed him to be an alchemist of facts. He could rewrite history. Hell, he could undo history entirely. He had the power to change anyone’s life story, and they could never prove otherwise. The record is truth. Why not believe the database? Why would the database lie? A lie is only a lie when there’s proof to the contrary. And Geiger could destroy proof, or create it, whenever he pleased. 

Noora would return with the bottle of tequila soon. Geiger decided he’d drink himself into a giddy stupor, play around with his total control of the database a little more, then hit the hay. Tomorrow he ‘officially’ launched this new wing of the Academy, and he wanted to sleep off the hangover before he continued to work his way into the permanent spotlight. 

 

+++

 

Briefing Room 2B, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

The crowd of reporters burst into the chatter of a veritable inquisition as Dean Geiger stepped onto the stage. 

Geiger approached the podium, ducking around the fly-like camera drones broadcasting 2D and hologram live feeds to the entire Federation. Geiger straightened his shoulders and waited for the press to settle down. 

Once they had heeded his wishes, he began. “As you know, we at the Espionage Academy recently announced our new Security Data and Research Wing. The goal of this wing is to provide a reliable, and totally secure, database of information gathered through the brave and spearheading efforts on behalf of this hallowed institution.” His eyes scanned the room. These schmucks were eating it up. “Recently, news broke that an Academy drop-out and dangerous rogue Jayne Austin gained top secret information regarding her less than respectable past. And, perhaps worst of all, her breach culminated into the murder of an innocent civilian,” not technically true, but the data no longer said otherwise, “and the injuries and wasted resources incurred by our brave boys in blue.” 

Several reporters raised their hands. Geiger was quick to cut them off by jumping to his most prescient point. “Following this breach, the Commissioner of Police for Theron Techcropolis, Abraham Cromwell, and representatives of Security Initiatives for the Federation, approached me about combining our efforts.” This, too, was untrue. Geiger approached them all, gaslighted and manipulated them until they bent to his will. But if you were to consult the data, Geiger was summoned by these organizations. Not the other way around. “The result is an all-encompassing information database, with a three-fold interest in maintaining security. The results of these efforts will, we project, show themselves immediately. And I believe what is most important—”

“Are there measures in place to prevent an abuse of power in regards to this information?”

Geiger nodded, quick to shut down the reporter’s question so he could continue. “Yes, there is a complex system of checks and balances between the Academy, Police Force, and the Federation. And this cooperation is about to be highlighted! Our combined efforts will use this information to find Jayne Austin, and put an end to her reign of terror.” 

A young woman stood up in the back. “Is labeling Jayne Austin as a terrorist the official classification of the Federation?” 

Geiger spun it. “I think Austin’s actions speak for themselves.”

Questions erupted into a media volcano. The drones circled Geiger as he braved the onslaught. A tenured reporter popped his hand up. “Despite some of the information recently leaked, there is some speculation that Jayne Austin was, in fact, responsible for the capture of Burrett. Doesn’t that challenge this idea that she’s a terrorist?”

Geiger smiled. “First, no one likes competition. Second, if you have referred to the information we released, it reveals Jayne Austin is, in fact, responsible for James Burrett’s escape from his imprisonment in the first place. In seeking an alliance, she created a competitor. And that became her objective in stopping him.”

More questions, and this time none were decipherable over the clamor for Geiger’s attention. He waved his hands downward, attempting whatever he could to shut the reporters up. “In the interest of total transparency regarding the hunt for Jayne Austin, we have made her entire record public. We feel she must be understood so that our pursuit of her can be understood. If you don’t believe us, go and do the research for yourselves. Thank you.” 

Geiger stepped down from the podium. The camera drones followed behind him. Two Academy security guards followed Geiger as he left the briefing room. 

A spokesperson took his place behind the podium to wave down the mob of reporters lobbing questions in the Dean’s direction. “There will be no more questions at this time. Thank you.”

 

+++

 

Geiger slid into the backseat of his private limo that had been hovering outside for him on the Academy’s dime. He didn’t speak to the automated navigation system. His destination had already been programmed: his private getaway on the beach-asteroid Takora-3. He would take a break from the smog of the Techcropolis, and from the news cycle as it ran its course. He would wait as the public’s hatred and distrust for Jayne festered. 

As the limo rose higher and higher, the Academy Campus shrinking from view behind him, Geiger took out his comm. He spoke into it a voice memo for Noora. “Miss Barcellos, please organize a second press conference to take place in two weeks. Don’t announce it. I’ll let you know when to make it public.” The limo leveled out as it left Avalon’s artificial gravity. “And tell our press agent to get some real high-profile reporters. The yahoos in there today were boring me.” He shut down the comm and settled in comfortably. He turned on the seat warmers.  

Geiger had his work cut out for him. With more information under his total control, the more information he had to manipulate or, occasionally, destroy. He would have to create new information to cover up truths, or lies, he didn’t want to get out. 

He would have to do all of it himself. Maybe he’d eventually find an ally. Maybe they would form a bond of trust so great he could trust them. Besides, if they betrayed him he could simply rewrite the truth. 

The daunting demands of the job didn’t bother Geiger. He had always thought of manipulation as more of a hobby than work. Geiger was bothered, however, by the time he would have to commit to it. And that would all be time better spent at his getaway on Takora-3. 

This week, he promised himself, the comm goes off. The tablet doesn’t come into the condo with me and certainly not on the beach. I’m off the grid. Just me and my mind. And plenty of margaritas served to me by my maids.

Geiger hadn’t gone fishing since his twenties. He wondered if he still had the knack for it. He wondered if he could still perfectly pierce a Takora weevil with an invisible alloy hook. Could he still cast out far enough? Did he still have the steady hands with which he could detect the slightest tug? Did he still have the patience to sit on a boat all day, just waiting for that one legendary catch? 

Could he still go after and get whatever he wanted? 

Geiger laughed alone. Of course, he fucking could.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

Cheap Charlie’s Wholesale Warehouse, L43, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne checked over her shoulder for the bright blue service bots that Cheap Charlie’s replaced all of their employees with several years prior. The last thing she needed was a photo of her shoplifting at a Cheap Charlie’s. 

Fortunately, an elderly woman in a hov-o-round had been pestering the nearest service bot about different kinds of plungers for the last ten minutes. 

Jayne grabbed an electric razor set and tossed it into her basket, along with a new pair of pants, sweatshirts, and the rest of her new look. Not exactly her style, but she was about to give herself a total makeover.

 

+++

 

Jayne locked the bathroom door behind her. She took off her jacket, stiff with the grime of living on the streets, and threw it in the trash. Next followed her torn shirt, then her boots which she carefully pulled off her healing foot.

She arduously peeled her pants down and off her legs, careful not to ruin the splint Tom had made her. 

Tom’s first-aid skills had proved surprisingly effective. The wound on her leg had begun to scab over. It’d be months before her ankle returned to normal, however. The pain was half as bad as it had been, and she couldn’t help but limp when she walked, but she was confident she could run, climb, and jump if it became necessary. And it probably would. 

Jayne yanked the last pants leg from her foot, finally, and threw them in the trash. “Damn, I loved those pants.” 

She tore off several feet of paper towels and stuffed them down to the bottom covering her clothes. 

She looked at herself in the mirror. Tom didn’t have one, so this was the first time she had seen herself in almost a week. She looked tired. Bruised and beaten. Dirty. Dried blood in spots she didn’t realize she had been cut and scraped. 

She filled her hands with water from the faucet and splashed it on her face. She wet her hair. 

 She took out the razor kit and tore the plastic open with her teeth. She had been careful to select the pack with the glowing sticker: “ionically pre-charged”.

She switched the razor on Turbo Mode. “Goodbye, hair. Hopefully we’ll meet again in about six months.” She made the first move before she had a chance to think about it too much. Now was not the time for introspection. She placed the razor at her hairline and pushed it along her head, all the way to the back. Her hair fell down on the tile floor. 

She shaved her hair off in rows, front to back. She briefly considered giving herself a junkhead mohawk, but immediately decided against it. In just five minutes, she had given herself a buzzcut. She didn’t look bad. In fact, she admired herself in the mirror. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll keep it.” She shook her head back and forth, unused to the total lack of weight. “Definitely more practical.” 

She turned the razor off and threw it in the trash. 

Jayne’s favorite part about her dress-up party in the bathroom was new socks. They felt clean and soft. And even better as she slid them into her sneakers. The sweatshirt was not only a little big, but Jayne hadn’t noticed it said “World’s Best Grandpa” on the front. It was too late, and too great a risk, to go pick out another one. “Guess I’m a grandpa now.” Jayne threw away the tags and packaging, packed more paper towels on top, and, finally, put on a ballcap and sunglasses. 

She looked like a celebrity trying to avoid attention at a kava shop. The hat and glasses were too much, they only made her look more suspicious. She threw them away. She decided blind confidence would be her best disguise. 

A service bot stopped Jayne on her way out of Cheap Charlie’s and quite directly asked why she wasn’t buying anything. Jayne wanted to say, “because I’m stealing it all instead, you dumb computer,” but instead told the service bot that she was only browsing, trying to get ideas for a birthday present for her mother. 

The service bot began listing special deals on popular gift items, each price flashing across its screen. All service bots were this way. They lacked the empathy and humility of humans, who would have gotten the hint. Before the kinks had been worked out, some early service bots had been known to beat customers into a coma for not buying anything. 

Jayne stepped away as graciously as possible. “You know, that magic frame pre-loaded with over one million classic works of art might be perfect. I’ll, uh… just go home and break open my piggy bank.” She had made it to the door and ducked out before the service bot could start recommending hair growth solutions. 

In a way, the service bot had been the most intimidating foe Jayne had faced yet. But she was out on the street now, and only two levels to go before she could finally return to her friends. 

Not permanently, of course. She hadn’t figured out her long game yet. But right now she only had one objective in mind: get to the ISA offices and take a shower. 

Jayne walked right into another pedestrian, who scowled at her. “Watch it, punk!” Evidently that’s what her new haircut made her look like. Ordinarily Jayne would have told the guy off for standing in the middle of the sidewalk, but best to keep moving. The man, however, wasn’t the only one blocking the sidewalk. A barrier of bodies lined the sidewalk and spilled onto the street. And more ran past Jayne to join in on the crowd. 

There was haste in everyone’s actions. People were desperate to get to the center of this crowd. Those who made it to the center fought their way back out, taking with them a small data drive the size of a fingernail. 

Jayne didn’t know how, but she immediately understood that this was bad news. Bad news for her. She pushed her way through the crowd, shoving aside everyone in her way. 

The entire crowd was gathered around a tall information module of some kind. Jayne had never seen one before. Rotating at the top of the tall, silver and red module was a hologram of the Crystal Guard Dog. Jayne couldn’t help but clench her fist and grit her teeth. “Geiger!” 

An angry woman stepped out of the crowd and shoved past Jayne. “Take all day, why don’t you?”

She waved her credit chip across the panel in the information module, and one of the small data drives slid down a chute – like a vending machine. The woman took the chip and left, fighting her way out of the crowd. 

The hologram atop the information module faded into the next stage of its cycle. It was a photo of Jayne. Text floated over head: WANTED. The hologram then faded into text: Jayne Austin – Digital Profile –Public Data Issue #1

Jayne broke free of the crowd. She hustled down the street, dismayed to discover there was an information module every four or five blocks. Every single one was surrounded by a mob of people who couldn’t wait to learn everything about her life. 

 Jayne stumbled upon an ele-grav at the corner of one of L43’s major intersections. Everyone was gathered around the information modules, and the ele-grav was empty.  Jayne looked up, through the artificial sunlight, at the bottom of L44. “Just two more levels.”

She stepped into the ele-grav and mashed the panel to shut the doors. She knelt down at the panel and immediately exited from the passenger interface to the maintenance options. “Okay, Jayne. What would Merry do… There’s got to be manual override in here somewhere… It’s… Oh, hello!” She had found it. It was conveniently located under a tab called “Manual Override.” Jayne swiped across the screen to activate it. 

It asked for a password. Shit. Jayne looked around the ele-grav for any clue. Above the door was an ad. A smiling ele-grav maintenance technician smiled, large wrench resting on his shoulder. “Let ele-grav do the heavy lifting!” 

Jayne liked the way that wrench looked. Right next to her, built into the siding of the ele-grav, was a box holding a fire extinguisher and crowbar. In Case of Emergency, Break Glass. 

Jayne considered this an emergency. She broke the glass with her elbow and grabbed the crowbar. She pried the panel free from the wall and started pulling wires free. She had always felt more comfortable with hardware than software. She tore two wires loose from the panel, and stripped the insulation down with her teeth. 

She eased the ends toward each other. “Prepare… for… lift off.” She touched the wires, and the ele-grav rocketed upwards, disappearing into L44 and beyond. 

 

+++

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The lights were off when Jayne finally arrived at her old office. It also smelt like beer and day old pizza. Which made sense, because the office was littered with beer cans and empty pizza boxes. 

She always told Merry she was the only one who ever took the trash out. Merry constantly argued about this, but now Jayne had proof. Maybe she should make a chore chart, she thought. 

Wow. A chore chart. She’d been back in the office for less than a minute and she was already back to thoughts as mundane as chore charts. It felt nice. 

Jayne was relieved no one was in the office. Not yet, anyway. It was easier this way. 

Besides, she was ready for a three-hour long shower. 

 

+++

 

When Jayne was a young girl, sometime around the age of six, she caught an old movie on TV that haunted her dreams for years. She couldn’t remember the name, but it was old. Black and white old. Nearly ancient. It was one of the few surviving artworks from Earth. 

Jayne struggled to remember the plot, but there was a scene where a young woman showered. She scrubbed her chest, her arms, her back, her legs. She looked so peaceful, so happy, and so clean. 

Then, a dark figure appeared behind the shower curtain. The young woman screamed. Jayne could still hear her scream, accompanied by the shrill shriek of the film’s music. And the dark figure stabbed the woman again and again and again. 

It took Jayne years before she could take a shower without constantly looking out the curtain. It took years before the scream left her dreams. 

Jayne had forgotten about the memory. She hadn’t thought about the film while showering in many years. Until she saw Fred’s clumsy silhouette approach the curtain. She immediately knew what was about to happen. She tried to stop him, “Fred! Stop! It’s me!” but it was too late. 

Fred threw the curtain open, holding a hairbrush up like a weapon. “GET OUT OF OUR SHOWER YOU BUM! YOU BALD HEADED… Jayne!??” 

Jayne gave a little wave. “Hey, Fred.” 

Fred smacked his hands over his eyes, blocking Jayne’s nudeness from his vision. “It’s, uh… It’s great to see you again!”

 

+++

 

Cameron was at the station, and Vlad was actually teaching for once. Only Merry and Fred were at the office. It was almost like nothing had changed. Fred slumped in a chair, Merry sprawled out on the couch, and Jayne took her seat at the desk. 

Almost like nothing had changed, except Jayne was wanted. Her very presence was putting Merry and Fred in danger. 

Merry’s voice warbled as she pleaded to Jayne from the couch. “We can fix this from here. You don’t have to leave, Jayne. You’re safer here than anywhere else.” 

Jayne shook her head. “But you’re not.” 

Fred shrugged. “Since when have we ever been safe with you around, Jayne?” He made Jayne laugh, and that meant the world to him. 

Jayne stood up from the desk. She had changed into her own clothes. It was good to feel something familiar. She grabbed a small backpack full of supplies, a few handy tools, and tossed it over her shoulder. “Geiger is too powerful right now. If I stay in one place too long, everything we’ve built is toast.”

Merry jumped up from the couch and blocked Jayne’s path to the door. “Why would Geiger go to this much trouble, Jayne? No offense, but why would he devote so much to you?” 

Jayne couldn’t stand the look in Merry’s eyes. “I think I might be a pawn. I don’t know. That’s what I have to figure out. Don’t worry, we’ll solve—”

Jayne started to move, but Merry blocked her again. “We think it’s Burrett.” 

The name hit Jayne like a freight train. Merry saw the fear in Jayne’s eyes. The guilt.  “No, that’s impossible.” 

Merry grabbed Jayne’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, Jayne. We fucked up.” 

Jayne looked Merry in the eye. “Then it’s our job to fix it.” She pulled Merry in for a hug. They held each other in a tight embrace. They lingered in the moment. 

Fred hopped out of his chair and rushed over. “Okay, come on!” He threw his arms around them both. It was a group hug among the original members of the Intergalactic Spy Agency. They all laughed, caught up in the goofy embrace. 

At last, Fred and Merry let go. 

Jayne swiped the panel to open the door. “We got this, guys.” And she left.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L48, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Merry tossed another empty cup from Kava King into the trashcan. She needed another one, maybe another two or three, but Kava King closed at midnight and it was...

Merry looked at the clock. “Ah, shit.” It was 12:01 am. 

Ever since Jayne disappeared, Merry had been living at the office. She split her time between developing ultra-secure traditional radio frequencies in the hopes of talking to Jayne without blowing her location, researching gang tattoos, and making trips to Kava King. 

Merry was fixated on utilizing traditional radio frequencies to communicate with Jayne. She knew that radio waves didn’t die. Radio waves thousands of years old continued to vibrate across the expanse of the universe, and they would vibrate outward for infinity. 

Merry’s idea was to lock onto the approaching waves, transmitted long ago from worlds light years away, and hijack the frequencies with messages to Jayne. 

Merry discovered there were two problems with this idea. The first being that Merry and Jayne’s messages to each other would be insulated between hundred year old radio calls among meteor truckers. The messages would be unintelligible gobbledygook combining road conditions with Jayne’s top secret locations. Clear communication was important, and nothing would be more confusing than a now-dead trucker’s coordinates on an ice-planet in the Delemar System.  

The second problem was an avid community of hobbyists who sat in their basements all day listening to and recording dead messages. Merry discovered them during her initial research on the idea. There were thousands of them in Theron Techcropolis alone. They even met once a month to share recordings of interest. The last thing Merry and Jayne needed was a bunch of nerds discovering public enemy number one was getting in the way of their niche interests. Nothing was worse than disgruntled nerds. 

So, Merry shifted the communication conundrum to the back burner and hoped that Jayne was figuring out a solution on her own end. 

Now, Merry was neck deep in the history of gang tattoos. She had catalogued every gang tattoo she could find online. She began with the basics. 

Senior captains, as they were called, of the Cerulean Hill Mob gave newly made members tattoos of a fish skewered with a long sword. The tattoo was traditionally placed on the inside of the right bicep. The tattoo was not only a sign of loyalty, but a warning. The punishment for crossing the Cerulean Hill Mob was losing the tattoo, and your entire arm with it.

Other mobs, like the Wind Brothers Gang and the Amaros Kamikazes opted for more practical ID numbers or a simple crossed-circle shaped branding iron administered on the bottom of the foot.

Still others, like an underground gang of anarchic hackers called [+^^+], received a single straight line down the index finger, only visible under infrared light. 

The variety and inventiveness of gang tattoos impressed Merry as much as they daunted her. There was no guarantee this mysterious man in black was attached to a Techcropolis gang, or even an Amaros-affiliate. They could be from anywhere in the universe, if they even were in a gang. Plenty of people just have tattoos. The gang association was merely a lead that Jayne, and now Merry, were clinging to in the desperate hope for some kind of clue. 

Sometimes delirium brought upon by sleep deprivation or substance abuse, in this case caffeine, was the perfect recipe for a revelation. Merry had hers as she spun around in the office chair thinking about what kind of tattoos she would make her gang get if she had a gang. 

On the fourth or fifth rotation, the idea sprouted at the base of her prefrontal cortex and by the time the chair slowed to a halt it had blossomed into a full-blown hunch. 

Perhaps the missing piece was right in front of her. Merry picked up her tablet as she stood from the chair, still dizzy, and nervously paced the room. She closed out the secure deep-deep-web browsers, unscrambled her digital trace, and opted for a good old fashioned web search: best tattoo parlors for lightning bolts. Instead of “search,” Merry smirked and mashed “I’m Feeling Lucky.” 

The web search immediately zapped her across the infinite web to a website for “Zodiac Zelda’s Tattoo & Body Modifications.” 

Merry had a good feeling about this. Beneath the title, a banner elaborated on the shop’s specialties. 

"Zodiac Zelda’s Guarantees Over Two-Hundred Years of Experience and Quality Behind Every Tattoo & Piercing. We specialize in traditional, monochromatic tattoos that can be traced to mythical origins as old as the universe itself.”

A little new age-y for Merry’s taste. If she was going to get a tattoo or a piercing, she wanted pain, not enlightenment. 

At that she lost faith in her hunch, until she scrolled down a little further to a gallery of their work. Moons, suns, planets, symbols of the Zodiac, and elaborate streaks of lightning. 

The more tattoos Merry looked at, the more lightning bolts she noticed. Every single tattoo featured a lightning bolt somewhere in the design. Tiny lightning bolts at the corners of suns or hidden in the face of the man in the moon. 

Merry’s heart pounded. “Holy shit.” She couldn’t help but say it out loud. 

According to the website, Zodiac Zelda’s parlor had one location, the original location, seventeen-hundred miles outside of Theron Techcropolis in the wastelands of Amaros on the main street of a former frontier town called Headless Hope. 

Merry opened a new tab and searched Headless Hope gang activity. 

Hundreds of thousands of results popped up, older results going back a few decades. Evidently, the Headless Hope PD led a series of massive busts on a gang simply called “The Bitch.” 

Merry pulled up an old press photo of four police officers loading two of The Bitch’s leaders, Jazmyne Scar and Vanika Venom according to the caption, into the back of an armored car. Merry highlighted the photo and transferred it to a hologram projection. Hanging in the air before her, Merry zoomed in on the photo. Closer, closer, closer… “Bingo.” Merry smiled. It was barely discernible in the old photo, yet left no room for doubt. Inside Jazmyne Scar’s wrist, a lightning bolt. 

But something didn’t check out. “This gang… is all women…” Three clipped knocks on the door accelerated Merry’s heart rate further. She looked at the clock embedded in the hologram. It was 12:47 in the morning, traditionally a horrible time for visitors. She quickly closed out of her research and cleared her history. 

The quick knocks came again. Merry’s voice quivered. “Y-yes?” 

She pulled out her comm and opened the link to the camera in the hallway. Two serious men waited in the hallway. One of them spoke, his voice muffled by the door. “Agents Danvers and Hickenlooper. Federation Bureau of Security and Data. Please allow us in.” 

That’s a weird way to word that, Merry thought. What, are they vampires or something? But Merry understood the delicate situation. If she acted suspicious, Jayne was even worse off. Cooperation had to be part of the scheme. 

Merry cleared her throat, cleared her head and allowed confidence back into her spirit. “One moment!” 

She positioned herself standing before the desk. She pulled out her comm and activated the door to slide open. 

Danvers and Hickenlooper would have been indistinguishable if it weren’t for Danvers’ impeccably trimmed mustache. “Miss Winterborn?”

Merry smiled. For an ominous, governmental presence at one in the morning, he was cute. “Please, call me Merry.”

Danvers unbuttoned his coat. “Mind if I sit down?” 

Merry shrugged. “Help yourself.” 

Danvers made himself comfortable on the couch, legs crossed, one arm stretched across the back. “How’s Jayne doing?” 

Damn, Merry thought. This guy’s not fucking around. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t heard from her since… I mean come on, you know. The kid, the information. For all I know, she’s dead.” 

“She’s not dead.” At this point it was evident that Danvers would do all the talking. Hickenlooper’s job, it seemed, was to keep Merry on edge by walking around the perimeter of the room. 

Merry shrugged. “That doesn’t surprise me. She’s hard to nail down.” She crossed her arms. Should I have crossed my arms just now? She thought in a flash of panicked nervousness. Do I look tougher or do I look defensive?

“Do you know a man named Fred…” Danvers looked at the note on his comm and said the last name with disdain, “Baggins?”

Merry nodded. “He worked with us. With Jayne. But none of us are working right now.”

Danvers tilted his head. “You’re here, aren’t you?” 

“We’re on a two-year lease. Look, pardon me for asking, but why are you coming by at almost one in the morning?”

Danvers looked shocked. “One in the morning? No kidding?” He checked his comm. “I suppose it is. Frank, did you know it was one in the morning?” 

Hickenlooper grunted. Danvers continued doing all the talking. “I never could keep time. Always late for school growing up. Maybe I got ADD or something.” 

Merry tried to watch Hickenlooper from the corner of her eye. “I’m having a hard time paying attention myself. Hey, pal, what are you doing?” She caught Hickenlooper running his hand along a lighting fixture by the window. 

He turned it on and actually spoke. “It’s a little dark in here, and I don’t see too good.”  

This little get together wasn’t going anywhere and Merry was losing her patience. “Maybe it’s not your eyesight, maybe there’s just nothing to see.”

Danvers tapped his foot to a rhythm rolling around in his head, known only to him. “Miss Winterborn, what do you know about James…” Once again, he checked his comm for reference and said the last name with scorn. “Burrett?”

“Bad dude. Sort of a theatrical sociopath. Locked up now, right?” 

Danvers shrugged. Hickenlooper continued his stroll around the room. Merry couldn’t stand him. “Buddy, if you’re trying to get your cardio in, there’s a gym on the first floor. Otherwise, take a seat.”

Danvers kept going. “We think Jayne is working for Burrett now. What do you think, Miss Winterborn?” 

Merry mustered the full power of her fear, frustration and rage into a single glare in Danvers’ direction. “I don’t care, but if I decide to make it my problem I’ll let you know.”

Hickenlooper finished his circuit and came to a halt at the finish line, by Danvers right side. “If you do, let us know? Enough people have died already, Miss Winterborn. I hope you can at least agree with that.” 

Danvers stood up and removed a business card from his coat. The card hummed with a dark green glow and its information scrolled around the front and back. “Sorry for bothering you Miss Winterborn. We’ll leave you alone now. I’m sure it’s past your bedtime.” He nudged Hickenlooper. “Come on, Frank. Our meter’s up and I don’t want another parking ticket.” He walked toward the door, turning back to Merry one last time. “I’m sure you know what a pain in the ass that can be. Right?” 

Merry shook her head, no. “I take the bus.” 

“Have a good evening.” 

Merry stepped forward after Danvers as he and Hickenlooper made moves toward the door. “Oh, Mister Danvers?” 

Hickenlooper stopped by the door. He checked the time on his comm while Danvers faced Merry. 

Danvers smiled. “Yes?”

Merry walked right up to him, close enough to smell the cigarette from twenty minutes ago on his breath. “I was wondering… would you like to know the size of your penis?”

Danvers furrowed his brow. “I’m sorry?”

Merry slowed down her question so there wouldn’t be any confusion. “I asked… would you like me to tell you how big your penis is?” 

Danvers gave a bemused look to Hickenlooper. He glanced back at Merry with a smirk. “And how exactly would you do that?”

“I’ll show you.” Merry hooked her hand up into Danvers’ groin, squeezed, and twisted. Danvers’ knees buckled, but Merry’s grasp was vice like. She was holding on too tight for him to fall to the ground. 

Merry could feel Danvers’ family jewels in her hands. She looked him in the eyes. “Average at best.” 

She mercifully released his no-longer-fertile balls. Danvers fell back into Hickenlooper’s arms. 

Merry had already turned her back on them and walked back to the desk. “Get out of my office.”

Once Hickenlooper dragged Danvers out the door, Merry ran over to the window and peered down through the smog until she saw their figures below exit the building, climb into a parked cruiser, and zoom off. 

Only when the car was totally out of sight did she begin checking over every square inch Hickenlooper walked by. She slid her fingers over the surface, behind and around the furniture. She checked the lamp Hickenlooper turned on – nothing. She turned it upside down, she unscrewed the lightbulb, she did everything but smash it – not a bug in sight. Then what the hell was that guy doing?

Treating Danvers like a stress ball made Merry feel better, but she still wanted to rip her hair out. Some classic intimidation, throwing around information, puffing out chests, and floating out some false information. Right? 

The doubt about Burrett returned to Merry once more. 

She took out Danvers’ card. His name and title flashed on the card in bright green. Agent Byron Danvers, Federation Bureau of Security and Data, Criminal Monitoring Division. 

That’s when it hit her. The bug. 

She snapped the business card in half. 

 

+++

 

Canteen Street, L52, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Vlad turned over the two halves of the broken business card in his hands as he walked with Merry and Fred down the narrow and crowded Canteen Street. 

“Sure, it’s definitely a bug. But it’s not that clever. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Merry took the halves of the business card back. “That’s what I thought. Surely they wanted me to figure it out, right?” 

Fred fought through the crowd behind them to catch up. “They’re trying to slow us down, right?”

Vlad shook his head. “I think they’re trying to freeze us.”

Merry nodded. “With fear.” She held up the broken bug. “For every roach you see, there’s a million that are hidden.” She slid it into her pocket. 

Vlad stopped in his tracks and let the crowd flow around him, like a rock in a stream. “I hate saying this, but I don’t know what to do.”

Fred leapt in front of them both. “I do! We’re gonna eat pancakes.” He skipped ahead to their destination, Jack Flap’s Flapjacks, another addition to a chain of themed-restaurant-themed restaurants. This one, according to an enthusiastic Fred, riffs on the tiki theme of yore. Since it opened two months earlier, Fred had already broken their flapjack record four times, each time topping himself. The most he’d been able to gorge himself on was 46. Today, he was going for 50. 

Vlad and Merry were not thrilled about encouraging Fred’s new passion, which Merry was sure was some kind of coping mechanism for the stress they were under, but the office was no longer a safe place to meet. 

He held open the bamboo-faced door for Vlad and Merry. “I think you guys are going to find this place has everything you could ever want.” 

Merry wasn’t sure about that as she walked in, though it was hard to argue against the ‘everything’ part. Suddenly, the three of them were totally immersed in a thick, luscious tropical atmosphere complete with the exotic calls of birds and roars of distant tigers. Vines, fishing gear, and lanterns hung down from the ceiling. 

The façade would have been totally convincing if not for the sickening sweet smell of pancake batter and maple syrup. 

A chipper hostess attacked them with machine gun fire of a greeting from behind a massive tiki head with fire in its eyes. “Hello there, explorers! Welcome to Jack Flap’s Flap Jacks! The WIILDEST Flap Jacks you can find this deep in the jungle. We bet you’re hungry from your long expedition…”

Fred had the entire greeting memorized, which he silently mouthed along to, “so why don’t you take your mind off that secret temple long enough to focus on our secret recipe!” 

The hostess smiled. “Right this way, please!” 

Every table had the appearance of being constructed from ship parts – captain’s wheels, hull sides, barrels – and the entire bar was an aquarium. 

On the way to their table the hostess shoved them all to the side, essentially saving their lives as a crew of waiters shouted “Birthday a’hoy!” and hustled past them with a canoe hoisted on their shoulders. A young boy sat in the canoe with a fez on his head, holding a bowl of melting ice cream, while the waiters carrying the canoe chanted:

What shall we do with the birthday bo-oy?

What shall we do with the birthday bo-oy?

What shall we do with the birthday bo-oy

When he’s turning Seven?! 

The birthday crew shuffled past them, plowing through another side of the massive dining area, where they tossed the canoe up and down and made storm noises. 

The hostess finally sat Merry, Vlad, and Fred down at a table. 

Vlad kept jerking his attention from one side of the restaurant to another, constantly bewildered and overwhelmed by each new detail. “I am way too high for this place. I thought that aquarium was real for a minute.” He pointed to the bar. 

Fred clapped his hands. “The aquarium is real!” 

Vlad’s eyes went wide, astonished. 

Merry was not high, not impressed, and not in the mood. “This place is really—”

“Awesome!?” Fred blurted out.

Merry ignored him. “… tacky.” She looked down at the menu. 

“Hello, my name is Jessica! How are you guys doing today?” 

Fred leaned back in the booth, fully at home. “Real good, Jessica! How are you?” 

Their waitress laughed and playfully slapped Fred on the arm. “I thought I recognized you, Fred! Going for another record today?”

Fred smirked cockily at Jessica. “Yes, I would like fifty pancakes please!” 

Jessica tapped the order into her tablet. “Okay, good luck, Fred. There’s a new guy who made it to forty-three last week. What can I get for you?”

Merry handed the menu to Jessica without looking at it. “Coffee. Black.” 

Jessica tapped a coffee into the tablet. “And you, sir?”

Vlad’s sleepy eyes were drawn to the biggest item on the menu. “Does this waffle really come in the shape of a 3D scale-model of the Titanic?”

Jessica nodded and held out her hands to illustrate its size. “It sure does. And for three extra credits, we’ll serve that in a bowl with a scoop of ice cream it crashes into, then sinks into a sea of hot fudge.”

Vlad nodded. “I’ll have that and a Bloody Mary.” 

Jessica slid her fingers across the tablet, sending the order to the kitchen. “That will be right out for y’all. If you need anything, just summon me by speaking into the tiki head by your table.” She pointed at the stone face hanging on the wall above their booth, then moved on to the next table in her section. 

Merry shut her eyes, desperate to be anywhere else. “I hate this place.” 

Fred pleaded with her from across the table. “I admit it’s a lot at first but give it time. It will grow on you. I promise.” 

Vlad squinted toward the bar. “I’m still not convinced those fish are real. They move too fast.”

The birthday canoe had evidently made its rounds and was returning to its home port at a large corner booth seating the boy’s very concerned family. 

What shall we do with the birthday bo-oy?

What shall we do with the birthday bo-oy?

What shall we do—

But the reverie was interrupted when the young birthday boy was suddenly overcome by severe seasickness. He vomited pancakes and ice cream all over his family, from siblings to grandparents, with plenty left to douse the waiters holding up his canoe. They dropped the canoe, spilling the child out and onto the table, which catapulted upward and vaulted their breakfast into the air. 

The entire restaurant gasped in unison and looked on the catastrophe in stony silence. After a lengthy dramatic pause, the entire family, the wait staff, and even the 7-year old boy lined up and bowed. They were actors, the young boy, truthfully a teenager with a hormone disorder, had a plastic bag of cold vegetable soup hidden in his shirt, and a rubber tube that ran up and out by his neck. The entire restaurant applauded at the establishment’s severe commitment to their post-post-modernistic gimmick.

Merry massaged her temples, an attempt to keep the headache away. “Fred, I’m going to order two Mai Tais just so I can pierce your eyes with those decorative umbrellas.”

Fred blushed. “Aw. Thanks, Merry.”

Once a clean-up crew in grass skirts put that corner of the restaurant back in order, Jessica returned with their food. 

She set the coffee down in front of Merry. “One black coffee!” Merry scoffed. Of course it was served inside a coconut. 

She placed a huge bowl in front of Vlad, just in time for him to see the waffle Titanic run into the ice cream and sink bow first into the hot fudge. “One Maritime Disaster for you, sir…” 

And the pièce de résistance, a three foot stack of pancakes soggy with maple syrup and butter. Jessica placed it in front of Fred. He had a glorious view of nothing but pancakes before him. “Thank you, Jessica!” 

Jessica smiled and looked over everything. “If you guys need anything else, let me know!” 

Merry craned her neck to see Fred around the flap jack column. “Fred, how are you so skinny?” 

Fred shrugged. “Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth. But I’m worried I have a tapeworm.” 

Merry gagged. “Oh, please don’t mention tapeworms. The syrup smell is making me nauseous already.” 

Vlad wiped a tear away from his eye. “You know, I think those who went down with the Titanic would be really touched by this tribute.” 

Fred rotated his stack of pancakes, looking at it from all sides. “Is it just me, or is his tolerance actually going down?” He kept turning the pancakes. “Ah-ha!” 

Fred very carefully parted the stack of pancakes in the middle, and pulled out a piece of paper. “Yes, here we go! The secret ingredient.” 

He handed it to Merry, who held the folded sticky paper at the corner. “What is this?” 

Fred, mouth now full of pancake, motioned her to open it. Merry did her best not to tear the note as she peeled it apart from itself. At last, she had it open and read the message written inside. 

Thrill House Arcade, L26, Tomorrow morning, 5 AM – J.

Merry read the message again. And again. She couldn’t believe it. “Fred! How did you? How?”

Fred snatched the message out of Merry’s hand. “That’s why I come here! The secret ingredients.” He wadded the note and popped it in his mouth. He chewed and swallowed. 

Merry leaned across the counter. “Yes, but how, Fred? HOW?” 

Jessica came back to the table. “Everyone doing okay, over here?” 

Fred spoke obviously, hoping Merry would get the hint. “We sure are. Thank you, Jess.” 

For Merry, it all clicked. 

Jess smiled. “Awesome. If you guys need anything else… Just let me know.” 

A moment of stunned, silent victory passed. 

Vlad dabbed more tears from his eyes and looked up from his bowl. “I’m sorry, I was having a moment. What happened?”

Merry smiled at Vlad. “Nothing, my dear. You got the tip, right? Be sure to leave our waitress a big one.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

Three Blocks Down From Thrillhouse Arcade, L26, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Vlad slid a crowbar out of his sleeve, prepared to protect his friends from vagrants and muggers. With law enforcement dedicating all efforts toward finding Jayne, petty crime had been on the rise. 

Especially on the lower levels. 

Merry swiped the crowbar out of Vlad’s hand. “What is this?”

Vlad stammered. “Um… a crowbar.”

Merry looked at the crowbar, sticking her lower lip out in approval. “Wow. This is a nice crowbar, too. Strong. Definitely could do some damage with this. Neat.” Then she wound up a pitch and hurled the crowbar over a fence into a junkyard. 

“Hey!” Vlad pouted. 

Merry smacked her hand against the side of her head, the universal symbol for ‘use your brain, dumbass!’ and chastised Vlad. “We’re meeting public enemy numero uno, dude. The last thing we need is us looking like a bunch of criminals, too. Doy!” 

Fred passive aggressively sighed. “You guys aren’t going to get arrested for being criminals! You’re going to get arrested for being annoying! Now can we please just get to this arcade?”

Merry and Vlad each crossed their arms and glared at each other. A mirror image. “You owe me a crowbar.” 

Merry walked away, taking the lead. “You can stay here and go get it yourself. We’ll meet up with you later.” 

Vlad groaned, said goodbye to his crowbar, and caught up. 

   

+++

 

Thrillhouse Arcade, L26, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The dead arcade’s entrance gaped at them like the toothless maw of a skull. The glass door was smashed, its sliding mechanism caught halfway on the track. 

A light fixture hung down in the entrance. The arcade’s appearance added a dark irony to the slogan hanging beneath its sign: Thrills Await You.

Merry maintained her position as the leader by tearing away the “condemned” sign and shoving two sections of chain-link fence out of their way. 

Fred and Vlad followed. Fred helped Merry shove open the sliding doors while Vlad kept watch for any passersby who may catch them. He was sure they’d attract attention after a solid minute of metal scraping metal as Fred and Merry forced the doors open. 

Once they forced a gap wide enough for them to squeeze through, all three ventured into the arcade. 

Fred took out his power light. “You think Jayne could’ve made this a little easier for us?”

The fuse of Merry’s tolerance for Jayne-bashing had grown shorter over the past week. “She’s not in a position to take chances, Fred! Stop complaining.” In truth, Merry’s desire to bash Jayne, to criticize her, to chew her out for everything she had put them through, grew stronger by the minute. 

She fought the urge, but she didn’t know how much longer she could deny her feelings. 

CLICK. Fred froze. “I think I stepped on something.” 

The darkness of the arcade lit up with the simultaneous activation of four holograms. Suddenly they were surrounded by six huge boxers. “I’m Jack McSlammer! I hope you brought a spatula! Because when I’m done with you, you’ll need one to scrape yourself off the canvas!” 

There was no time to risk guessing if this was a legitimate risk or not. Their nerves we so shot, they jumped straight into flight mode. 

Vlad jumped ahead of Fred and Merry, his foot catching a wire and pulling it taut. Dozens of metal marbles shot across the room, rapidly pegging all three of them.

Merry screamed. “Ow! What the fuck is going on?” 

A familiar voice shouted from above. “Oh, shit! I’m so sorry you guys!” Jayne hopped down from the ceiling, ran over behind the ticket counter and disconnected three cables. The hologram boxers disappeared, and the pinball machines-turned-cannons ceased their fire. 

Merry felt the new welt forming on her neck. “Damn, Jayne. This really hurts.” 

Jayne nodded admittedly. “I double-loaded the springs. I don’t know who’s after me. I booby trapped this entire arcade.” 

Merry gave Jayne a doubtful eye. “Guess you learned a thing or two from Burrett?” 

Jayne ignored it. She wasn’t about to waste time opening up a wound. Instead she hugged Merry and gave the same greeting to Fred and Vlad. 

They hugged Jayne back, coldly.

But Jayne ignored that, too. She was too happy to see her friends. She knew she had a lot of explaining to do, but she tried to push it out of her mind. “It’s honestly good to see you guys. This place is totally safe. I’m assuming they bugged the office?” 

Merry took out the snapped-in-half business card from Agent Danvers. “They definitely tried. They may have succeeded, but we haven’t found anything else yet.” 

Jayne took the card. “A business card? Really? Talk about amateur.” She handed the card back to Merry. “Join me in my office.”

The fryer behind the arcade’s concession stand still worked. Jayne had been living off of frozen tater tots, French fries and the occasional chicken finger that she stole from super markets on different levels.

Fred and Vlad chowed down on some curly fries Jayne had scored out of a bodega on L29.  She’d been saving them for a special occasion. Neither Jayne nor Merry had much of an appetite, however. 

Jayne locked her fingers and looked down when she spoke. “This is a bad look, but I need you guys to know that I am innocent.”

Merry couldn’t hold it back anymore. Maybe she knew that, among Fred and Vlad, she was the only one who would speak up. Or, maybe, she felt like it was finally personal. “If you’re innocent, then why are you in hiding?” 

Jayne wanted a reunion, not an intervention. The question caught her off guard. She stammered before finally mustering up a response. “Because… I’m marked… as guilty. By The Federation. Who’s going to believe me, Merry?”

Merry didn’t reply. Jayne turned to Fred and Vlad, but they wouldn’t look her in the eye. Jayne groaned. “I did nothing wrong!” 

Merry pointed at Jayne. “That’s a lie, Jayne. As soon as all of this started, you’ve just fallen down this hole. Once you got labeled a criminal, you started living like one. You’re even stealing food?” 

Jayne scoffed. “Since when does petty thievery and living against society’s morals bother you, Merry?” 

Fred spoke up, calmly cutting into the fight. “Since it started affecting us, Jayne.” 

Vlad nodded. “You’re hurting us, Jayne. It’s been hard. We keep defending you, but… it’s hard to stay on the side of someone who keeps putting us in danger.” 

Merry nodded. “Yeah. I’ve tried so hard, but… I don’t know if I can trust you. If it starts here, how deep are you going to go? When do you officially become… I don’t know…” 

Jayne could have finished Merry’s sentence, but she wanted to hear it for herself. “Become what, Merry?” 

At last, Merry faced Jayne. “Become like Burrett.”

It was the cruelest thing anyone could have said to her, and Jayne knew it could easily become true. 

She knew her team wasn’t about to abandon her entirely. Not yet, but she was hanging by a thin thread. She had lost their trust, and she had never felt such pain in her entire life. “I don’t know who is at the top of this, but they have more power than anyone we’ve faced. I’m protecting you guys, I promise.” 

Merry wasn’t ready to forgive. “And why do you think you know what’s best for us? Tell me, Jayne.”

“I don’t!” Barked Jayne. She knew she shouldn’t have barked. She brought herself back down. Stay calm. These are your friends. “I don’t know what’s best, but I want to do everything I can to protect you. And I’m doing that the best way I can. I promise. But… if you would rather me leave you all behind, I will. But I won’t stop going after whoever is at the top. Because, ultimately… that’s the only way anyone will be safe.”

It was a tall order, but Jayne had dug deep and uncovered the truth for Fred, Vlad, and even Merry. 

Merry saw that the real Jayne was still there, despite the shit she had gotten herself into. Despite the fact that Jayne had, per usual, created more problems than necessary. 

Merry nodded. If not out of total confidence, out of an earned trust built on their shared past. 

Following Merry’s lead, Fred and Vlad warmed up to Jayne. They all wanted Jayne to be innocent. They all wanted Jayne to be Jayne. 

Maybe they were wrong, but right now they were willing to work toward justice alongside Jayne. 

Jayne felt the air shift in the room. “Thank you.” 

And a tear rolled down her cheek. No time for sentimentality, however. Time to do what she promised. “I catch the news in snippets, but it sounds like they’re spinning it as a double-cross? That I stole information about myself and sold it as a way to undercut Dean Geiger’s new security initiatives. That this was some kind of revenge. Right?” 

Merry had seen the headlines that morning, every outlet repeating the same message. “Pretty much.” 

Jayne took turns looking them each dead in the eyes. “I didn’t do that.” 

Maybe it was the curly fries, but Merry’s stomach turned over. It was like Jayne to fixate on the past, to do anything but persist and move forward. Why insist so hard upon her innocence? Why would she doubt her team’s trust? 

If the glimmer winked out of Merry’s eyes, Jayne didn’t notice. “I can’t lose you guys now. Whatever is going on… It’s bigger than anything we’ve dealt with. Are you guys with me?"

“Yes.”

“One-hundred and ten percent.” 

Vlad and Fred had responded. Merry hesitated a split second, but the moment might as well have ripped the fabric of time. “Of course, Jayne. Always.”

Jayne breathed a huge sigh of relief. “Thank you. I was so scared, by the way. When I went back to the office? It felt like a compulsion, like I had to return. And I don’t even know why. I was horrified of running into you guys. That maybe you had thought I betrayed you. I just needed… further confirmation. I’ve learned that I can’t fight for what’s right without you guys. I’m glad to have you on my side.” Her appetite came back. Jayne nabbed a thick, densely coiled curly fry. “Shall we get to business now? For old time’s sake?”

Smiles encroached on the solemnity, pushing it out entirely. Time to save the world. Again. 

Jayne ate another fry. “Merry. What did you find about that lightning tattoo?”

No time for doubt now. Trust. Hold onto the trust. Merry pulled out her comm. “It took me a while, but I connected the lightning bolts to a tattoo artist named Zodiac Zelda.” She pulled up Zodiac Zelda’s website on her hologram projector. “She’s located out in Headless Hope—”

Fred choked on a fry. “H-Headless Hope? Like the setting for every showdown in every action movie ever Headless Hope?” 

Merry nodded. “Seems like it has a deserved reputation. Lightning bolts are Zodiac Zelda’s specialty. And the bolt you saw is identical…” Merry pulled up a projection of the photo of cops loading two Bitch leaders into an armored car. She zoomed in on their wrists. “…to these tattoos. Symbol of a gang simply called The Bitch. I also found news stories referring to them as ‘Band of Bitches,’ ‘Bitch Brigade,’ and ‘Bitch Bums.’”

Jayne furrowed her brow. “Bitch Bums?” 

Merry shrugged, struggled for an explanation. “I think it’s a play on beach bum.”

Vlad shook his head. “There are no beaches in Headless Hope.”

Merry tossed her hands in the air, resigned. “I know, it doesn’t make sense! But that’s not important. I think this is the gang you need to track down. You find… The Bitch, or a member of The Bitch… One of the bitches, I suppose you can say, and I think you’ll have a big piece of the puzzle.” 

Jayne reached out to Fred. “Fred, can I see your comm? I smashed mine. Couldn’t risk the signal.” 

Fred handed over his comm. “Time for you to upgrade then, huh?” 

Jayne pulled up a new hologram. “Eh, I wasn’t happy with my provider anyway. Okay, let’s see. Headless Hope is…” She pulled up a map of the area of Amaros surrounding Theron Techcropolis. “…Very far away, apparently.” 

Vlad held up a joint. “Mind if I smoke?” Jayne shook her head. Vlad sparked up. “So that makes sense, yeah? Small time gang trying to make a big gesture, move in on the city business?” 

Merry shook her head. “No, why be the little fish in the big pond? I think they were hired. Another trail of bread crumbs to lead us astray.” 

Jayne quickly scanned through the information on Headless Hope. “We may have to follow this trail until we get to the witch’s candy house, I’m afraid.” She stopped her rapid scroll through a dense paragraph on the city of Headless Hope. “Interesting. Headless Hope is pretty much known for two things: its out-of-control crime rate, and gambling-focused tourism.” 

Fred shoved the last handful of curly fries into his mouth. “I’ve been to a casino once in my life. I won 17,000 credits.” 

Well, that stopped the conversation dead in its tracks. Jayne, Merry and Vlad all replied in stunned unison. “What?”

Fred swallowed. “Yeah, roulette. Lucky break, I guess.” He looked off, wistfully. “I wonder if I could have ever been a casino rat.” 

Jayne closed her eyes in an attempt to comprehend this new info on Fred. “Fred… How? And what did you do with the money?”

Fred smiled, nostalgic. “I bought a gold encrusted donut, a foot in diameter, stuffed with marshmallow and melted cheese.” His eyes got misty, like he was remembering a long-lost lover. “It was the best 17,000 credits I ever spent. Well, it was actually only 15,000 credits, but I believe in tipping your waitstaff very well. And boy were they happy! I think--”

“STOP IT!” Vlad waved his hands frantically as if to clear the air of the stupid. “I can’t deal with this right now. I don’t want to think about that donut and how much you spent on it.” 

Fred looked down and whispered. “I’ll love that donut ‘til the day I die.”

Jayne pulled up travel routes on the hologram projection. “Okay! Current priority: how do I, public enemy number one, make it out of Theron and get to Headless Hope?”

The crew mutually slumped into the booth. Transit Security was hard enough as an innocent citizen. How the hell were they supposed to sneak Jayne out? 

None of them had to bring up the obvious idea, which would have been hiring an underground smuggler, or a charon as they were referred to in the lingo. Charons sold out to the highest bidder, and the Federation would shell out as much money as possible as soon as access to Jayne was made available to them. In addition to that concern, there was no way to know the full extent of a charon’s activities. Many smuggled anything from stolen goods to drugs while the worst of them dealt in human trafficking. Associating themselves with such would not exactly help their case. 

The shared thought floated above them. What the hell are we supposed to do? 

A tear in the booth cushion had been driving Merry crazy since she sat down. As she shifted in a desperate attempt at comfort, she felt Agent Danver’s broken monitoring-device-as-business-card dig into her thigh. 

A lightbulb hanging over Merry flickered on.

Jayne looked up at the light. “Ignore that. The electricity in this place isn’t reliable. Old wiring, and I’m stealing energy from a construction site two blocks away.” 

Merry reached into her pocket and pulled out the broken card. “I’ve got an idea.” She set the card down in front of Jayne. “We’ve got to think the way they think.”

They all leaned forward, waiting for Merry to reveal her scheme. “We hide you in plain sight.”

 

+++

 

Mabel Grumby Memorial Shuttle Port, Western Gate, Theron Techcropolis City Border, Amaros

 

The first of many annoying details about a plan that was already “cuckoo bananas,” as Fred described it, was timing. Jayne had to board a commercial shuttle to Percepticinia, the third largest city on Amaros, which stopped at Headless Hope en-route. 

Merry worked her sick and twisted research magic to determine which day throughout history most hijackings and attacks occurred on. The answer would be, logically, the day security was the worst at their job. 

That day was Tuesday, which happened to be this day, the day Jayne stood in line among a family of seven, an old woman arguing with her husband about whether or not his sweater was inside-out, an unreasonably muscular business man yelling in his comm about “dividends,” and a young couple returning from their honeymoon in the Techcropolis who had spent the last twenty minutes, Jayne could only guess, trying to get their tongues out of a knot. 

 The second annoying detail was that Jayne would not be able to bring any weapons. Not even a thermo-blade. Not even a knife, for that matter. She couldn’t bring any of the communication gear she had always relied on for working with her team, and she couldn’t bring any fruits, vegetables, or other embargoed goods, and no liquid containers larger than 4oz. 

She also couldn’t bring any of her incredibly necessary tactical outfits, which was the third annoying detail, and for Jayne the worst. 

She reached down and pulled up her tube sock, which kept sliding down to her ankle. 

Dressing up as an oblivious tourist was Vlad’s idea. He pitched it as a joke, but Merry admitted it was a good idea and would be the perfect cover for the galaxy’s most wanted spy. Jayne had gotten used to donning exquisite gowns and showier dresses to blend in at high-society dinners and balls to rub elbows with the elite. She had become an expert at blending in with the blue bloods. 

Oh, how far she had fallen. She was wearing Velcro sandals, tube socks, cargo shorts, a t-shirt with a cat on it, and a bright yellow ballcap to cover some of her hair that had grown back. 

The tube socks served a practical purpose, however. They hid the skin-pliant ankle brace keeping her from limping everywhere she went. Her description mentioned the limp. It had become her trademark. A limp would be a dead giveaway.

Of course, every piece of the immaculate ensemble had come right out of Fred’s closet. 

Jayne, however, took pride knowing she could boast credit for devising the master stroke of their entire plan, which was—

“Next!” The Federation Borders Management Officer waved Jayne to step forward. 

Okay, Jayne, make ‘em laugh! She flopped in her sandals up to the officer. “Good morning! How are you?” She promptly handed him her identification chip and shuttle pass. 

The Officer nodded, grumbled back a, “Not bad” and slid Jayne’s ID chip into his scanner. “Caroline Mayhew?”

“The one and only!”

The Officer took a deep breath and remembered what his therapist had told him. “Can you confirm your ID for me, Miss Mayhew? What is your address?”

Jayne smiled. “5753 Elizondo Court, Complex A, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Techro—”

The Officer pulled her ID chip out of his scanner. “Yeah, yeah, sounds good. What’s the meaning of your trip today?” 

“Just figured it’s time I see the world, you know?” 

The Officer did a double-take at her destination. “In Headless Hope?!”

Good point. Jayne shrugged. “Yeah. You know… The road less traveled is, uh… the road for me.” 

The Officer pulled her shuttle pass out of his scanner and handed it back. “You’ll find that some roads are less traveled for a reason. Have a good trip… I guess. Next!” 

Jayne was starting to feel it. She was on a mission. She was a spy. She wished she could call her team on the old transmitter earrings so they could celebrate the first victory together. She was doing what she was born to do. She was sticking it to the man, putting up her fists and refusing to go down without a fight. Protecting those who need protection from those who—

“Remove all belts, shoes, comm devices, and jewelry and place them into the matter-scanner!”

Okay, Jayne thought, now it’s time for Phase 2. 

She kicked off her sandals and set them on the tray beside her single backpack and placed them into the grav-field pulling everyone’s belongings into the matter scanner. 

One of Jayne’s favorite classes in the academy was called Espionage Through Mindfulness. Jayne took the class three semesters in a row and would have signed up again if she hadn’t been kicked out. She found the curriculum and the course’s objective interesting alone, but she returned again and again for the instructor. 

Her name was unknown. She had taken the letter ‘O’ as her signifier, just as all the other monks in her order had. ‘O’ represented the ever present state of wonder one must remain in to truly appreciate and harness the universe. Once you take it for granted, the universe owes you nothing. Owes. O. 

The first week of class occurred in total silence. O sat at the front of class, meditating. Students of the Academy understood to arrive, meditate for the hour, and leave. 

By the end of the course, students were using meditation to hold their breath for up to seven minutes, remember photographic details of complex blueprints, and regulate their body temperature one degree at a time. 

Most students quit the course during the first week. 

Jayne was going through the motions. While she was taking off her sandals, her belt and opening her backpack she was very far away. She was a white ball of light moving from one end of a void to another. Voids are infinite. They have no ends. That’s what makes them voids, O had told her class. 

And that is how meditation works. 

Once her belongings were moving through the matter scanner, Jayne got in line for the cardiometer. 

Cardiometers were a new security measure, and Jayne and her crew almost forgot about developing a plan for bypassing them. X-ray scanners and metal detectors had become less and less reliant. The cardiometer detects your heart rate, blood pressure, and activity in your sweat glands. The cardiometer’s alarm went off if a traveler has two of the three functioning above normal levels. 

You can’t learn calmness. You can’t learn away nervousness. You can only learn control, O told her class. 

Another FBM Officer waved Jayne forward to the cardiometer. “Step forward, ma’am!”

Jayne stepped forward and, as instructed, held her hands out to her sides. Jayne went through the motions, but she was a ball of light looking for the end of the void. 

Focus… Focus… Focus…

Each pulse of movement the ball of light that was her consciousness made synced up with her heart rate. Her blood pressure remained low. Her body temperature remained a healthy 97.3 and she did not sweat. 

“Is that an ankle brace under your sock?” 

The ball of light disintegrated, and Jayne’s peaceful concentration shattered like a two-way mirror. The reality before her once again became very real. 

Jayne palmed her forehead in mock embarrassment. “Yeah! It sure is. That’s what I get for having one too many vodka tonics at the roller rink.”

The FMB Officer nodded and turned to his compatriot. Every woman between the age of 20 and 30 with an athletic build and an injured left foot became an immediate suspect. The second Officer listened to the hushed sharing of a concern and nodded. “Could you step through the cardiometer, ma’am?”

Jayne tried her best. She sought an entrance to the void of unconsciousness, she begged for the ball of light, but she wanted it too hard. Her heart rate increased. She could feel the perspiration in her armpits as she raised her arms. 

Well, Jayne thought, I’ve broken out of prisons before. 

“Miss, is this your bag?”

Jayne jolted, doing nothing to help her conspicuousness, at the FMB agent behind the matter scanner. He held up Jayne’s touristy, bright blue backpack. 

The FMB officers positioned at the cardiometer turned their heads, distracted by the question. Jayne took her chance and stepped through the cardiometer. 

The panel by the indicator flashed red, bold letters declared “Abnormal Vitals.” But no one was looking at the screen, and no one looked back until it flashed away, ready for the next traveler to step through. 

Jayne breathed a huge sigh of relief. She felt her heartrate go down. “Yes sir. Is there a problem?” 

The agent gave Jayne a grave nod and pulled out a massive bottle of sunscreen. “I’m afraid you can’t bring this on the shuttle. No liquid containers over four ounces.”

Jayne slumped her shoulders. “Oh, no! Really? If you can’t tell, I don’t tan. I burn.” 

“You can buy some at your destination. I’ll have to throw this away.” 

Jayne pouted at the two officers who moments before were prepared to hassle her. “Sorry, ma’am. Rules are rules.” 

Jayne nodded. “I know, you’re right. Well, guess there’s nothing I can do.” The agent tossed the comically large bottle of sun screen into an incinerator and handed the backpack to Jayne. 

Jayne slung the pack over her shoulder. “Thanks for all you do! You guys have a tough job, and I appreciate you.” 

The officers waved as Jayne walked away. “Thank you! Have a good trip.”

Jayne stifled a joyous cackle as she headed through the shuttle port food court toward her terminal. Jayne gave herself a mental pat on the back for her sunscreen contingency. 

She could use a tan, anyway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

Whip End River, 60 Miles Outside of Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Jayne looked out the shuttle window on the glass town of Whip End River below. Whip End’s population of nearly 200,000, and its convenient location between three major Amarosian cities, qualified it for an international shuttle port. 

The shuttle port, which occupied nearly a full square mile, accounted for nearly half of Whip End’s economy. The other half lay in sand harvesting for manufacturing glass.

Jayne had never seen it before. “So that’s the Glass Empire,” referring to the city’s nickname. Except she couldn’t see anything. Constant sand harvesting kept Whip End hidden amidst a constant cloud of dust. At best, she could see a few corroded oxygen towers rising above the swirling grey cloud. Whip End’s skyline, when you could see it, was a grid system of oxygen towers pumping clean air from above the clouds down into homes, businesses, and buildings for the citizens. No citizen of Whip End went outside without a filter mask and goggles. The smog of Theron Techcropolis was nothing compared to the harsh dust that swarmed Whip End, which literally cut away at your throat and lungs.

The namesake river had run dry centuries ago, drained for the valuable sediment at the bottom. Antique windows and figurines made from the river basin’s sand now fetched thousands of credits at auctions. 

The shuttle circled Whip End for twenty minutes. A cam-feed of the smiling captain appeared on the screens mounted into the back of headrests. “Good afternoon, folks. This is your captain. We’re currently awaiting entry to arrive at Whip End International Shuttle Port. If you could go ahead and shut down any hologram devices and turn off your built-in seat massagers, we’ll be landing shortly. Thank you for flying Moribus Shuttles!”

“Tell me, do you like the taste of shit? No, I’m serious. Answer my question: do you like the taste of shit? Because I am so fucking pissed off at you right now that I want to kick my boot up your ass so far I push all the shit into your stupid, big mouth.” 

Oh no, Jayne thought as she looked over at the fat, bald bastard in the 7,000 credit suit who had spent the majority of the flight yelling into his comm. If Jayne didn’t have to stay undercover she would have thrown him off the plane. Hell, maybe she should do it anyway. 

The bald bastard held the comm in front of him, spewing his spit as he yelled at the top of his lungs. “I have to turn my comm device off, so I suggest you FIX THIS DEAL before I LAND IN THIS FUCKING ARMPIT OF A TOWN. When I turn my comm back on, this shit better be fixed!” He mashed his finger on the comm until it finally powered down. He glanced at the nun who’d been unfortunate enough to be seated next to him. He grimaced at her. “What the fuck are you looking at?”

Jayne decided throwing Baldy McJerkface off the shuttle would be too good for him. Better to create some long-term embarrassment and frustration. She preemptively crossed off the next item on her to-do list. 

Once the shuttle lowered itself onto the aerial dock outside their terminal, the travelers stood up and began the eager push toward the shuttle’s exit. 

Jayne grabbed her backpack, making sure to lose balance, trip over the armrest and into the aisle. She landed against the horrible businessman. “Oh no! I’m so sorry.”

He pushed her back with his elbow. “Do you know how much this suit costs, you idiot?”

Jayne shook her head, overdoing it on the apology. “I am so sorry! It’s such a nice suit, I hope I didn’t ruin it.”

The business man just shoved Jayne aside and huffed and puffed his way off the shuttle.

 

+++

 

Jayne took the businessman’s comm device out of her pocket. She was happy she got to work in a little pickpocketing on this mission. She would hate for her skills to get rusty. She placed it by the panel of an information kiosk. 

There were numerous kiosks stationed all throughout Whip End International Shuttle Port, but there were ten times as many travelers. All kinds of people and alien races hustled across the terminal, weaving through each other. Some of the shorter alien species, such as the two-foot tall Quillians, rented stilts for five credits just so they wouldn’t get kicked around by the crowd. 

Jayne would need at least five minutes to successfully hack into a kiosk, no doubt while a line built up waiting for her to finish. 

She reached down into her tube sock and pulled out a “core-chip”. She plugged it into the stolen comm’s auxiliary port and waited for the two devices to sync. 

A Quillian on stilts stood behind her. 

Jayne smiled at the small, blue Koala-like creature. “Hey, I’ll just be a minute. There was a mix-up with my tickets.”

The Quillian aggressively hissed at her, his planet’s way of saying, “No worries, take your time.” 

Jayne turned back to the kiosk’s panel screen while the core-chip continued doing its job. 

Jayne tapped the side of the kiosk. “Come on, come on…” Finally, “Syncing Complete” flashed on the comm device. She now had total access to the directory of every traveler to have passed through WEISP in the last five years. So much for Dean Geiger’s initiatives of hyper-security.

She ran a quick search for Yorgos Costas in the directory. Jayne suspected that the entity who hired her under the name of a dead Academy student must have used the name for travel as well. 

And wherever they travelled, Jayne would follow. 

Jayne felt another presence join her in line. It was big, bald business bastard. Ah, shit. Any minute now he would reach into his pocket and realize his comm was gone. 

The kiosk brought up the most recent itinerary for Yorgos Costas. For a dead man, Yorgos got around. Most recently, Yorgos took a sand-track to Headless Hope. Jayne was relieved Merry was right about that. She wasn’t sure what she would do if ‘Yorgos’ had ventured to another town, city, or planet entirely. 

Yorgos took the sand-track to Headless Hope and hopped off at a station called Uma Point. 

The business man reached into his pocket. “What the fuck?” He checked his other pockets. He dropped his bag and began to frantically search for his comm.

Jayne had one more detail. She pulled up the biometrics for Yorgos Costas, or, rather, whoever was pretending to be Yorgos Costas. It was yet another information security initiative on behalf of Dean Geiger’s rising influence. 

Funny, Jayne thought, that the biggest pain in my ass is also proving to be rather helpful. 

Sure enough, Yorgos Costas had been marked with a tattoo on the wrist based on the body scan of their first voyage into Theron Techcropolis, which was several months prior. 

Lightning bolt tattoo. Got it. Jayne checked it off in her mind. Now time to get on the next sand-track to Uma Point. Got it. Now, Jayne had to  return the comm to this asshole, but not without leaving him a little present first. She couldn’t help herself. With the core-chip still plugged in, she was able to pop into all his accounts. She deleted everything. Every contact, every event in his calendar, every pre-programmed destination. She turned his comm into a blank slate. It may as well have been brand-new. For good measure, she drained the battery, too. That way he wouldn’t discover her dirty trick until she was far away.

He deserved worse but this was the best she could do at such short notice. She reset the information kiosk. Then, she unplugged the core-chip and tossed it into an incinerating receptacle. 

Jayne turned to the stilted Quillian behind her. “Thank you for being so patient!” The Quillian screamed at her at roaring, unbearable decibel levels. Jayne smiled. “Oh, thank you! I just decided to shave it all off, try for a new look. And it’s so convenient. Anyway, have a nice day!”

The Quillian stepped up to the kiosk. The businessman had worked himself into a red-faced rage. A vein big enough to pump sewage popped up in his forehead. 

Jayne smiled. “Hey! I am so glad I ran into you!” 

She held out the comm, which he snapped out of her hand. “Why do you have this?!”

Jayne placed a hand over her heart. “I just picked it up, you must have dropped it in your hurry to get off the shuttle, which I don’t blame you for. I was on my way to take it to lost and found. I am so glad I just ran into you.” 

He fiddled with the screen, but it wouldn’t turn on. “How’d the fucking battery die?”

Jayne shrugged. “You know how they make those comms. Always getting us to go buy another one. Anyway… happy travels!” 

Jayne disappeared as fast as possible. When that businessman discovered what she did to his phone, she didn’t want to be within the blast radius. 

With the soothing mantra of “Uma Point Station” rolling on loop in her mind so she wouldn’t forget, she marched herself to the WEISP’s internal transit system. From there she’d board a sand-track and take the three-hour drive to her final destination: Headless Hope.

 

+++

 

Mercury Mk-II sand-track, en route to Headless Hope, Amaros

 

The windows on the sand-track were useless. If the dust floating around wasn’t enough, the treads propelling the vehicle across the dunes were kicking up enough dirt on their own to block the view.  

Jayne tried, but she couldn’t make herself comfortable on the bench-row seats designed for economy and economy only. 

At this point, the tourist shtick wasn’t doing Jayne any favors. She was surrounded by laborers being sent out for contract sand-mining work and manifestations of middle-aged sadness venturing into Headless Hope for the gambling. 

Jayne felt more than a little out of place. Fortunately, no one was interested in talking to her. Even if anyone wanted to, it would have been impossible to hold a conversation over the rumble of the sand-track’s grinding treads and groaning motor.

Yet, its lulling movement rocked Jayne to sleep. As the interior of the sand-track faded away, Jayne realized she was walking through a sewer. At least it looked and felt like a sewer, and she understood it to be a sewer, but beautiful men and women in evening wear, crisp tuxedos and elegant evening gowns, strolled through the sewer eating hamburgers and drinking milkshakes. 

Jayne heard music. The tune was distant, but she could detect the rhythmic crooning of a tortured soul laying bare his deepest fears and desires for an audience. 

Jayne sloshed through the sewer. The murky water rose higher and higher as she ventured deeper and deeper into the subterranean labyrinth. The crowd of rich and beautiful hamburger eaters thinned out. Jayne persisted. The music grew louder as the tunnel plunged into darkness. 

The sewage was up to Jayne’s neck now. She treaded the foul water, determined to discover who was responsible for this music, the most beautiful sound she had ever heard. 

She took a deep breath as she sank deeper into the muck. Only her eyes remained above the sewage. She swam around a corner in the tunnel, and the beautiful lights of show business shone down on Jayne. 

The floor of the sewer ramped upward and leveled out at the magnificent entrance of a theater. The marquee announced in flashing lights: THE KING. 

Jayne climbed out of the sludge. She was filthy, she stunk. She sloshed with each step. A figure emerged from the shadows, for the theater’s glow was the only light in this sewer. It was a little girl. She handed a beautiful, baby blue dress to Jayne before descending into the sewage herself. 

Jayne didn’t question the little girl. She innately understood her. Jayne put on the beautiful gown. She was suddenly clean and fresh, the stench of waste washed free. 

A white-gloved doorman in a red uniform opened the theater doors for Jayne. “You’re just in time for the final act, Jayne! Hurry!” He smiled and bowed as Jayne walked past him. 

Jayne felt an urgency once she stood in the theater’s magnificent and ornate lobby. She ran across the mirror-clean marble floors. She nearly lost her balance in her high-heels. When did she put on high heels? 

She opened the door into the theater. It was empty. The man on stage performed to no one. His voice filled the massive room with warmth. 

The music worked its spell on Jayne. She floated down the aisle toward the front row. The King sang. He looked down, his quivering pompadour blocking the view of his face. The stage lights shimmered off the details on his white jumpsuit. 

He sang into a microphone, yet Jayne realized she could not understand the lyrics. There was a conflict between understanding that he sang words, real words, and yet none of them made sense. 

The song reached a crescendo. The King belted the final refrain, ending the song on a note of embittered resignation. 

He looked up from his microphone. Burrett. He smiled at Jayne. “Hello, Jayne.” 

The theater erupted into flames, and Jayne woke up on the sand-track, now only an hour away from Headless Hope. 

Jayne had suffered through several exhausting months of nightmares haunted by Burrett following his cryogenic imprisonment. It had been a long time since he last tormented her dreams. Now was a hell of a time for her subconscious to revive that little preoccupation. 

Jayne wiped crust from her eyes. She stretched as best she could on the cramped bench seat. She managed to crack her back. It felt good. 

She looked out the small window by her seat. The dust was gone now, and she could see rolling grassy hills. 

The view was crushingly dull and boring, except for a pack of six magne-cycles zooming over the hills toward the sand-track. 

Jayne pulled down on her lower eyelids, trying to wake up. “That’s weird.”

The magne-cycle gang moved at break-neck speed directly for the sand-track. The two riders at the front loosened grappling-hooks affixed to chains from winches on the front of their bikes. They were all wearing masks.

Jayne nodded. “And that’s bad.”

The sand-track’s driver shifted gears and floored it. He grabbed his intercom and shouted over the engine’s deafening roar. “Bandits to our north. Lock down and hold steady.” He hung up the speaker on his dashboard, reached between the front seats and pulled out a pulse-gun. 

With one hand on the wheel, he undid a latch on his driver-side door and opened a small embrasure through which he aimed the double-barreled weapon. 

Jayne wasn’t scared, but she was confused. She turned to the man next to her, who casually reached into his pack and pulled out a club. She tapped him on the shoulder. “What is going on?” 

He said one word. “Bandits.”

Jayne nodded. “Yeah, but why?” 

The man pointed disdainfully toward a cluster of middle-aged gamblers in the back. “Gamblers. Lots of cash.” He glanced out the window and saw how close the bikers had gotten. “Here.” He reached into his pack and pulled out a knife. He handed it to Jayne. 

“How’d you get this through security?”

The man grinned, which accentuated a face full of scars. He was missing his two front teeth. “This is my job.”

The sand-track lurched violently and spun left, then right, as two grappling hooks locked around the luggage rack on the roof. Jayne could see the two grappling-hook-equipped bikers position themselves behind the sand-track. They pulled on their brakes, doing their best to slow them down. 

The grizzled man by Jayne climbed on top of his seat and opened a latch in the ceiling.

No one else in the sand-track’s hold seemed to be doing anything. The gaggle of gamblers were not only calm, but one of them was napping. Jayne shouted at them. “What is your problem? Why don’t you do something?” 

The oldest of the group, a shriveled man in a linen shirt and a straw hat took his cigar out of his mouth to answer her. “Don’t worry! We have travelers insurance!” His friends chuckled. 

Another biker pulled up alongside the sand-track, a thermal-detonator in their hand. The driver angled his pulse-gun out the door and fired. A sickening, radiating blast knocked the biker off the magne-cycle, which toppled forward. The treads of the sand-track ground it into scrap metal. 

So much for a vacation. Jayne held the knife in her mouth. She stood up on her seat and climbed out of the porthole onto the roof of the sand-track. 

Her grizzled friend shook his head at her. “Get back in there!” 

Jayne took the knife out of her mouth, spun it around between her fingers. “Don’t worry, I got this.”

Mr. Grizzled roared with laughter. “The more the merrier!”

He crawled to the back of the sand-track. He wedged his club beneath one of the grappling hooks and pried it loose. The attached biker shot backward off the bike and crashed, rolling into a ditch. 

Jayne turned to the passenger side of the sand-track. She determined it had the least defense, and she was right. A magne-cycle with a side-car caught up to them. The bandit in the sidecar stood up. The driver rammed the sidecar against the side of the sand-track. The second bandit leapt upward and grabbed hold of the luggage rack. 

The luggage, Jayne realized, was getting in the way. She reached down with her knife and cut the straps free. A leather suitcase toppled off the side, knocking the bandit off, crashing into the ground. 

Three down. Three to go. 

Jayne felt each individual eyelet of a boot fly against her neck. She crashed down on her side but was careful to hold firmly onto the knife. She swung outward, but the bandit lurched back, barely dodging the blade. 

The grizzled man, Jayne’s only ally, apparently, came rushing to Jayne’s rescue, trying to stay upright on the roof of the speeding sand-track. He held his club up high, but before he could bring it down the bandit caught sight of a shadow. A kick right into the stomach knocked the grizzled man off the roof. 

Jayne took advantage of the moment. She rolled over, grabbed the bandit by both ankles and yanked them down. 

But it was too late. 

The fifth bandit caught up to the passenger side of the sand-track. They armed a thermal-detonator and stuck it on the vehicle’s hull, just above the treads. 

The explosion rocked the sand-track upward, nearly knocking it on its side. Instead, it crashed back down onto treadless gears. The sand-track spun in circles. Jayne and the bandit she had intertwined herself with rolled off the roof of the sand-track, along with the remaining luggage. 

Jayne hit the dirt, and everything went black. 

 

+++

 

Jayne woke up with her back resting against the out-of-commission vehicle. A rag had been stuffed into her mouth.

She was in a group with the gamblers, who, despite being bound and gagged as well, looked as if they merely felt inconvenienced. 

The laborers were rounded together in their own separate group, along with the driver. 

Jayne didn’t see her scarred, toothless friend. 

While one bandit stood watch over their prisoners, the other two rifled through the luggage, tossing all valuables and cash into leather satchels. 

Jayne relaxed her hands and started twisting her wrists. She incrementally loosened the cord binding her arms behind her back. 

The sunset looked like dying fire, embers buried in ash.

One of the bandits stuffed their last satchel. “That’s everything!” They tossed it over the back of the magne-cycle, hovering a foot off the ground.

The leader, who had said the least and stayed the most distant by leaning against their cycle and watching from afar whistled for everyone’s attention. She pointed to the third bandit. “You stay here. Make sure the next lot picks ‘em up. Shoot a flare off as one approaches, then get the hell out. No deviating from the procedure this time.”

A woman’s voice. Their loose clothing, dirty and formless thanks to the camouflaging tears of cloth hanging free from them, hid their bodies. 

Ok, Jayne reasoned, we just confirmed these are members of The Bitch. Jayne considered she could call them bitches. Maybe that’s what they liked. And all this meant the man in black had been a woman in black. And a detail Jayne had been reticent to admit – the outfit had been more of a very dark blue. 

Jayne rested her head against the sand-track. She kept every muscle in her back, in her body, as loose and relaxed as possible. She slowly twisted her wrists. She could feel the cord binding her hands together give. Even if they were sparing them – and why? – she couldn’t afford waiting around. 

The leader and her second hopped on their magne-cycles and hummed off, blowing the tall grass out in waves as the magnetic pulses pushed outward. 

The final Bitch looked over her captives from the safe distance of four or five meters. She pulled out her comm. “Looks like a new trip’ll be here at sunrise, gentlemen. Anyone need to pee?” 

One of the gamblers mumbled through their gag. 

The Bitch gave a mocking thumbs up. “Cool, sounds like everyone’s good.” She crouched down, put on 3D glasses over the eyeholes of her mask, and started playing games on her comm. 

Jayne recollected the entire experience, her mind slowly relearning what it was like to be conscious. Okay, wheels turning in her mind. “They don’t want us dead – or at least as few of us as possible – because that will discourage travelers. And that’s where they get the money. And that’s why they’ll let the next one through. Leave their chances just good enough to keep the risk worth it. 

If this is their game, why would someone, maybe Burrett, hire mere road bandits to instigate themselves in a major set-up?

And why would they agree to it? 

Jayne’s determination to solve the entire perplexing situation drifted her thoughts so far away she didn’t notice her hands had freed themselves from the binding cord. 

When that finally happened, nearly an hour had passed. It was deep night now. She could hear the howl of subterranean dirt wolves as they emerged from their labyrinthine dens in the distant hills. 

Jayne glanced to the gamblers and the laborers. She could only assume this was a routine occurrence based on their reaction to everything, which was simply taking a nap. 

The Bitch’s masked face glowed in the light of her comm device. With a light like that, Jayne knew, the darkness around her would be hard to see through. 

And with that small detail on her side, Jayne stood up and noiselessly ran toward the Bitch bandit. 

Jayne leapt, twisting to fly legs first and lock the bandit’s neck between her thighs. But the bandit was fast. She rolled onto her back and stuck her legs in the air, blocking Jayne’s attack. 

The bandit brought Jayne down and used her as leverage to get the upper hand. With one knee and one hand holding Jayne down, the bandit drew a thermo-blade from her pocket and jabbed it toward Jayne’s neck. Jayne twisted her head left, then right, then left, deftly avoiding every stab. 

Jayne could see frustration growing behind the bandit’s eyes peeking from behind her mask. It was the perfect time to strike with a good old fashioned headbutt. Jayne grabbed the bandit’s wrist and twisted until she dropped the thermo-blade. Jayne caught the blade by its handle. 

Jayne popped up onto her feet and used her free hand to drag the bandit through the dirt, tossing her against her magne-cycle, causing the machine to bob up and down in the air. 

Jayne knelt down and held the thermo-blade at the bandit’s throat. 

She used her free hand to rip the mask off of her former captor, and realized she was holding down a fourteen-year old kid. She was tall for her age, and the premature aging of a rough life might have misled anyone else. But this close, Jayne could see a little innocence left in the glimmer of her eyes. It was just enough of a shock and upsetting truth to make Jayne take a little pressure off the young girl’s stomach. 

Nonetheless, Jayne had a job to do. “You’re in The Bitch, right? The Bitch Gang?” 

The girl laughed. “Ha! No.” 

Jayne twisted her arm, revealing the lightning bolt tattoo. “I know the tattoo. I know you’re in The Bitch Gang. Now I know you’re a liar. Are you going to lie to me again?” 

Jayne twisted the girl’s wrist further until she grimaced. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry! No, no, I won’t lie. Please stop.” 

Jayne held the wrist in place. “Then tell me a truth. What’s your name?” 

“Brielle! My name is Brielle!” 

Jayne released Brielle’s wrist. She pulled the particle pistol out of Brielle’s hip holster and tucked it into the waist band of her touristy cargo shorts. “Okay. Brielle, you have a beautiful name.” 

Brielle quizzically turned her head. “Thank… you?” 

Jayne nodded. “That’s me telling you a truth. You have a beautiful name. Do you trust me now?” 

Brielle nodded. “No?”

Jayne moved the thermo-blade right up to the edge of Brielle’s throat. The heat was almost unbearable. “What if I hold this blade here all night without killing you? Would you trust me then?

Brielle instantly broke out into a sweat from the pulsating blade. “Yes! Yes, I trust you!”

Jayne released Brielle from her hold and shut off the thermo-blade. She sat down across from her. “Good. Now that we trust each other, I’m going to ask you some questions.” 

Brielle tugged at her collar, trying to cool down her sweltering neck. “Yeah… Sure.” 

Jayne sincerely felt bad about what she just put Brielle through. She was just a kid, but Jayne reminded herself that she was a kid who tried to kill her. “Do you know anything about anyone named, or goes by the name, Yorgos Costas?” 

Brielle shook her head, no. 

Jayne frowned. “Okay. I’m choosing to trust you on that. Next question: does your gang operate in Theron?” 

Brielle emphatically shook her head once more. “No. We’ve sworn an oath not to return to a society that abandoned us.” 

Jayne started to feel that feeling. The reminder that everyone is more similar than different. “Does your gang do… contract work?” 

Brielle had relaxed now. She was starting to receive Jayne’s questions with less concern. “I’m sorry, I feel like we’re in a job interview.”

Jayne laughed. She had to admit that was funny. “I was framed by a member of your gang. I was hired to tail a man in black. I now realize it was actually a woman in black. Or actually a very, very dark blue, but that’s not important.” 

Brielle shrugged. “Eh. Depends how formal the occasion is.” 

Damn, Jayne thought. Brielle made her laugh again. “Ok, you’re funny. I’ll give you that. But let me finish. This woman in black had a lightning tattoo, just like yours, just like every member in your gang—”

Brielle interrupted. “We’re a sisterhood.” 

Jayne lowered her gaze. “Sisterhood?” 

“We’re not a gang. We’re a sisterhood.” 

Jayne held her hands out in acceptance. “That’s dope. But the point is, a member of your sisterhood framed me for a very serious crime, while exposing some… decisions I made that fall into a more grey legal area. And, they murdered someone. In addition, they framed me for the murder of an innocent person.” 

Brielle’s eyes lit up like a nuclear reactor in the middle of a meltdown. “Nova.” 

Now it was Jayne’s turn to light up. “Holy shit, you know who I’m talking about?” 

Brielle looked away. The sun was starting to come up. “The next sand-track will be here soon.” 

Jayne didn’t want to lose this thread now. “Brielle, please.” She waited until Brielle turned back to her. “Who is Nova?” 

Brielle turned gravely serious. “She’s not part of our sisterhood anymore.”

“You know what, that makes me respect The Bitch Sisterhood even more. Tell me, how can I find Nova?” 

Brielle didn’t hesitate to answer. Jayne didn’t know if she had officially won over her trust, or if Brielle was leaping at an opportunity to get revenge on a traitor. “I don’t know. Only Zelda knows.” 

Everything was lining up for Jayne. “Zelda? Zodiac Zelda? How do I find her?” 

“Headless Hope. Deep Wen. The Turin Sector, Ozym Alley.”

Jayne locked the location in her mind. “Okay, Brielle, now I have to ask you a huge favor.”

 

+++

 

Jayne felt so much better now that she was out of those tourist clothes. Brielle’s camouflaged jumpsuit was much more her style, and the particle pistol was a nice accessory. The magne-cycle wasn’t bad either. 

As she zoomed toward Headless Hope, parting the waist-high grass covering the rolling hills, she thought back on what she had done.

She felt bad for tying up Brielle, but at least in tourist clothes she won’t get pegged for a gang member. Or, rather, the member of an outlaw sisterhood. Jayne had made it clear to the gamblers and the laborers not to rat out Brielle. That way, Brielle would avoid the juvenile prison complex of Theron Techcropolis and return to her sisterhood. 

Jayne made sure to stay on watch until she saw the next sand-track on its way to Headless Hope. She fired off the flare, thanked and apologized to Brielle, and made her getaway on the magne-cycle. 

Jayne reassured herself that she had made the best possible decisions considering the moment. 

And Jayne made a promise to herself not to ever forget the scarred and toothless man who saved her ass. 

Onward to Gilded Gardens Casino.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

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

 

Dean Geiger’s Takora-3 vacation had been heavenly. He had gained a nice two-sun tan for the cameras he was about to be in front of. The excessive fine dining, however, didn’t do much for his physique. He checked the scale that morning after his morning shower to discover he gained 17 pounds in less than two weeks. 

He demanded that Noora track down a wider podium for his speech that day. “But also,” he added before she could make it to the door, “make it a little shorter, too. Like this big.” He used his hands to depict rough dimensions. He made it explicitly clear that the podium should rise just above his ever-bulging gut, but no higher. 

With the knowledge that he would have the perfect podium, Dean Geiger officially felt total confidence in his speech later that day. 

Since returning from Takora-3 two days earlier, Dean Geiger had been basking in the media’s overwhelming approval of his new security initiatives. 

The Federation, the municipal government, and the public overwhelmingly felt safer thanks to the security measures. 

Sure, pockets of protest and resistance were boiling up. Nothing that couldn’t be fixed with some careful leaking of certain information. If someone needed to be arrested, Dean Geiger could easily arrange that.

The positive response and overwhelming support for Geiger’s new initiatives had him walking on air, but the public’s new-found hatred for Jayne Austin had him over the moon – any of the nearby moons, take your pick. 

There had been a few hiccups with the security measures. A couple data breaches, a hack here and there, some personal information got sold to some nefarious organizations, some weirdo hacked a travel kiosk at Whip End Shuttle Port. Dean Geiger simply had the record of these hiccups removed. They’d get around to fixing them, eventually. 

But right now, he had more important things to do. 

Now that Noora was gone, Dean Geiger swiped the panel in his desk to lock the door. He switched over to another application that turned on the exterior reflective coating on his windows. 

No one could possibly walk in or accidentally look into Geiger’s office. He was alone and free of judgment. 

He unlocked the bottom drawer of his desk and pulled out the girdle. 

Geiger ordered it under the name of the housekeeper at his Takora-3 beach house. He found her bank information through Rex. He realized he didn’t even pay her enough to order a girdle, so he adjusted the amount of credit in her account and placed the order. 

Dean Geiger undid his pants and untucked his shirt, which he unbuttoned with ceremonial seriousness. With his open belly exposed, he wrapped the girdle around himself and tightened it at his back with the finely curled micro-fiber hooks. 

If Noora couldn’t find a wider podium, at least he had this back up. He pulled the string running up the sides, tightening the girdle further and further. He refused to stop until it was as tight as he could bear. 

Noora opened the door and walked in. “We have two podium options. There’s a traditional wood model with— Is that a girdle?”

Geiger was in too much shock to answer her question. “How did you get through the door? I locked it.”

Noora sighed. “Didn’t you go over the memos I prepared for you? It broke while you were on Takora. We haven’t fixed it yet.” 

Geiger looked out the window and saw a window washer wearing a jet pack floating outside. The window washer smiled meekly and waved. 

Noora looked away, feeling too much vicarious embarrassment. “We also have to repair the exterior reflective coating.”

Geiger’s face turned red, and it wasn’t because of the two-sun tan. He had been too busy basking in the reactions to his security measures to waste time reading Noora’s memos. “I must have… missed them.”

Noora pointed to Geiger’s desk, where she had left the chip holding her memos with a sticky note labeled “Memos.” “I placed the memos on your desk, right where you told me—”

Geiger’s face turned to a shade of red so deep it’s been officially recognized as new a color by the Intergalactic House Painter’s Association. He blew up. “NOORA! If you haven’t NOTICED, I have been under a LOT of STRESS. I am TRYING to redesign the ENTIRE FUCKING GOVERNMENT and redefine how INFORMATION ITSELF is managed. So I am sorry if I’ve been a little too PREOCCUPIED to read your DAMN MEMOS.” 

Geiger had yelled at Noora before and he would yell at her again. She let it roll off her back like rainwater. “I left the memos where you told me to, sir. Also, there is no shame in wearing a girdle. I know many men—”

“IT’S NOT A GIRDLE!!!! It’s a…” He stammered trying to remember what that thing was called… That other thing… Finally he remembered. “A brack base! I mean a bass rake! I mean…”

Noora crossed her arms. “A back brace?” 

Geiger inhaled and spoke, calmly, on the exhale. “Yes. A back brace. For my bad back. I injured it fishing on Takora-3.”

Noora nodded. “Ah, a back brace. I understand. So, do you want the traditional wooden podium?”

By that point, Geiger had taken the girdle off in embarrassment and was re-buttoning his shirt. “Yes. Sounds perfect. With the Academy logo on the front.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Geiger maintained his ritual of stopping Noora for “one more thing” as she approached the door. “Please let me know the next time you schedule the window cleaners.” 

Noora walked out the door without looking back. “It was all in the memo!” The door slid shut behind her. 

 

+++

 

Front Steps of the Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Geiger was impressed. He had been upset at Noora earlier for not reminding him multiple times about the memos. Even if that was technically his responsibility, blaming someone else for his own oversight made him feel better. Despite that, he had to admit Noora had done an excellent job attracting every major news publication, journalist, politician, and otherwise Very Important Person on Avalon Space Station and from Theron Techcropolis. And that didn’t even begin to include the dozens of influential people attending via hologram. 

Geiger looked out on the crowd from his beautiful, slightly wide podium that came up to the perfect height. 

It was a beautiful day. He had told Noora to schedule this speech for a day that the artificial atmosphere of Avalon Space Station was scheduled for fair weather.

Only when the digital clock projected skyward, visible from all locations within Avalon space station, rolled over to 3:00 PM did Dean Geiger step forward to the podium and being his speech. Punctuality was an important trait for a leader. 

“My good citizens of the Federation. I address you today, I feel, for the first time as myself. I am not speaking to you as Dean Geiger, dean of the prestigious Espionage Academy. I speak to you not as Ronald Geiger, mastermind behind our new Data and Security Measures that are keeping you safe. I speak to you as a fellow citizen. I speak to you as a concerned citizen. I speak to you as someone who wants change. I speak to you. I speak to you, the backbone of our great Federation. And I hope I am right to believe that I may also speak for you when I say that I am… pissed off. If the recent security breaches didn’t warn you that we are in danger, then I hope the violence carried out by the terrorist Jayne Austin does!”

There was applause from the crowd. The cam-drones hovered around Geiger. 

As the applause began to die down, Geiger resumed his speech. “I arrive before you today with upsetting news, but it is news we must face. Prime Minister Leon Osmer has allowed this danger, this threat to our safety, to boil up from beneath, from the lowest levels, and infect our way of life. How could Prime Minister Osmer have allowed this to happen? While Jayne Austin was laying the foundations for her impending reign of terror, Prime Minister Osmer was abusing his position of power by carrying on with innumerable affairs!” 

The crowd let out a collective gasp of incredulity. You could even sense how startled the holograms were to hear this. 

“I am afraid that is only the beginning of the lies that the Prime Minister has been peddling to us, treating us like we are idiots. Well, we’re not idiots! We’re the citizens of this Federation! We deserve better! We deserve the absolute best! With the approaching election…”

The shoe had been raised. The entire crowd, the billions of Federation citizens watching the coverage, generated a registerable amount of energy from the tension. 

Geiger repeated the beginning to his major announcement. “With the approaching election in mind, and with recent news from the outlands on Amaros that JAYNE AUSTIN is still running rampant, I can no longer take a back seat to the danger Prime Minister Osmer allows us to face. And so, I officially announce my candidacy for Prime Minister of the Federation!” 

The crowd went batshit. Even if Geiger’s speech wasn’t already over, there’d be no point in going further. The roar of support could have drowned out an atom bomb. 

Geiger’s chest swelled with pride.

 

+++

 

Bullseye Billiards, L46, Theron Techcropolis

 

The game was Cutthroat. Vlad and Merry on one team, versus Cameron and Fred on the other. Cameron perfectly set the billiard balls with the rack. Everyone had adequately chalked up their cues and drunk enough beers to get started. Unfortunately, the game was repeatedly postponed because of Fred’s inability to wrap his head around the rules. Cameron explained Cutthroat to Fred again and again, simplifying his words every time until he finally decided they should just start the game in the hopes that Fred might pick it up as they went along. 

Cameron removed the rack and hung it beneath the table. “Okay, Fred, like this. Vlad, Merry… I hope you guys are ready for the best split you’ll ever see.” 

He slid the cue back and forth with a deft hand, readying his stroke for a quick and hard strike that would set up the perfect table for a victory for his team, despite Fred’s total inexperience. 

Cameron pulled the cue back, centered himself and, once he was ready, popped his wrist forward. 

“Geiger’s on TV!” Fred shouted, blocking Cameron’s view as he reached across the table to point at the nearest holo-screen. 

Fred’s outburst broke Cameron’s balance and his cue scratched the table. He missed the cue ball entirely. “FRED!”

Merry shushed him. “Look, this seems bad.”

Geiger mugged on the screen as he delivered his speech. 

Merry squinted at the image. “That podium is shaped so weird.” 

The bartender turned down the music in the billiard hall and cranked the volume on Geiger’s speech. The pursuit of Jayne Austin had become such a huge news story, and Geiger such an integral character within it, every pool player stopped their games to pay attention. 

Any mention of Jayne made Cameron, Fred, Vlad, and Merry tense up. Associates and allies of Jayne faced immediate arrest and imprisonment. As a result, everyone except Cameron had followed Jayne’s lead and changed their appearance. Vlad shaved and started wearing a nice suit. Fred gave up the vintage glasses look. Merry dyed her hair purple and bought a new outfit without a single piece of black clothing. 

The crew ceased meeting at the ISA offices altogether. They never found a bug, but Merry was convinced it was hidden in there somewhere. The business card was surely a distraction. As a result they met in bars, arcades, pool halls, kava shops, and everywhere else except for Jack Flap’s Flap Jacks. Merry told Fred that if he wanted to continue breaking pancake records, he had to do it alone. 

The day before he made it to 76. Merry’s resentment toward his lithe figure mounted by the day. 

Geiger began his speech, and the crew became four of the billions of Federation citizens watching Geiger continue his march toward total control. 

If there was anyone out there who hadn’t heard of Jayne Austin yet, they had heard about her now. 

At the moment Geiger muttered the words, “I officially announce my candidacy for Prime Minister of the Federation,” the crew’s hearts sank through the floor. 

The air in the billiard hall was conflicted. There was isolated clapping, some whoops and hollers. 

A young kid, probably too young to drink despite the beer bottle he flung through the holo-screen, yelled “fuck you!” He was wearing a “Jayne Is Innocent” shirt. 

Merry saw the shirts occasionally. Usually young kids, younger than her. She wished she could thank them, tell them that they’re right, but that was a risk she couldn’t take. 

She was heartened at the simmer of belief that Jayne was some kind of underground hero, but their delicate position forced her to denounce Jayne if the topic came up with a stranger. 

The beefier more macho pool players at the billiard hall gave the young punk mean looks. They drowned him out with audible cheers for Dean Geiger.

Merry started clapping at Geiger’s announcement. “Woohoo!” Fred, Vlad, and Cameron gaped at her. She grunted at them under her breath. “Come on guys, make it look good.” 

The crew reluctantly participated in the necessary charade. 
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Merry obsessively ran her fingers through her newly purple hair. “Why is it that Jayne can’t breathe without upsetting the balance of galactic politics?” 

Vlad was smoking a new strain that made him more philosophical than usual. “I think it’s more likely that balance can’t exist in politics.” 

Merry glared at Vlad, who was walking on the other side of Cameron. Vlad continued. “In a way, the balance extends further than that. There’s no balance within the government because it’s one entity. And Jayne, Jayne is the counterbalance to that entity.” 

Merry couldn’t wait for Vlad to run out of this strain. “Cameron, can you do me a favor and punch Vlad?”

“My pleasure.” Cameron punched Vlad in the arm. 

Fred stopped ahead of them and waited for the crew to catch up. He always walked faster than everyone else. Merry often wondered if that’s how he burned off the hundreds of pancakes he ate every week. Merry, Vlad, and Cameron stopped when they caught up with Fred. 

Fred faced them very seriously. “Can we actually help her?”

Merry had been waiting for someone to finally come forward with the question that stayed stuck in all their minds. She had an answer at the ready. “It doesn’t matter if we can. What matters is if we try.”

Vlad dropped his joint, stamped it out, and shoved the roach off the sidewalk into the street. “Let’s keep walking, that cruiser’s making me nervous.” 

Merry assumed Vlad was feeling paranoid again until Cameron backed him. “Yeah, let’s get going… Now.” 

Merry and Fred looked now, across the block. A black cruiser hovered by a street lamp. 

The crew did their best to start up a casual stroll again, but it felt like their limbs had turned into wet spaghetti. Walking normal seemed impossible. 

The paranoia wasn’t the fear of someone watching them. It was the uncertainty of not being able to know if they were being watched or not. 

Fred turned around and walked backwards. In his mind, it was a casual move. “Hey guys! How about beers at my place?” 

Now it was Cameron’s turn to play casual. He caught up to Fred, turned him around and put his arm over his shoulder. “You read my mind! Did you guys see that movie, uh… Kill ‘Em All 72? We could watch that tonight.” 

Merry knew they were trying to act normal in case someone was watching them, but she hoped they were also serious. She would love to drink beer and watch Kill ‘Em All 72. “Uh… Hell yeah, dude.” 

Cameron clapped his hands together and rubbed them. It was starting to get cold. “Then let’s get going! To Fred’s!”

As they crossed the street, the black cruiser finally turned and drove off in the opposite direction. Everyone breathed a sigh of relief. Their limbs felt normal again. 

Vlad pouted. “Man. I wish I didn’t have to scrap that joint.” He reached into his suit pocket and pulled out another one. “Oh well, good thing I always keep several backups.” 

Merry sidled by Cameron now. “Cameron, were we being watched just now? You would know.” 

Cameron shrugged. “I honestly don’t. Look, remember the Burrett case? Our stake-out? We were in unmarked cruisers. The goal was to blend in, not stick out.” 

Vlad exhaled. “Yeah, and that cruiser stuck out like a boner at the beach.” 

Merry laughed. Cameron wasn’t quite in the mood. “Okay, well, that’s true. And because of that, I would say that they, whoever that was because I promise you they weren’t cops, were only trying to intimidate us.” 

Fred nodded. “Yeah, like the agents who came by. Right?”

Merry looked down at her feet pounding the pavement. “Right.”

The crew took a turn at the next block. At least, Merry thought, we’re going to Fred’s apartment after all. “Guys, I have to get something off my chest.” 

“Yeah?” Vlad, Fred, and Cameron all seemed to ask in unison. 

Merry sighed. “I believe in Jayne. I believe she’s innocent. But… dammit, guys. I get so tired. I get so tired about what we have to go through. About all the shit she starts.” 

Vlad nodded. “Me too.” He offered the joint to Merry in solidarity. 

The smoke scratched Merry’s lungs and it felt good. “Is it bad that I feel that way?” 

Cameron shook his head. “It’s okay to feel that way. I love her, and I still feel that way.” 

“Besides, it’s what we signed up for!” Fred interrupted. “If it wasn’t Jayne, it’d be someone else. Right? If we weren’t in the shit with Jayne, we’d be in some other shit with someone else. And you know what? The shit wouldn’t be as good.” 

Maybe Fred was right, Merry thought. You’re gonna be in the shit no matter what. Might as well be in the good shit. Shit with a purpose. Shit against all odds. 

Fred took out his key-chip and opened the gate to his building. “Alright, hope you guys are ready to Kill ‘Em All!!” 

They would help Jayne save the world tomorrow. Tonight, they were going to get drunk and watch a dumb movie. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

Headless Hope, The Outer Lands, Amaros

 

“Welcome to Headless Hope! Your Going to Want To Stay Awhile!”

Jayne read the sign in a glance as she zoomed past it, now only a few miles outside of Headless Hope's downtown. She not only noticed the somewhat ominous slogan, but the incorrect use of “your,” as well as the perplexing decision to capitalize the ‘T’ in the last ‘to.’ The bizarre grammatical errors, to her, were only the beginning of the chaotic lawlessness she was thrusting herself into. 

As Jayne zoomed over another dead-grass hill, the three intersecting thoroughfares that bound downtown Headless Hope into a triangle pointing beyond toward further desolation, she breathed a sigh of relief. 

Jayne was a city girl. The middle of nowhere gave her the creeps. The middle of nowhere reminded Jayne of her smallness. The lizard on the rock didn’t care about Jayne’s mission, and would continue to hunt whether or not Jayne lived or died. Jayne never liked to be questioned, and she didn’t like questioning herself. Think about the people this affects, Jayne told herself. And yet, the lizard on the rock barely turned its head as she zoomed past. Indifference always seems to win.

Indifference was never coded into Jayne’s DNA. 

Headless Hope was far from civilization, but she was simply happy to be in the presence of buildings. 

First things first, she needed to find a doctor. The Bitch Sisterhood wasn’t exactly riding around on brand new magne-cycles. Their stiff, ancient accelerators, made all the worse by years-worth of compounded sand in the gears, had renewed the pain in Jayne’s ankle. 

But any old doctor simply wouldn’t be enough. She needed to find a doctor who wouldn’t ask her questions and would treat her for free. 

Jayne might have to negotiate a little bit. 

Splotches of concrete began emerging from the ground like scabs until they finally formed Trigger Boulevard, the left leg of the triangle that was Headless Hope. Jayne gritted her teeth and accelerated toward the town’s apex point. 

Abandoned storefronts with shattered, long-defunct 2D screen signs hanging limply above the boarded entrances lined Trigger Boulevard. Apart from a homeless woman walking a malnourished dog, there was no sign of life. 

Then Jayne passed a gilded iron gate, caked in gold leaf, protecting an ornately designed ele-grav that could only go one direction: down.

Jayne was surprised to see an ele-grav, relatively new technology, in this part of town. 

And where were all the casinos, anyway?

Jayne slowed down and pulled over to the homeless woman with the dog. She ignored Jayne and continued rifling through the trashcan by the ele-grav. 

Jayne turned the magne-cycle off. “Excuse me?” 

The woman kept her head half-buried in the trashcan. “Ah?”

Weird response, Jayne thought. “I need to find a doctor. Do you… know where a hospital is?” 

The woman rose from the trashcan with a ball of tinfoil. She unwrapped it like a Christmas present. Inside, she found a half-eaten cheeseburger which she fed to her dog. “He used to be a doctor. Don’t practice no more.” She pointed to her dog, who ravaged the cheeseburger. 

Oh boy, Jayne thought. “Well, do you know if there’s a doctor who is still practicing.”

The woman pointed to the ornate ele-grav. “Doctors? Hospitals? Below. In the center you might find help.” She held up her right hand – she was missing her middle, ring and pinky fingers. “Rabies.”

The dog finished the cheeseburger. She balled up the foil and slid it into her coat pocket. “Know why he don’t practice no more?” She pointed to her dog again. “Why he ain’t a doctor no more?” 

Jayne had to keep this lady talking in the hopes that she’d give a little more information about the doctor who performed that amputation. “No. Why?”

The woman started laughing with her toothless smile. “Patients complained that his fleas were too high.” She cackled. 

Jayne had to fake a chuckle with a literal, “Ha. Ha.” She adjusted herself. “So, who helped you out with those rabies?” 

“A raccossum. Best deal on rabies in town.” She laughed again, but then she sensed Jayne’s frustration. She got straight with her. “Doctor Savage. Middle of town. Middle of the triangle.” 

Jayne couldn’t tell how cogent the woman was. If ‘Doctor Savage’ was real or a product of mental illness. “Thank you. Do you know how I get to the casinos?” 

The woman had returned to trashcan raiding, but stopped to quickly gesture to the ele-grav. “The gates of heaven, the gates of hell, what happens down there is no one’s to tell.” 

Jayne nodded. “Right.” The woman had officially given her the creeps. Still, she reached into her tourist backpack and pulled out three protein biscuits. She tossed them to the woman. “For you and the dog.” 

Jayne kicked the starter with one foot and held down the accelerator with her other. She sped off. 

Two main roads advanced inside the triangle of Headless Hope. Truth Street ran north to south, between the two legs. The other, Consequences Street, ran east to west, from the base to the apex point. 

Jayne hit the halfway point of Trigger Boulevard’s left leg and took a hard right onto Truth Street. The abandoned shops and storefronts gave way to abandoned apartments. As she entered the center of the triangle she discovered more signs of life. She rode past humble survivors like a laundromat, a diner called Sullivan’s, a mechanic’s and, most appropriately, a funeral parlor. 

For the last fight for the life of Headless Hope, as best Jayne could tell, its residents had retreated to the final defense: its heart. 

And there, at the intersection of Truth and Consequences, Jayne saw a neon caduceus over a sign reading “Doctor D. Savage, General Practitioner.” 

 

+++

 

Examination Room, Offices of Doctor D. Savage, Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Doctor Savage held Jayne’s ankle in place as he wrapped sealing-gel soaked gauze around it, alternating twice around her ankle, once around the arch of her foot. 

Jayne could feel the sealing-gel solidifying itself to the shape of her foot as he continued wrapping. 

Doctor Savage reached the end of the wrap and held down the end against Jayne’s ankle until the entire wrap was firmly in place. “That was fifty-seven years ago, of course. Things were different then. Headless Hope was considered one of the best towns for the middle class. Now? I’d say the actual population of residents, and I’m not even counting the seasonal-arrivals who work during the busy months, I mean the card-carrying Hopers, you see? I’d say there’s less than a thousand of us left. By the way, this is going to hurt!” 

Jayne sprung upward off the examining table, reaching for her leg. She growled in pain. “What the hell was that?” 

“Lidocaine 17X. Between you and me? This stuff hasn’t been legal in a few years. But I have so much of it left! What am I supposed to do? Throw it out? No way. Times are too hard. Besides, it gets the job done.” 

He was right. Jayne felt the pain in her ankle melt away. She was sick and tired of dealing with it. She hoped this treatment would stick. 

Doctor Savage peeled off his gloves and hobbled over to the sink. He rinsed his hands, then splashed some cold water across his wrinkled face. He ran his fingers through his tumbleweed hair. Jayne realized Doctor Savage was just one more feature of the landscape that surrounded him. “It just occurred to me I should have given you the anesthetic, then wrapped it. Oh well! At least I have an excuse: I am very old.” He hobbled back to Jayne. “How does it feel?” 

Jayne rubbed her ankle. “It… doesn’t feel at all. It’s totally numb!” 

Dr. Savage nodded. “Good! Time for the final test, then.” He pulled a mallet out of nowhere and swung it down hard toward Jayne’s foot. Jayne gasped. She tried to stop him, but she was too late. The heavy hammer slammed against her ankle and… made a squeaky noise. Jayne breathed an incredulous sigh of relief. 

Dr. Savage laughed. “I used to do that to all the kids who came in here… But kids don’t come in here anymore.” He placed the toy mallet back into the cabinet under the sink. 
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Doctor Savage didn’t have any nurses. He didn’t have any receptionists, either. He hobbled behind Jayne out to the front of his practice, stepping behind the counter where he assumed a new role. 

Jayne took out the roll of contingency cash she had brought with her, and gave him three hundred credits. Compared to the healthcare of Theron Techcropolis, this was basically free. 

Jayne looked Doctor Savage in the eyes. “I need one more thing.” She thought about her past mistakes when it came to choosing who she could trust. But right now, in this moment, she didn’t have a choice. “How often do gang members come in here?

Doctor Savage shook his head and held up his hands. “Never. I don’t affiliate with those people. I refuse to treat them.”

Jayne narrowed her gaze. “Isn’t that against the Hippocratic oath?”

Doctor Savage shrugged. “If the price is right.”

Jayne placed a fifty-credit bill down on the counter.

Doctor Savage took the bill and, unlike the other bills that went into the cashbox, this one went right into his shirt pocket. “Which gang?”

Jayne pointed at the underside of her wrist. “They have lightning bolts running down their arms, here.” 

The doctor leaned back in his chair. “The Bitches, yeah. A few have come in. Usually magne-cycle accidents. They pay well.” 

“Where can I find them?” 

Doctor Savage shook his head. “I wouldn’t know.” 

Another fifty went down on the counter. “I already know they frequent a tattoo shop called Zodiac Zelda’s. Where is it?”

The bill went into Doctor Savage’s pocket. “In the underworld. On Transference Avenue. If I had a credit for every infected job from Zodiac Zelda’s I’ve had to treat, I’d have more credits than you’ve bribed me with. You got any tattoos?”

Jayne shook her head. “How do I get to the… underworld—"

Doctor Savage pointed outside, through the front window. “Ele-gravs all over the outer triangle. A trip down is ten credits.”

Jayne shook her head. “Can’t take an ele-grav. Can’t risk anything with surveillance.”

Doctor Savage rubbed his chin. He eyed how thick Jayne’s roll of cash was. But then again, here was a girl in trouble. Was this not an extension of the Hippocratic oath? He mulled over the dilemma. “You know,” he stood up from the chair behind the counter and motioned Jayne to follow him once more into the back, “why don’t you come with me to the operating room?”

Jayne followed him into the only other room in the small practice. It was full of any potentially-necessary surgical equipment, all out of date and seemingly unused. 

Doctor Savage pushed the gurney up against the wall. “One of the most important things for a hospital is to be easily accessible… for all who may need attention.” He knelt down in the center of the room and dug his fingernails between two dusty floor tiles. He found a crack in which he could grab hold and lifted up a false-floor covering a ladder descending into a void. “My own private portal to hell.” 

Jayne couldn’t believe it. Was there anyone in this town who wasn’t crooked? Maybe the homeless woman. Or maybe only her dog. The last pure soul in Headless Hope. But who was she to judge now? She’d had to smudge the lines of her own morality recently. Sometimes it worked out when money talked. For now, she was thankful that she had Doctor Savage on her side, even if she had to pay for it. “What do I owe you?”

Doctor Savage held his hands up. “You’ve paid me enough. Now, I merely request you keep me out of your business. The less I know, the better.” 

Jayne nodded. The ceremony of their departure was unclear. So, they simply shook hands. Jayne climbed down into the hole. Doctor Savage placed the false floor back in place. Jayne could hear him push the gurney back on top. She lowered herself into the underworld. 
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The Deep Wen, 1700 feet beneath Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Jayne held the railing of the rusting staircase she arrived on ten minutes ago, the barely more secure platform Doctor Savage’s ladder led her to. 

Every dozen meters, a new utility light hung down from the intricate electrical grid running along the canopy of the cave. Wires encased in waterproof alloys burrowed their way into the cave wall holding up this ancient staircase. 

Jayne couldn’t imagine what the hell the purpose of this staircase could possibly be. The staircase groaned, creaked, and swayed with every step she took. She could only imagine it was a remnant from the earliest constructions of Headless Hope’s Deep Wen, back when its ultimate purpose was sheltering Headless Hope’s citizens during the mounting arms race between the Federation and other galactic governments, back before the Federation absorbed their enemies through aggressive negotiations.

But now, the staircase was usefully forgotten for Jayne’s purpose: sneak into Deep Wen without an ele-grav’s monitor zapping her image straight into Dean Geiger’s all-knowing electronic brain.

Jayne started worrying about the depth of the staircase. When she looked down, there was nothing but an endless dark void below her. 

As the staircase turned the corner around the curving cave wall, Jayne plunged into darkness. She had no way of knowing if the staircase would suddenly run out, collapsed from years of the cave’s humid air working on the metal. Every step was a risk. Every step could send her hurtling into certain death below her. 

But then, almost miraculously, the staircase leveled out into a walkway, and one final hanging light signaled the end of this leg of her journey. The walkway fed directly into a gaping mouth of a cave. 

There was no turning back now. Jayne ventured into the cave. 
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Jayne guided herself through the cave with nothing but her hands running against the rough, jagged walls. The sound of dripping water, natural construction noises of a brand new stalactite development,  nearly drove Jayne mad. 

Just when she thought she couldn’t take it anymore, she heard a familiar noise: the atonal symphony of a city. Jayne could see a small light at the end of the cave. 

The cave’s exit was ineffectively barricaded by iron bars over a chain-link fence that simply swung open like a door. Years of illicit passage, Jayne surmised, had kept the entrance a secret. She kept tradition and firmly shut the gate behind her. 

Now out of the cave, Jayne stood on the precipice and looked before her: The Deep Wen of Headless Hope. 

The naturally massive cathedral of space in the middle of the cave accommodated a condensed metropolis, rising higher and higher, all the way to the roof of the cave. Every building cast the surrounding cave in a seedy, neon glow. 

Jayne’s eyes followed the intricate system of the walkways which, rising up from the lowest floor and twisting around buildings like a rollercoaster, had room for only two kinds of transportation: walking on foot, or riding on rickshaws. 

Jayne could hear music, the rabble of drunkenness, and the sound of cold, hard cash being counted. 

Time to get to work. 
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Zodiac Zelda’s Tattoo and Piercing, Deep Wen, Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Jayne found Zodiac Zelda’s on the ground floor of Deep Wen, down a long alley rich with the smell of cheap flank-sticks and noodle balls emerging straight out of fryers and onto paper plates for the employees of the city. 

Laundry crisscrossed the tall, narrow walls like a makeshift carnival. The walkway was barely wide enough for two people to pass each other. 

Jayne could feel all eyes on her: an outsider. Not a tourist who wandered into the wrong part of town, but someone dangerous who might temporarily throw off the precarious balance so rarely maintained in these people’s lives. 

A huge woman, pock faced and six-foot-seven, at least, wearing chainmail guarded the solid wood door of Zodiac Zelda’s. “How’s it going?” 

Jayne planted herself firmly in front of the bouncer. “I need to talk to Zelda.” 

The bouncer sized Jayne up. Jayne barely came up to her shoulders. “Zelda’s not in today, and she’s not taking appointments. You want a tattoo? Find the necessary channels and go through them.”

Jayne craned her neck until she felt her spine go craaack. Felt good. “I don’t explain myself, but there’s a lot hanging in the balance of this. More than you’ll ever realize. This is bigger than you or me.”

The bouncer laughed. “Not much is bigger than me.”

Jayne’s brain zipped through any and all information that might be useful. She was tough, she could fight, but this hunk of woman? Jayne would be nothing more than an aperitif for her. Even I know my limits, Jayne thought. 

No, she’d have to resort to brains. “Brielle sent me.” 

The bouncer’s face turned white. “Stay here.” She opened the wood door behind her, ducked through the doorway, and shut it behind her. Jayne heard two heavy locks slide into place. 

In just a few moments, before Jayne even had a chance to adjust to the perils of waiting for something unknown, she heard the heavy locks again and the bouncer opened the door. “Come inside.” 

Jayne found the parlor unextraordinary. It was pristine and sanitary in a necessary sort of way, as if maintained out of a fear of being shut down, not in an effort to prevent infections. 

The bouncer walked over to the front desk and turned a coffee cup 360 degrees clockwise. It locked into place, and a false, holo-wall at the back of the parlor de-pixelated unveiling a narrow entry now guarded by nothing more than hanging beads.

Ok, Jayne thought, they got hidden doors and switches disguised as coffee mugs. This operation is not as low-rent as I was expecting. 

The bouncer gave Jayne no indication to proceed. The revelation of a secret was invitation enough. Jayne passed through the beads and into the backroom. 

The air in the low-ceilinged room was thick with smoke, like an aquarium for smokers. The hanging tapestries denoted ancient goddesses, runes and equations of alchemy. The floor was thick with layered rugs, pillows, and ottomans, from the entry to the far wall, where a chaise lounge rose out of the cushioned sea. 

She was covered head-to-toe in tattoos. Except for the lightning bolt on her right wrist, she was covered only in flowers. Her form, spread across the chaise lounge, was hidden by the dim lighting and the hanging frock she wore. Her hair shot off from her head, practically blending into the plumes of smoke rising from her yorka pipe, which she passively puffed on while looking Jayne up and down. 

Except Jayne realized that was impossible. Her eyes were glazed white with cataracts. 

Zodiac Zelda removed the pipe from her mouth. “How’s it going?”

‘How’s it going’!? Jayne thought. She couldn’t believe the casual opening to a conversation. Oh well, might as well respond. “I'll admit, I've been better.” 

Zodiac Zelda twisted one of the many rings on her fingers, until a tight blue flame burst out from the ring’s head. She relit the pipe. “I don’t know what I can tell you about Nova. Let me clear the air about that now. If you’re expecting some sort of trade off, information for information, I won’t help you…”

Jayne wondered if it was true, what the mystics of Creote-Opula, the only planet where yorka could grow, said about the root: it grants psychic abilities. 

Zelda let Jayne bask in the mystery of that moment. She tamped her pipe. “I’ve already heard from Brielle. Through our chain. She’s being held at customs at the Whip End River Shuttle Report. She’s being held because she lacks identification, not because they know who she is. So she’ll return.” She placed her emptied pipe in a box, and slid the box behind a hidden shelf behind another holo-wall. “So, I must thank you for giving me such a headache. Oh, for crying out loud, sit down already.” 

Well, maybe the yorka does grant some sort of sixth sense. How else could she have known Jayne was standing? “I’m sorry about Brielle. But right now, I don’t have much choice regarding my actions. I have to—”

“We always have a choice.” 

Jayne paused. Zelda’s penchant for philosophical musings kept slowing her down. “Yes. Well, there is a lot at stake here. More than I can really describe, but Amaros, the entire Federation, is at stake. If that weren’t reason enough for me to save it, then I think you can appreciate that I’ve been drawn into it personally.” 

“I’m sure you have excellent reasons, Jayne. Do you see this?” Zelda pointed at the tattoo of a white rose inside her bicep. 

Jayne didn’t question how Zelda knew her name. Maybe it was the supposed-psychic properties of the yorka. Maybe news traveled fast. Jayne simply nodded, then, remembering that Zelda couldn’t see her, spoke. “Yes.” 

Zelda circled the tattoo with her finger. “Julianne.” She pulled down her frock at the collar, revealing a gardenia. She gently laid her fingers on it. “Anastasia.” Zelda raised her bare leg free from her flowing gown. She pointed to a lotus hidden among the countless flowers. “Esther.” 

She looked right into Jayne’s eyes. Jayne could feel Zelda sizing up Jayne’s entire history, all of her secrets, all of her fears, and her purpose. Zelda was protected. The thick cataracts hid everything. They merely reflected Jayne’s gaze. 

Jayne didn’t have much patience for Burrett’s theatrics and Zelda’s, though on a smaller more innocent scale, were wearing thin. “I’m sorry, but Brielle is going to be okay. If only I could explain why I’m here, but you have to trust me. This—” 

Zelda touched her finger to her forehead. “Shut up. You’re making my headache worse, and you didn’t let me finish. You’re very rude.” 

That was a surefire way to piss Jayne off. What the hell was this woman’s deal?

Zelda sat up on the chaise lounge and faced directly toward Jayne. She unbuttoned her loose blouse, opening it to reveal the bare, tattoo-less space between her breasts. “I was terrified this space would soon hold a daisy, Brielle’s flower. Thank god, it will not. For that reason alone, I am choosing to help you. This space is for another flower. This space is for the Red Dahlia. Nova’s flower. The Red Dahlia is the only flower I want on my body. Do you understand?”

Jayne looked resolutely into Zelda’s blank eyes. Jayne looked, focusing, until she found the soul buried deep within. “I understand.” 

Zelda’s sightless eyes reached beyond in turn, into Jayne. “She left us for a man, to work for a man, named Artimus. Gilded Garden’s Casino on Balcony. You’ll find her there. She’s a heavy, works the floor… Jayne, there are 7 planets in each of the 7 galaxies in our arm of the universe aligning on each of the seven days in this week. This occurrence will never happen again in our universe’s lifetime. Now is the time, there is no other. I am done helping you, I am done talking. Don’t let me down.” 

And with that, Zelda laid her head down on the chaise acting as if Jayne had never entered at all. 

Jayne stood up. “Thank you.” 

Zodiac Zelda said nothing. 
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Gilded Gardens Casino, Balcony District, Deep Wen, Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Jayne sipped her third margarita and set it down on top of the side of the roulette table. She didn’t want to finish it. In just a moment, she was going to need it for something more important. She had spent the last four hours and her last 275 credits since arriving at the casino. 

But it was all about to pay off. 

Jayne drunkenly pushed all her chips on to 21. The dealer held up his hands. “All bets are placed.” He spun the wheel. 

Casinos were one of the few institutions left where you would find mostly analog technology. Most gamblers distrusted digital, holographic slot machines and roulette wheels. 

The marble’s clacking rattled around in Jayne’s mind, aided by the tequila working its magic. 

18. 

An imaginary curtain rose before Jayne. Time to go on stage and knock ‘em dead.  

Jayne grabbed her margarita and dumped it all over the roulette wheel and the dealer. “This is fuckin’ rigged!”

The dealer spoke into his cufflink without missing a beat. “Security at table ten.” 

Jayne leaned over the table and scattered the chips all over the casino floor with one swipe of her arm. “I’ve been playing this stupid game for four hours and you’re telling me that marble doesn’t land on my number once? MY LUCKY NUMBER!” 

Jayne looked up and saw security approaching. A big bald guy with a mustache. Wrong guy. Great, Jayne thought, now I have to drag this out. She turned to the retiree in a bucket hat next to her, who had been winning big most of the night. “Why’d you win so much, asshole!?” Jayne knew she was taking a huge risk and, likely, could blow her cover. But then again, out here in Headless Hope, out here where the rule of law was as far away as Techcropolis itself, the bigger risk was not taking the risk at all. “Fuck you!” She leaned on the old man hard, acting drunker than she actually was. 

The bald security detail stomped around the table to Jayne. “Ma’am, you have to leave the casino immediately.” 

Jayne looked up, and up, and up until she finally found the eyes of the unreasonably tall and muscular man. “Your head looks like my ass: magnificently round, hairless, and with an asshole in the middle of it.” 

The bouncer placed a huge hand on Jayne’s shoulder. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw two more security details emerge from the backroom of the casino. She glanced in the opposite direction. 

Bingo. Standing in the shadows, the woman in black. Nova. Waiting. 

Baldy squeezed Jayne’s shoulder hard. “I am giving you one more opportunity to leave, or I will physically escort you out of the casino.” 

Jayne grabbed the bouncer’s thick wrist. “Escort this!” She twisted his wrist, and he immediately lost the ability to hold his grip. He yelped. Jayne spun him around and, realizing how top-heavy he was, simply knocked his right foot off-balance and he fell down hard against the roulette table, knocking the wheel loose from its axis. 

The patrons at the table gasped, and a crowd was already gathering around Jayne. 

She waited for the next two bouncers to approach, all the while keeping an eye on Nova, who was circling the outside perimeter of the casino. 

Jayne gave herself a height advantage by hopping up on the table. She grabbed a chain-smoking woman’s Old-Fashioned and splashed it into the first bouncer’s face. She knocked him cold with a chop at the side of the neck. It took nearly her entire reserve of strength, but she stopped him from falling, and threw his massive hulk against the third bouncer fast approaching. He tripped, and toppled forward on top of the first bouncer, curled up on the floor rubbing his sore wrist.

Nova had sights on Jayne. Jayne knew this. She made a run for it, and Nova followed. 

As Jayne vaulted herself over the roulette table, the crowd erupted into applause at the sheer display of athleticism Jayne had just used to defeat the casino’s notorious security. 

 

+++

 

Jayne’s momentum as she burst out of the front door to Gilded Gardens nearly launched her over the balcony overlooking the entire city of Deep Wen below. 

Jayne grabbed the railing, pushed herself back and spun around to see Nova, all of her, for the first time. Her features were smaller than Jayne expected. 

Nova threw a punch forward, which Jayne deftly blocked. She was doing alright for having three margaritas, but she could feel the nauseating slosh of alcohol in her stomach. BAM, Nova knocked a blow against Jayne’s jaw with her other hook. 

Oh, ok, Jayne thought, you fight dirty.

Jayne brought a knee up, which Nova shot down with both palms. She used the force to bring her fists back up and catch Jayne at the chin. Jayne bit her tongue. She could taste blood in her mouth, which dripped out as she spoke. “Who are you?” 

Nova simply answered by twisting Jayne’s left arm around her back, and forcing Jayne’s upper-half over the edge of the balcony. Jayne spat out the blood quickly filling her mouth and brought her head back, resoundingly smashing Nova in the side of the face. 

Nova fell onto her back. Jayne finally had the upper hand. “Who sent you?”  

Nova wiped blood away from her nose. “Look behind you.” 

“What?” Jayne turned to look back over the balcony. A task force on a hover-pad raised up and leveled themselves with the balcony. A cop, if such a thing actually existed in Deep Wen, raised a stun gun and blasted a paralyzing electric wave at Jayne, which passed through her body, right through her heart. 

The world went black as she collapsed to the ground. Nova was gone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

Mabel Grumby Memorial Shuttle Port , Western Gate, Theron Techcropolis City Border, Amaros

 

Days earlier, Merry had waited outside the shuttle port until she saw Jayne’s shuttle take off and disappear over the horizon, disappearing behind the smog that encased Theron Techcropolis. Since the shuttle took off without a veritable army of law enforcement surrounding the shuttle port, Merry was confident Jayne had made it through security. 

“Excuse me, miss?” 

“Who you callin’ miss, fleabag?” Merry spun around, when she turned and saw a shuttle security guard five feet wide, she bit her tongue. “Oh, sorry. I thought you were… not an authority figure.”

“If you’re not arriving to board a shuttle, I’ll have to ask you to leave. There’s no loitering at the shuttle port. Security risk.” 

Merry nodded. “Just seeing my friend off,” She said as she hopped off the curb and headed to the row of taxis hovering by the exit lane. “Ain’t there room for any sentimentality in this hell world?!” That’s when she noticed the black cruisers parked at either end of the drop off area. 

Wait, Merry realized, that guard didn’t have the Shuttle Security Insignia on his uniform. She turned back, but the guard was gone. The black cruisers pulled away from the drop-off area and left. 

Merry opened the backdoor of a taxi and slipped inside. She sat low in the backseat. The driver, a three-eyed Bogdanzian, glanced with both pupils in his right eye at Merry in the rearview mirror. “Where to?”

 

+++

 

Fred’s Apartment, Calcian Court, L46, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Fred just wanted to watch Kill ‘Em All 72, but Merry and Vlad had been arguing non-stop. They started during the very first fight scene when Byron Killem clutched the Senator’s baby close to his chest, keeping her safe while he manned a machine gun with his right big toe and threw grenades with his other foot, all the while hacking the navigation system of Doctor Knife’s Battle Fleet by agonizingly typing in code with his nose. Now they were half-way through. The Federation prison had officially pardoned Byron Killem for his gallantry against Doctor Knife. He had intentionally lost 100 pounds of muscle while in jail. This way, he could smuggle out Ulrich, a double-agent and software expert, barely five feet tall, who had been arrested for double-selling top secret military information on an auction site. Byron Killem knew he needed Ulrich to fight Dr. Knife once and for all. He waltzed out those prison gates without the guards suspecting that the mass under his shirt was anything more than his bulging pectorals. 

Fred rotated the TV’s remote-ring on his finger to turn up the volume over Merry and Vlad’s bickering. 

Vlad reached the end of a joint and popped the roach in his mouth. He swallowed, an old habit from his college days. “It doesn’t matter where we meet. I don’t care if we start holding council in a dumpster, but anywhere and everywhere is better than the office.” 

Merry chucked her pizza crust into the box. She hated eating the crust, so she always left it for Fred. “Vlad, that’s easy for you to say. But you’re not taking into account that for me to do my job, we have to meet in the office.” 

Vlad laughed. “Merry, I’m not going to stop you from going to the office. But I’m also not going to stop Geiger’s goons when you get arrested. I wish I could, but what about Jayne? I don’t think you’re taking her safety into account.” 

That was the wrong thing to say to Merry. “Ex-fucking-cuse me? Did you really say that Vlad? Of course I care about Jayne! She’s my best friend!” 

It was a quiet scene now. Byron Killem was at the graveyard where his best friend, Marissa Starbuckle who died in Kill ‘Em All 65 in a nuclear meltdown, is buried. Byron lays down lilies on the grave and says a few kind words in Marissa’s memory. Fred couldn’t hear a damn thing, so he turned the volume up. 

Byron then pressed his hand up against the tombstone. The marble slab suddenly digitizes and scans Byron’s handprint. The grave beneath him began to lower itself into the ground. “Holy shit!” Fred yelled, trying to get Merry and Vlad’s attention. “Are you guys seeing this?” 

The grave lowered deep into the ground, until it stopped inside of a massive, underground laboratory. And there, waiting for Byron, was Marissa Starbuckle. Fred gasped. “OH MY GOD! You guys! Look!”

But Merry and Vlad had all but forgotten about the film. 

Merry grabbed the last slice of pizza. “We’re already being followed, Vlad. What’s the difference?”

Vlad pouted. “I wanted that slice.” 

Merry spoke with a mouth full of food. “Oh, I’m sorry. Let me wipe this grease off my fingers so I can play the world’s smallest violin.” 

Fred turned up the volume as Marissa started explaining the convoluted justification for her actually being alive. Vlad and Merry had no choice but to yell over the movie. 

Vlad dropped the pizza issue and returned to the matter at hand. “It’s better to be followed than observed.” 

Merry held her hands up, framing her face as if getting Vlad to focus on her words. “Vlad! We have turned that office upside down, right side up, inside out, sideways, longways, every which way but going back in time. We can’t find a bug!” 

Vlad rolled his eyes and mimicked Merry’s actions as he yelled back. “All the more reason it is probably still there!”

“VLAD! STOP YELLING AT ME!” 

“I’M NOT YELLING!” 

Merry pointed to her mouth. “YES YOU ARE!” 

Vlad pounded his fist into his hand. “NO I’M NOT! I JUST CAN’T HEAR YOU OVER THIS MOVIE!”

Silence, except for a sudden explosion as the underground laboratory is attacked by Doctor Knife’s radioactive worm army. 

Merry smiled at Vlad. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 

Vlad smiled back. “Only if you’re thinking that it took us way too long to think of this.” 

Vlad and Merry nodded at each other, then high-fived. 

Fred smashed pause on the movie. “Okay, whatever resolution y’all have reached, great. I don’t care. Can we please just shut up and watch this movie now?” 

Merry settled back into the couch. “Absolutely Fred!” 

Fred sighed and hit play. “Thank you.” 

Vlad sparked up another doobie and started watching the movie. “What the hell? How is Marissa alive?”

 

+++

 

ISA Offices, Malicarsh Building, L46, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Merry immediately regretted her and Vlad’s idea when Vlad showed up with his extensive catalogue of Jazz records. 

He ejected an audio chip from the office’s system. Merry and Fred went silent per the new law of working in the office – no talking if there’s no music. 

Vlad selected another audio chip and popped it in. Once the nearly arhythmic drumming began, Merry spoke. “What is with you and those audio chips? We can pull up any song we want at our finger tips, just a few taps on my tablet, but you insist on those big, bulky audio chips!” 

Vlad held up the one-inch square chip and scoffed at Merry. “Sorry my generation cares a little more about quality than convenience. Nothing has a richer sound, more depth and fidelity than a good ol’ fashioned .mp3! I mean, listen to this!” The horns kicked in, a random cacophony of crescendos and denouement, each song bleeding into the next. Vlad air-drummed along. “This is Wayne Kaintuck, born with an extra finger on his right hand because of the radiation field on Planet Egat – hear that high hat!? Tts-ta, ta-tss, ta-ta-tss, ta-ta-tss? He can hit the brass that fast because of that sixth finger. That’s what I call destiny. Born to play drums, baby!” And he kept air drumming. 

Fred cast eyes over to Merry. They both pointed in their mouths and pretended to gag. 

Vlad stepped between Merry and Fred’s eyeline to cut off their conspiratorial mocking. “Alright, you two, get back to work.”

Merry laughed, “You get back to work, Vlad! I think this ancient recording will be fine without your air drumming.” 

Fred pointed to Jayne’s desk. “I can’t believe this is necessary, but I’m separating you two! Vlad, go sit at Jayne’s desk. No talking.” 

Vlad sulked to Jayne’s desk and resumed the task of matching the name of Yorgos Costas to as many travel, purchase, and transaction records as possible. 

Fred reviewed all his contacts, taking record of weapons deals that included the make of gun the man in black used, a Gingham .38 which was, somewhat ironically, referred to on the street as a "deal breaker." 

Meanwhile, Merry had discovered a new cross-coded construction of digital tracers. She found these by following the origins of the very first use of Yorgos Costas after the true Yorgos Costas’ death years earlier. 

The erratic drumming of Wayne Kaintuck served as a pulse-pounding soundtrack to their frantic, mundane-seeming but truthfully life-or-death work. 

As the brass kicked in, “This is Dizzy Keller Carson on trumpet and 8-Ball Williams on Sax, by the way!” Vlad quickly piped up to say, the sudden discovery of a melody by the jazz band guided the gang into a flow of work that felt potentially rewarding. 

If Merry had learned anything from the now countless jobs she’d taken on with Jayne, it was that breakthroughs only happened when you’ve become convinced you’ve reached a fruitless end. That is, after all, what makes them breakthroughs. 

Fred suddenly remembered what he would do whenever he couldn’t find the underground connections he needed to buy or sell. When in doubt, do it legal. He started running through the database, checking for Gingham .38 purchases at gun shops across Theron Techcropolis leading up to the day this whole thing blew up in their face. 

And at the same time, Vlad noticed a brand new log-in connected to the digital tracer linked to Yorgos Costas. Of course, they suspected Yorgos Costas might, actually, be Burrett. If that was the case, this new little development was twice as interesting. 

Vlad was so excited he raised his hand at first, like a school boy. Then he realized how silly that was and spoke. “Hey, hey, look. I’ve got a brand-new log-in on this digital tracer. It just accessed a VR link.”

Fred perked up. “Okay, interesting because I just found out a Gingham .38 was purchased at Vern’s Pawn Shop on… Level 20 three days before Jayne tailed the man in black.” 

Merry pointed at Fred. “That’s the same day this client reached out to us. Also,” she pointed to Vlad, “what’s that digital tracer?”

Vlad eagerly swiped his finger across his tablet with flair. “Just zapped it to you.” 

Merry’s tablet pinged. “Okay, let me check this. Fred, can you do the same?” 

Fred’s fingers flew across the tablet. “Boom.” 

Merry’s tablet pinged again. “Okay, okay, I’m going to triangulate these.” 

Dizzy and 8-Ball must’ve been resting their lips because the only sound in the office the sound that had hopefully drowned out the entire conversation, was now Wayne Kaintuck attacking the drums like a madman. 

And then, the track ended. Applause erupted on the live track. 

Merry ran her fingers through her hair, an anxious habit. “Holy shit. This digital trace is active right now.”

Fred and Vlad already knew the worst. “Where?”

Merry flipped her tablet around. The map was zeroed in on the Cryo-Institute. 

 

+++

 

Fred ran through the door and collapsed on the ground, gasping for breath. “I… haven’t… run that fast… ever… I… Help…” 

Vlad and Merry ignored him and took the shopping bag he dropped on the floor next to his sweating body. “Water… Can I… Have…?”

Vlad nervously wrung his hands together as Merry took out a consumer-grade VR rig. “Are you sure you can make this work?” 

Merry ripped the box open. “Vlad, you can’t be throwing those negative vibrations my way so early in the morning.” She took out the VR rig and popped the casing off. “Vlad, go check that digital tracer, please tell me it’s still active at the cryo-institute.” 

Vlad ran over to his tablet. “We’re good.” 

Fred managed to roll over on his side. “My body… is… on fire…” 

Merry glanced to Fred. “Thanks for running and buying this, by the way, buddy.” 

Fred gave a thumbs up, then officially passed out. 

Vlad looked down at Fred. “Is he alright?” 

Merry popped out a game chip from the headset. “Yeah, he’s fine.” She threw the game chip in the trashcan and held her hand out toward Vlad. “Give me that cloak.” 

Vlad picked up a chip that Merry had pried out of her tablet while they waited on Fred to run back with the VR rig. 

Merry had installed the cloak in her tablet for the very purpose of tracking, hacking, and doing everything she did, both for her job and for fun. Removing it ruined her tablet permanently, but it was worth it. Popping the cloak into the VR headset would guarantee an easy, undetectable infiltration. 

With the cloaking chip connected, Merry popped the casing back on and handed the VR rig to Vlad. 

Vlad took it, uneasily. “Why do I have to be the one to do this again?” 

Merry synced up the VR rig to Vlad’s tablet. “Because I’m smarter than you, so I have to be at the controls. Now put that on.” 

Vlad pulled back the strap but stopped. “But what do I—” 

“Vlad! We do not have time! Put on the rig!” 

“Fine!” Vlad stretched the strap out. “See you on the other side!” 

He placed the rig over his face, and the black screen pixelated into a broken loading screen. It was the result of Merry Frankensteining the rig. Naturally, some of its original design would function awkwardly. But then, a beautiful vista of rolling hills rolled out before him. 

Vlad heard birds chirping, the soft sound of wind and rustling grass. The sounds drowned out the jazz blasting in the office. He forgot he was standing in the office, actually. He reminded himself that everything he saw was unreal. 

Then, he heard the voices. He walked, in place. Yet, he moved. It was awkward at first, but he got the hang of it. Rather than walking forward, the world around him had the appearance of moving in his direction. 

He crested a hill and saw, down below him, two men talking. Vlad panicked. Terrified of being spotted, he fell down on his stomach and flattened himself as much as possible to not be seen. 

In the reality of the office, Merry startled when Vlad suddenly hit the floor, limbs splayed out. “Oh great,” she said to herself. “He forgot he’s invisible.”

 

+++

 

Vlad looked up. Where his hands should have been stretched out before him, there was nothing. He rolled over onto his back and looked down at his torso. Nothing. He was invisible, nothing but an omniscience. He stood up, and, with newfound confidence, walked down the hill. 

About halfway down, he felt his knees tremble. His palms got sweaty. The voices rang out in the field. The artificial acoustics of the world projected the conversation like a conference call. The voices didn’t compete with the chirping birds or gentle wind. The voices existed like their own element of nature. 

Vlad heard one voice, unrecognizable, foreign, perhaps distorted intentionally, speak to the other man who faced away from Vlad’s line of sight. “She’s good. She’s very good. To be honest, I don’t have total confidence in stopping her. Or even finding her.” 

The other man chuckled. “That’s what makes it worth it. Trust me. The victory will be that much sweeter.” 

Vlad was now close enough to see that the first man had a generic, stock face. The kind of visage that was often used to protect an identity inside virtual reality. “Theron Techcropolis has been suspiciously quiet for the past several days. Yesterday, however, there was a botched job on a sand-track in the outlands. The next day, there was a pretty bad scuffle at a casino in Deep Wen. Don’t know which one, don’t know what happened. But—”

“But it sounds like Jayne.” 

Vlad reached the bottom of the hill. He knew he was invisible to these men, but his heart rate, his fight or flight instincts, told him differently. He was afraid to get too close. He circled them at a distance like a nature documentarian. 

The first man spoke again. “No one stays in Deep Wen for long. Besides, she’s there for a reason.”

“Nova?”

The first man nodded. 

Vlad walked around, and saw the profile of the second man, who nodded thoughtfully. “Very good. When she returns, find her. And bring her to me. In here.” 

Vlad couldn’t believe it. It was no surprise, which made it all the worse. Vlad circled the two conspiring men in this conspiratorial world and looked, unknowingly, into the familiar face’s eyes.

The first man laughed. “Very well. Expect her as soon as possible. We’ll be in touch, Burrett.” The first man disconnected and his avatar dissolved into the digital ether, leaving only Burrett behind. 

Burrett turned his gaze toward Vlad, his eyes piercing Vlad’s line of sight. Vlad panicked. He looked down to check. He was still invisible. Wasn’t he? Then why did Burrett look so… sure? Why did Burrett smile that way? 

 

+++

 

Vlad tore off the VR headset on the edge of a panic attack. “Holy shit.” 

Merry couldn’t help but run to Vlad. As much as she hated him, he was her friend and ally. She placed her hand on his shoulder. “Vlad! Vlad, it’s okay. What happened? What did you see?” 

Vlad threw the VR headset into the couch. “Exactly who I thought we’d see.” 

Fred, barely awake on the floor, blinked. “Fuck.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

Energy Core, Gilded Gardens Casino, Deep Wen, Amaros

 

Jayne came out of the darkness as the salty sting of sweat cut into the corner of her eyes. 

For a split second, she tried to remember where she was before realizing she didn’t know where she was. Instead, she tried to remember where she had been before finding herself in a place she didn’t recognize at all. 

Deep Wen, that’s right. Gilded Gardens Casino. But this was no casino. 

Jayne took a deep breath, but gagged on the wet rag stuffed in her mouth bound tight around her head with tape. Her hands were bound at the wrist, hanging suspended from a hot water pipe somewhere above. Her legs dangled, her tiptoes just barely able to touch the floor if she stretched all the way. 

Her eyes adjusted to the dim, orange glow of the steaming hot room she was in. She shimmied her toes enough to rotate her body so she could get as full a view of the room as possible. “What is this, Hell’s sauna?” That’s what Jayne would have said if she didn’t have a gag in her mouth. 

If she had been anywhere else, and if, say, Cameron had been the one responsible for the gag and the excellently tied knot around her wrists, she might be able to get into it. But in this moment, the entire situation just pissed her off. She was embarrassed, she was furious at herself, for not only losing track of the woman in black, but for getting caught. And now here she was, strung up like a pig to be barbecued, and about as hot as one, too. 

Jayne inhaled the harsh steam through her nose. In small movements at first, she thrust her hips back and forth, building up momentum until she was swinging from the hot water pipe. 

Once she was completing 70 degree arcs, she went all in knowing full well she might be on the verge of using all her remaining energy and passing out into unconsciousness again. 

She swung up, tucking her legs up at her torso, catching herself on the hot water pipe by the back of her knees. She wouldn’t be able to stand that heat for long. She had to work fast.

Her mouth was positioned right at her hands now. She pressed her bound mouth up against her exposed fingertips and tugged the tape free, just enough to rip it off, painfully, down below her chin. 

She pulled the rag out of her mouth and dropped it below. 

The boiling water raging through the pipe was starting to burn through the material of her stolen pants. She started gnawing at the cord binding her wrists with her teeth, working the knot free.

From deep within the room, from somewhere she could not see but could certainly hear, despite the constant gurgling of boiling water and hissing steam, a door opened. Fuck, Jayne would have been able to say because she had removed the gag, but now couldn’t say because someone had entered the room. She had no doubt they entered the room for her. 

She finally caught the loose end of the cord around her wrist between her canines. The heat at the back of her knees was officially unbearable. Burns were forming. 

She tugged the cord loose. Her wrists slipped out, and she fell to the ground in a graceful and near-weightless backflip. She landed on her feet like a cat on its last life. 

“Two minutes, forty-seven seconds.” 

Jayne rolled forward, righting herself on the momentum into a fighting stance. A shockingly clean man with a pencil mustache as long and thin as his cane held out an old-fashioned wound pocket watch. He examined its intricate clockface through pince-nez glasses, which he took off and returned to his waistcoat pocket along with the pocket watch. 

"Sergei Üt, a businessman from the planet Yerdik-Sym, just won seventeen million credits.” The clean man pointed at a security camera hanging from the ceiling high above them. “He was the only one who bet you’d make it under three minutes, among thirty-nine other bettors.”

Jayne almost struck back out of a reflexive-defense when the clean man offered a handshake. “Artimus.”

Jayne looked at Artimus’ outstretched hand. “Keep your handshakes to yourself.” 

Artimus lowered his hand. “Well, now you just lost Sergei three million credits, who had bet you’d shake my hand. But the other bettors are, I’m sure, very happy.” 

Jayne waved him off. “Alright, I get it. Everything’s a game for you, I get it. Well, if any of your gamblers placed a bet on me getting out of here, I’d like to help some people win some money today.”

Artimus rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. Just come with me, Jayne Austin.” He turned toward the until-now hidden exit. “Please at least allow me the courtesy of leading you out of our energy core into more hospitable quarters.” 

Jayne knew she could make it out of any situation Artimus threw her way. Just like the one she just slipped her way out of. She followed Artimus. 

When they finally reached the exit, Artimus stopped and held out a hand to halt Jayne. “Please, never refer to my profession as a game ever again.” 

And with that, Jayne took yet another blind step into a hellish underground world. A world, she worried, she would never be able to rub off her skin. She couldn’t tell if she was becoming a part of it, or if it was becoming a part of her. 

 

 

Artimus’ Office, Gilded Gardens Casino, Deep Wen, Amaros

 

Artimus casually gestured toward a couch as Jayne followed him into his office. 

The couch stretched the entire length along the wall of the huge room. Jayne guessed it must have been fifty feet long. 

Artimus gestured again to the couch. He continued the gesture, rotating his arm increasingly wildly until Jayne finally sat down. 

He activated a panel in his desk, in the center of the room, and the wall opposite Jayne lit up into at least one-hundred individual screens monitoring the entire Gilded Gardens Casino. “Intimidating, isn’t it?” Artimus left the anchor of his desk and joined Jayne on the couch. The two of them, side-by-side on the far end of a fifty-foot long couch, added even more imbalance to the dynamics of power in the room. 

This guy knows what he’s doing, Jayne thought. 

Artimus coughed performatively. “I said intimidating, isn’t it?” 

Jeeze, Jayne realized this guy really needs constant validating. Must be an only child. “Only if you’re on the other side of the screen.” 

“Well, you were earlier.”

Jayne shrugged. “But I’m not anymore.” 

Artimus wiggled his mustache. “Yes. Well, you learn how to look at it. If I see a man order a drink there,” he pointed at one of the myriad screens, “I know he will next walk through those doors there.” He pointed to yet another screen at the other end of the surveillance wall. “And if you win at the craps table, then you will receive your winnings aaaaaaall the way up there.” He pointed to the top right screen. “You see, surveillance is a language. It is the language of knowledge and manipulation. It is the language of power. It is—” 

Jayne yawned. “You’ve seen too many movies, dude. I’ve dealt with a lot of shitty people, a lot of bad dudes, and no one has been as hysterically theatrical as you. I mean, I admire the commitment, but damn. Calm down.” 

Artimus’s mustache twitched again. A nervous habit. Jayne made a note to watch the mustache. Artimus did his best to recover. “The entire casino is under constant watch. Except this room. This room is a sanctuary. You can do anything you want to me in this room, and there would be no official record of it.” 

Jayne cocked her head. Is he provoking me? “It’d still be pretty suspicious, I’ll pass.” 

“I only invite into my office those I trust with my whole heart. I trust you Jayne.” 

Jayne maintained her mocking tone, though she knew the next line would cut herself deep. “Be careful. The last few people who trusted me are totally fucked right now.” 

Artimus sank deeper into the couch, getting comfortable and basking in the glow of his countless surveillance screens. “Have you figured out who I am yet, Jayne?” 

Jayne mirrored Artimus. She sank into the cushions, spread her arms across the armrest and the back of the couch. “I’m not here to know who you are. I couldn't care less.” 

Artimus nodded thoughtfully. “My name was, once, Yorgos Costas.” 

Jayne’s mind cleared of everything but a tiny spotlight of sense-memory. She felt the same sinking, punch in the gut feeling that she felt the moment she first opened the briefcase. She had to keep her cool. “Well, if that’s the case then my situation either just got a whole lot easier, or a whole lot more complicated.” 

Artimus pulled a gold cigarette case out, popped it open, and offered it to Jayne. Jayne shook her head. “Suit yourself,” Artimus judged as he placed a cigarette at the end of the long stem of a cigarette holder. 

Long, thin body. Long, thin cane. Pencil thin mustache, and now a long thin cigarette holder. Jayne silently joked to herself that he was able to successfully fake his death thanks to a natural ability to slip through the cracks. 

Artimus lit the cigarette. “It’s difficult to start a new career when your reputation has you so firmly attached to a different one. So I killed myself and took the credit.” 

Jayne pierced Artimus with a gaze she had never looked at anyone with before. It was the gaze of dark morbid curiosity. It was the gaze of “what if?” It was a gaze with intention not to look within Artimus’ eyes, but to reflect back so that she may look within her own. “Why?” 

Artimus stood up from the couch. “Let me show you something.” He walked to his desk with the intricate control panel built into the surface. The entire office, perhaps the entire casino, seemed to revolve around Artimus’ desk. It was the sun that gave the gift of life to all those fortunate enough for him to deign worthy of receiving his gifts. 

He ashed the cigarette, stubbing it out in a roulette wheel-shaped ashtray. He swiped at another panel in his desk, and a row of hanging lights illuminated a massive, globe-shaped aquarium in the corner of the room. “That means, get off the couch and come here.” 

Jayne groaned, directing the full force of her sarcastic, guttural complaining at Artimus. She walked across the office, which seemed to feel larger and larger with every step. The power of lighting, she guessed. 

Artimus unscrewed the lid of a crystal jar. “Have you ever been in love, Jayne? Truly in love?” 

Jayne nodded her head. “Sure, but don’t tell that to all my boyfriends.” 

Artimus laughed. “You’re funny, Jayne. You’re very funny, and because of that I’m excited to work with you.” Artimus stepped up onto the third rung of a step-ladder allowing him to reach the top of the round aquarium. He removed a small partition of glass near the top, and sprinkled pinches of fish food into the tank. 

The vibrant blue and yellow, orange and white, purple and red, green and orange fish all came out of hiding among the coral and rocks, swimming high to the water’s surface. They feasted merrily on the flakes of fish food Artimus gave to them. “If you love someone enough, Jayne, you will do anything for them. Even if it destroys you. And if, god forbid, I will quickly add, it destroys them, then you have no reason to turn back.”

Artimus returned the glass partition to its place atop the globe and climbed down off the step ladder. “I only know how to do one thing, and that is how to use information to control people. There are two sides of that coin: doing it in the name of honor, and justice. Or doing it in the name of whoever you care for the most, above all others.” 

He walked around the fish tank, his image distorting further, his face bulging out grotesquely the farther around the curvature he walked. He stopped and looked at Jayne from the other side of the aquarium. 

“I was like you, Jayne. I left the academy, though on good terms, prepared to use my special skill set for the good of the Federation. For the good of the people. But the funny thing about doing what is expected of you is that the stakes are very low, and so is the pay.” 

Jayne understood now. The truth was too hard for Artimus. He couldn’t look Jayne in the eyes. He confessed to her through the disfiguring, scrambling disguise of the aquarium glass. It was his confession booth. “I understand I’ve done bad things, but I remind myself I did them for such good reasons. I knew there would be no turning back, that I would be sacrificing almost everything. But it was in exchange for the only thing I truly had. I had no choice, I had to do it. If you ever have children, you will understand.” 

He left his protection of the aquarium, walking its circumference and arriving once again face-to-face with Jayne.

Jayne understood Artimus, and the understanding opened up a part of her she’d been ignoring. At what point did she become a criminal? Who was that up to? If it was up to society, she had been a criminal since the moment she was framed. No, since the moment she was kicked out of the academy, essentially. Or did it go all the way back to when she was fourteen, and drank a beer for the first time? 

If it was up to her, was she a criminal? Could she bear to make that decision, if she had to? She had lied to her enemies and allies. She had evaded cops, she had snuck around her friends and partners. She had snuck through security, she had fought and tied up a young girl, as lost as she once was. 

She was on an even playing field with this man. Artimus. Yorgos. Did that make them equal adversaries? Or did it make them friends? 

Could understanding and kinship exist across the boundaries of morals? Did morals cross the boundaries of right and wrong?

“What the hell are you thinking about? Say something. You’re just standing there.” Artimus’ impatience brought Jayne out of her deep, uncomfortable ruminations. 

Back to the matter at hand, Jayne. “I have two questions for you.” 

Artimus held up his hand. “Where do I find such an excellent suit? A tailor on Deep Wen’s mezzanine. Trust me, you can’t afford him. Your next question: where did I find a couch so absurd in length? It’s amazing what you can order online.”

Fuck, Jayne agonized silently to herself. He’s endearing himself to me. “No, but I do agree it’s a very flattering suit. Not my style, but I can appreciate it.” 

Artimus smiled and mock-bowed. “Thank you. I’ve been waiting for you to say something.” 

Jayne looked up at the massive surveillance wall. She wanted to know everything as well. “Why were you selling information about me?” 

“Ah! Yes.” Artimus strolled past Jayne to his desk. “I wasn’t. I couldn't care less about who you are, much less about who knows who you are. Someone is using me, my old identity, to mask their intent to use you. I’m sure that person, whoever they are, is being used as well. By who? I don’t care. Knowing would not benefit me. If it wasn’t for that fact that I am ‘dead,’” he used air quotes, “then this would all be very serious. But since I am dead, I’m pardoned from this entire ordeal. But you are not, Jayne. Which leads us to your next question: who is the one in black? The one who was selling the briefcase. Now that I do know. Tell me if I need to slow down.” 

Jayne stood opposite Artimus, on the other side of his desk, looking him down. “Thanks, but I can keep up.” 

“You do me a favor, and I can help you out. My word. Scout’s honor. Cross my heart—”

“—and hope to die. Yeah. What’s the job?” 

Artimus pulled up yet another panel in his desk. “And for my final trick…” With a swipe and a few taps, the wall behind Artimus dissolved into a window overlooking the spiraling city of Deep Wen. It was a beautiful view. From Artimus’ perch, he had what he held so dear: an eagle eye view of everything. From up on the balcony level, at the north end of the cave, one could see virtually the entire metropolis expanding into a neon glow against the cave. 

Jayne stood beside Artimus and looked forward at the sight that would instill even the most moral, incorruptible individual with a desire for absolute power. 

Artimus pointed out, and down, perhaps two miles away, at a spinning tower. “Do you see that building? At the tip of my finger? The one that looks like a soup bowl, spinning?” 

Jayned traced the length of Artimus’ arm, until she found the building at the end of his finger. “Yeah.” 

“That’s the Pie In The Sky Casino. Such a horrid name, isn’t it?” 

Jayne had to admit it was a horrible name. “Yeah, that’s pretty bad.” 

“Like me, they’re not limited to merely one business. And their business is interfering with my business. I need someone, who isn’t me, who isn’t attached to me, to bring them down. Do you understand?” 

Jayne understood clearly. Drugs. “You were very close to earning my respect. You just lost it.” 

Artimus waved her off with a chuckle. “Jayne, you have a very naïve concept of respect. In my line of business, respect isn’t based upon what you do, but how you do it. Besides, you don’t have a choice. I’m asking this of you to be polite.” 

Jayne understood she was between a rock and a hard place. A really well-dressed, somewhat eccentric rock and a very poorly named but likely very dangerous hard place.

Jayne didn’t like how she had been cornered into the identity of criminal. Whether or not she had done anything wrong to land her in that situation, the system was doing its job. Once the label of criminal was placed on her, she suddenly had very little choice but to behave like one. 

Jayne believed that, ultimately, she was fighting for good. You can’t make an omelet without et cetera.  

Jayne didn’t choose the criminal life, the Federation chose it for her. 

If she had to dig deeper before she found a way to climb out, so be it.

With the forces of good and evil reconciled in her conscience, she faced Artimus. “What would I do?” 

“I’m not concerned about their casino. It’s a shithole.” 

Whoa, Jayne realized that was the first time Artimus had sworn. His clean image was tarnishing by the minute. 

Artimus continued. “None of the casinos in this town concern me, because I know I run the best one. I need you to set them up, I need you to get them to shut down their operation. Even if you’re able to get them to limit their activity to their side of town, I’ll be happy. Well, happier than I am now.” 

Jayne started examining the rest of the city. “Yeah, but… how am I supposed to do that?” 

Artimus lit another cigarette. He exhaled, casting the city under a thick fog. “Perhaps you’re not a criminal, Jayne. Because you only ask that because you can’t imagine how you’d ever accomplish such a task. You can’t imagine it because you’re limiting your options to what law has lead you to believe, which is that there are limits. In truth, it is just past those limits where real possibilities begin.” 

Dammit, Jayne agonized. She was willing to do a lot to get to the bottom of… whatever this increasingly elaborate situation was. But she was getting very tired of Artimus’ pseudo-philosophical pontifications.

Jayne stepped between Artimus and the cityscape to assure that she had his full attention. “I guess I should clarify myself. The question is not how, so much as it is what? What do I do? I’ll figure out the how.” 

Artimus blew smoke in Jayne’s face. “Jayne, my confidence in your criminality diminishes every time you speak, but there’s hope for you yet. But if you want to be a criminal, if you want to think like one, work with them, and get what you want from me, then you have to learn how to improvise.” He held out his hand. “Do we have a deal?” 

Alright, Jayne decided. If he wants me to improvise, I’ll show him how to improvise. I don’t know how I’ll improvise yet, she continued thinking, but I guess that’s the point. She grabbed his hand. “Deal.” 

Artimus smiled with the cigarette holder held between his grinning teeth. “You have forty-eight hours. Now go.” 

Jayne scowled at him. She would have time to decide whether or not this was a mistake later. 

She marched across his massive office and showed herself the door. 

Artimus casually puffed on his cigarette as he walked to his desk. He leaned into a tablet, and spoke into it. “Please alert Mister Crisp that Jayne has agreed to the job, and he has won forty million credits.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

Merry’s Apartment, Apex Park, L40, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Merry threw three pairs of socks into her duffel. On top of an extra pair of pants, two shirts, and a ski mask, just in case. 

She opened the top drawer of her dresser and rifled through her underwear. Merry knew she should be practical, probably a durable synthetic, something absorbent and waterproof. But she pretty much only had thongs. 

Damn, Merry mused. Maybe I am too sexual. Thongs, thongs, thongs… leather chaps, bull whip, ball gag… Aha! Boxer briefs that a one-night stand left behind. Perfect. My sexuality is an asset after all … Haha … asset.

She threw in the underwear, and then tossed in another little number for particularly intimate situations: a pair of brass knuckles. Finally, brass knuckles and a knife. Jayne wasn’t the only one with fighting skills. Merry didn’t mind, though. She had always preferred to outsmart people than knocking ‘em out. But if she had to, she wasn’t afraid of getting dirty. And she wasn’t ashamed to tilt the fight in her favor with tools others might call “unsportsmanlike.” 

If a sport is what you want, Merry thought to herself, take up tennis. 

She did a quick check to make sure she had everything she needed. She had her comm snugly tucked into the lower pocket on the side of her thigh. She had an encrypted credit chip that reassigned the transaction to innumerable other accounts, making purchases impossible to trace. It was a little immoral, Merry had to admit. It was, maybe, as dirty as throwing a punch with brass knuckles. But it was an emergency and the encrypted chip drained accounts saddled with at least six figures. No one with that much dough would miss the costs of a few emergency expenses. 

With her duffel bag loaded up with soft clothes, she tossed in her tablet. Before she unplugged it from her central drive-unit that was responsible for half her energy bill each month, she made sure that all the necessary info had been backed up. She didn’t only want the data pertaining to the case, everything related to Jayne, the man in black, Yorgos Costas, and, of course, Burrett. She also backed up some personal files. Videos and photos of friends and families and some of her favorite porn. 

With all this necessary data backed up onto her tablet, she commenced what, only a week before, she would have considered unthinkable. 

She initiated a clean sweep of her databanks. Everything must go. 

“Commence Data Sweep?” the pop-up on her panel asked her. 

Merry selected the glowing “YES.” 

Another window popped up. “Once the data sweep is complete, all of your files will be permanently deleted and irretrievable. Are you sure you want to continue?” 

Merry hated how hard this decision was. She felt like she was putting down a beloved pet. Merry’s entire passion, her career, was researching, accumulating, and managing information. Dirt. She prided herself on having whatever data she needed on hand and, unlike Dean Geiger, she had acquired all of it through conniving, cunning, and brilliantly executed hard work. 

But the risk wasn’t worth it now. She knew she was being followed. Vlad and Fred had fled as well. They were all split, all on their own, all with their own questions, and all left to make their own sacrifices. 

Merry selected “YES.” 

The data-bank began the long process of systematically organizing the files and eradicating them. 

Merry laced up her boots, tight. She tossed the duffel over her shoulder and, with one last look over her apartment that she had worked so hard for, left and shut the door behind her. 

The decision to split up hadn’t been reached easily. Vlad, Fred, and Merry had debated, then argued fiercely over the roar of Vlad’s jazz filling the ISA offices. 

“We all split up, we all go our separate ways, and we all come back if Jayne needs us,” Vlad had argued. 

Merry hated Vlad’s often shitty choice of words. “IF?”

Vlad stuttered as he backtracked. “When! I meant when. Obviously we’ll be there for her.” 

Fred had spent the entire debate hunched over in a chair, head in his hands. “The proper question is if she gets back.” 

Merry was losing everyone. She admitted that now, at this time, it was hard to feel like they had much of a job left to do, and even less like they could make any real difference. 

There was still, of course, a thick and smoky fog of doubt filling the room, but no one seemed ready to get down on the floor where the air was still clear, to look down at the root of everything. Except Merry, who had been arguing it from the beginning. 

“I’m sorry, Vlad, but I don’t think that’s enough. There’s too many… Damn, there are so many moving parts to this mess.” 

Vlad aggressively sucked down the joint clenched between his teeth. “It’s Jayne’s mess, Merry. We can’t clean it up without her.” 

Fred rolled his head back and forth, getting the gears in his head up and working. “We have to wait 'til she gets back. Maybe she’ll figure out… who this man in black guy was, who he was working for… maybe she’ll come back and she’ll have already cleaned up some of this mess, as you called it.” 

Vlad stuck his hands on his hips and paced the length of the office. “It’s not a mess, it’s a goddamn disaster area.” 

Merry ignored Vlad and looked at Fred with as much pleading kindness in her eyes as possible. “Fred, what if she doesn’t come back? What if they find her before we do?”

Vlad scoffed. Not in derision, Merry felt comfort at least recognizing that much. Merry had learned all the different varieties of Vlad’s scoffs, shrugs, and groans. It had been a scoff of helplessness. “We don’t even know who they are yet.” 

Fred furrowed his brows. “Burrett. Right? He’s working with Geiger, and… the man in black… right?” 

Vlad shrugged. Merry recognized it was a ‘perhaps’ shrug. “We don’t know. Maybe they are, maybe they’re not.”

Merry stared down at her feet. She realized something wasn’t right. “The Burrett development… very weird. I still haven’t wrapped my head around that.” 

Vlad waved his hands around in the air. It was his inner professor coming out. “Burrett has more reason to hate Jayne than anybody. If you’re forming a coalition against Jayne, who would make a better ally than him?”

Merry shook her head. “That’s just it. Burrett…” 

Fred snapped his fingers in a revelatory manner. “Burrett doesn’t make allies.” 

Merry nodded and pointed to Fred, but looked to Vlad. “Exactly.” 

Vlad grunted. Uh oh, Merry recognized it was a pure, animalistic grunt of anger. “I hate this! It’s like a nesting doll. There’s no end, it keeps going and going and going! I wish we had just moved on without opening this fucking thing!” 

“That’s not our job!” Merry barked. “We go deeper than anyone else because we’re the only ones willing to. Our job is to solve issues. Not to make them… not our… problem.”

Fred laughed, bringing the vibe up a little bit. “I don’t think that came out as eloquently as you hoped, but I understand, Merry.” 

Merry nodded at Fred. “Thanks.” She turned to Vlad, then addressed both of them. “Jayne needs to know about Burrett. If I can’t make it all the way out to Headless Hope, I have to find her as soon as she gets back. We can’t… we can’t let Burrett get ahead of us.” 

Vlad threw his hands up in the air. “Fine! You’re right! We can’t give up! And I’m only yelling because I’m angry that you’re right! Gah!” 

Fred adjusted his glasses. “You know, a lot of other arms dealers, especially the high-profile ones, use virtual reality spaces for negotiations and deal making. I can ask around, see if there have been any other deals or meetings. With Burrett, I mean. Some factions monitor virtual reality spaces to stay ahead of the competition. Or to, you know, crush them ahead of time. I always avoided VR dealmaking for that reason alone, even though it kept me from ever going big time. I just couldn’t handle the stress.” 

Vlad took what little of the joint that was left out of his mouth and pointed at Fred with it between his thumb and forefinger. “Burrett is, at least, still limited to VR, correct?” 

No answer. 

Vlad’s eyes went big. “Right?”

Merry feigned absolute confidence. “Yes. Otherwise they wouldn’t be meeting with him in VR, right? They simply found a way to access his VR world, or open up a new VR network to him.” 

Vlad stroked his chin. “I can do some more VR spying.” 

Merry’s chin dropped. “Alone? Are you sure?” 

Vlad gave Merry a thumbs up. “Besides, I don’t have a choice.” 

Merry smirked. “Alright. I’m going after Jayne. At least, I’m going to try. That’s all we can do.”

The energy was high, but the room fell under the reign of an awkward pause. 

Fred stood up from the chair. “I feel like we should do a… one of those sports things…” He mimed placing his hand in, and then tossed it up in the air. “And then you say, ‘go team!’ or something.” 

Vlad cocked his head. “You mean a huddle?” 

Fred snapped his fingers again. “Yes! A huddle.” 

Merry stepped forward and put her hand out. “Sure.” 

Fred fist pumped and placed his hand on top of Merry’s. Vlad begrudgingly followed. 

For the first time since the night of the man in black, as they had begun referring to it as, Merry felt a unity with her team. “Okay. ‘Fuck Burrett’ on three?” 

Vlad and Fred laughed. They began rocking their hands up and down together. Merry lead the cheer. “One… two… three!” 

The crew threw their hands in the air with a resounding, “Fuuuuuck Burrett!” 

And in a moment they were all out of the office for good, knowing they couldn’t return until the job at hand was done. 

 

+++

 

Merry huffed down the street, leaving her apartment behind. No office, no apartment. The streets were her home and workspace until further notice. 

Every decision would be a puzzle to solve, and every step might be her last. 

Merry’s mind wandered as she approached the public transit-well down into the lower levels. The worst part of all this, the thought flitted across her prefrontal cortex, is the uncertainty of Jayne’s role in all of this. 

The more she felt in danger, and the more she could see Fred and Vlad feel the threat of repercussions Jayne was stacking up, the harder it was to stay confident. And the harder Merry fought to defend Jayne, every time she pleaded with Vlad and Fred to continue working for Jayne, to continue sticking their necks out, the more she doubted her own commitment to Jayne. 

Merry hated nothing more than being played for a fool. And if Jayne was, in fact, making a fool out of Merry, then Jayne wouldn’t be the only one paying the consequences. The cost would no doubt hit Vlad and Fred even harder. 

Jayne was a good person, right? Merry couldn’t wash her mind clean of the doubt. After all, Jayne had made a lot of… risky decisions. As a team, Jayne had dragged them through plenty of grey areas. But always, always, for the greater good. 

Right? 

Merry yanked open the rusty door marked L40 and stepped into the ten-foot by ten-foot silo that ran through every level of Theron Techcropolis. 

The stairwell was filthy in both directions, up and down, reeking of piss and crawling with rats and roaches. Most people took the ele-grav these days, and why not? No one else was evading some vaguely despotic authority. 

The silo of the travel well was essentially a hotel for the homeless. It was a place for them to temporarily escape the fog, have sex in peace or, more often than not, lay down to die. 

Merry shut the door behind her, barely able to see down the next flight of stairs under the dim, flickering light. 

She slung the duffel from around her shoulder and unzipped it to pull out her brass knuckles. She zipped her duffel back up, slung it on her back. 

She took out a small piece of paper from her back pocket. She looked over it very carefully. It was the only secure link she had to Jayne. “On three,” she muttered to herself. “One… Two… Three… Fuck this.” 

She took her first step and descended.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

Aleister Banister, Deep Wen, Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Jayne dove to the side of the sloping alleyway as a rickshaw driver hollered, “WHEELS DOWN!” and flew past her, plunging deeper into the city. 

Apart from rickshaws and the muscular individuals who hauled them up and down the vertical city, there was no public transit in Deep Wen. This was by design. What little government there was in Deep Wen had barred public transits, ele-gravs, train systems, and cruisers from the city. The practical, publicized reason was the danger of exhaust in an underground metropolis. 

The real reason was, as it always is, money. No public transit meant cheaper infrastructure and fewer costs for law enforcement.

It also meant the travelling gamblers were forced to walk by, or at least ride by, hundreds of different shops, restaurants, bars, casinos, strip clubs, and massage parlors.

Jayne dusted herself off. She was the only one who had been fazed by the rocketing rickshaw. For everyone else, even the gamblers in their flowing, floral print shirts, it had left them unfazed. 

Jayne had left Gilded Gardens two hours ago and was only just now approaching the midway point of Deep Wen’s center, or its “post” as the locals and regulars called it. Once she reached the bottom, the city would level out to the region called “the landing,” where Pie in the Sky Casino rose from the cave floor like a stalagmite that’ll never make it to the top. At least, that’s what Artimus wanted to guarantee. 

Jayne saw another rickshaw, this time headed toward her. The tall driver, at least six feet and six inches tall had, based on his unhealthily pale skin, likely spent most of his life in Deep Wen. He huffed as he readjusted the grip of the rickshaw to better tow along two fat businessmen who lounged in the rickshaw’s cushioned seat. Jayne stepped to the side of the narrow, descending pathway to make room as the rickshaw driver shouted, “WHEELS UP!”

But the fat businessman who wasn’t passed out drunk in the seat rang a bell and the rickshaw driver slowed down. 

Maybe it was the long walk, but Jayne couldn’t help but feel a little hot when she saw how the driver’s arms moved under his shirt. 

The driver came to a halt, lowered the rickshaw, and opened the small latched door for the two businessmen to get out. “That’ll be two-hundred and fifty credits.” 

The fat businessman who wasn’t passed out drunk reared back, as if the price offended him. “Excuse me?”

The driver spread his stance. “Two-hundred and fifty credits. One hundred credits an hour.”

Jayne’s knees got weak as she took the driver’s stamina into account. 

The businessman put his hands on his hips, doing his best to size-up. “The other ride was seventy credits an hour!” 

The driver stood still and stayed calm. “Down hill. Up hill is more. One hundred credits an hour.”

The businessman was really losing his temper. His face turned a brighter shade of red than the parrots on his shirt. “It was a two hour ride, dumb ass!” 

The driver very coolly turned back toward the seat, grabbed the businessman’s boozed-out friend by the tie, and yanked him up, out, and onto the ground flat on his face. 

The rickshaw driver looked down at his customer. “I charge extra for deadweight. Now, if you have issue with the rate, we can always go and consult the union.” 

The businessman was pissed off at the driver, embarrassed because of his drunk friend, and, clearly to Jayne, terrified at the threat of the union. He took a money clip from his wallet, peeled out a handful of fifty credit bills, and stuffed them into the driver’s hand. 

The businessman slapped his Dionysian friend in the face, stirring him just enough to pull him up on his feet. “You owe me a hundred and twenty-five credits, you asshole.” 

But his fat friend just slurred before vomiting into the troughs running the length of Deep Wen’s winding roads. 

Jayne’s plan had been to walk through Deep Wen until she reached Pie in the Sky in the hopes that she’d run into or discover the necessary connection she could use to infiltrate the rival casino. It’d be preferable if she didn’t have to resort to making a drunken spectacle of herself again. 

Jayne remembered the advice Artimus had given her: improvise. 

The driver hoisted the rickshaw up by the traces, but Jayne held her hand out with a sharp whistle before he dug his heel in to kick himself off. 

Jayne ran up to him. His muscle-bound height was even more impressive standing only a few feet away from him. “Hi…” 

The driver pulled a handkerchief from his belt and wiped the sweat from his face. “Where to?” 

Jayne dropped to a hushed tone. “I’m actually hoping you could help me with that.” 

The driver sized her up, suspicious of her angle. “Yeah, that’s got its own rate.” He stepped around and opened the latched door. 

Jayne hopped in and sat on the cushioned seat. “I can afford it.” She decided to go for a proper introduction with a handshake. “Ayne Jaustin… I mean Jayne Austin.” 

The driver grasped her hand, firmly. “Van.” 

Jayne laughed. “Wow, that’s ironic because… I mean…” 

Van didn’t laugh. “Yeah. Never heard that one before. Where do you need to go?” He turned the rickshaw around and began the descent toward the landing where Pie in the Sky awaited their arrival. 

 

Jayne coughed and leaned forward toward Van’s ear. She didn’t want anyone to hear. “Where’s the best place to get drugs?” 

Van shrugged, craning his head back to address Jayne. “Depends. What are you looking for?” 

Jayne loved watching Van’s shoulders work under his sweaty shirt. Come on, Jayne cautioned herself. Stay on task. “Whichever kind of drugs come from Pie in the Sky.” 

Van immediately stopped and dropped the traces. He unlatched the door and opened it. “Get out.”

Jayne saw this as a good sign. Van knew exactly what she wanted. “So, you can help me.” 

Van shook his head. “Actually, I can’t, because I know what’s good for me, and what’s best for you.” 

“You don’t know what’s best for me.” 

Van laughed. “Trust me, Cayetano isn’t good for anybody.” 

Jayne leaned back, settling comfortably into the seat in defiance of Van’s demands. “Oh, so… Cayetano. That’s Pie in the Sky’s man-in-charge?”

Van bit his lower lip, threw his hands on his hips and kicked the side of the rickshaw. He gave Jayne an accusatory eye. “Who are you?” 

Jayne yawned. Were they flirting yet? “I’m the Federation’s Most Wanted Fugitive.” Truth was always the best policy, and for some reason she knew the worst Van would do was make her find another rickshaw. And that’s if he believed her at all. “I’m innocent, though.” She quickly added. “Like, I was framed innocent. I think I might even be a pawn. And I’m trying to get to the bottom of that.” 

Van didn’t seem to be concerned with the crowds walking by them on the street, the numerous other rickshaw drivers passing each way. No one else cared what they were talking about. Just them. “And you’re working for Artimus, I’m guessing?” 

Now it was Jayne’s turn to judge. “You know a little too much yourself… I’m not working for Artimus. I’m working for myself. Well, for the people of the Federation, if you want to make me sound like a hero. I admit I’ve had to deal with some… grey areas recently.”

Van cut to the chase. “How much money do you have?” 

“Enough.” Jayne clipped back. 

“One thousand credits.” 

Jayne held out her hand. “Done.” 

Van grabbed her hand. “I can’t take you directly to Cayetano, but I can take you to an associate.” He picked up the traces and started down the street, picking up speed and expertly weaving through the hustling crowd of spend-happy drunks. 

Improvise, Jayne reminded herself.

 

+++

 

Green Moss Assisted Living, Precipice, Deep Wen, Headless Hope, Amaros

 

After a two hour long nerve-wracking high octane rickshaw ride through the chaos of Deep Wen, Van led Jayne through the large double doors, into a pleasantly bright lobby with geometrically patterned pastel carpet, and plenty of potted plants. 

Jayne looked around for any signs or indicators. “What is this place?” 

Van was surprised Jayne didn’t know. “Isn’t it obvious? It’s a retirement home.”

 Jayne stopped. That made sense based on the décor, but a retirement home? In Deep Wen? “Wait, really?” 

Van turned around, walking backwards through the lobby so he could face Jayne. “People do live here, you know? It’s not all rich tourists. People grow up in this city. And they die here, too.” He stopped walking, with another set of double doors just ahead of them. “One thousand credits.” 

Jayne scoffed in his face. “You haven’t done anything for me yet.” 

“I’ve taken you this far. If you want, I can let you figure out the rest of it on your own. Besides, I’ve already done more than I should have, anyway. Pay me now, or I leave. There’s plenty of money out in those streets. One thousand credits.”

He held out his hand. 

Jayne’s faced glowed red with anger. She couldn’t believe she fell for him so completely when she first saw him. Okay, she had to admit he was still a total hunkasaurus rex, but he was also a pain in the ass. 

She pulled a roll of cash out of her bag and counted out ten one-hundred credit bills. “Don’t count it in front of me, I’ll be insulted.” 

Van took the money, neatly folded it, and packed it in a money pouch strapped across his chest under his shirt. “Okay, just play cool.”

He pushed through the next set of double doors, opening into a busy hub of the living facility. Van walked up to the front desk, and strummed his fingers along the counter until he finally earned the attention from the attendant. Her name tag read ‘Helen.’ “Hey, I’m here to visit my Grandma. Grandma Josie Goodman.”

The attendant turned to the built-in desk panel and began typing in information. “And you are?” 

Van leaned over the desk to emphasize his answer. “Her grandson, Billy.” 

The attendant nodded. “We’ll send someone down to take you up to her room.” 

Almost immediately, a nurse in scrubs with frosted-tips in his hair and a pair of sunglasses resting backwards on his head, rounded the corner. His name tag read, “Chet.” “Here he is, my best friend Van! I mean… ah shit… Billy. You ready to see your grandma?”

Van looked down, embarrassed. “Yeah.” 

“Right this way…” Chet bowed, briefly, as if welcoming Van and Jayne into a five star restaurant. Together, they left the reception area and hopped onto the building’s ele-grav.

 

+++

 

Five minutes later, Chet led Van and Jayne into the living facility’s in-house pharmacy and closed the door behind them. The room was narrowly packed with four rows of shelves, all packed to the max with almost every pharmaceutical concoction one could imagine.  “Alright, boys and girls, welcome to the candy store. What does your sweet tooth want? Van, you looking for some more juice? Some stackers?”

Jayne shot daggers at Van. Steroids? She couldn’t believe it. 

Chet opened up one of the many large pill bottles in the retirement home’s pharmacy. “I know I like to come back here for the free samples. This, of course, is not one of the drugs we administer to our beloved patients here at Green Moss.” He popped the safety-lid off and took out a capsule. He snapped it in half and snorted its contents with a phlegmy pull from his nostril. Jayne knew the dark red powder was frenaline, the synthetic version of the yorka Zodiac Zelda had been smoking, cut with whatever uppers could be at hand.

He offered another one, but Van held out his hand to stop Chet before he got any further. “My friend here wants to meet with Cayetano.”

Chet nervously picked away at his red nose. “What? Why would you want to do that?”

Jayne leaned against one of the shelves. “I have business with him.”

The frenaline latching onto the base of Chet’s basal ganglia started working its magic and kicked his intuition into high gear. “Hang on, hang on, I’m feeling.” His eyes twitched as he genuinely believed he could read Jayne’s mind. “You don’t give a shit about Cayetano, you’re working for someone, I know that much. Who?” He pointed at Van. “You, too?” 

Van pointed to Jayne. “Right now, I just work for her. That’s where my associations end.” 

Chet smacked his tongue around in his mouth, fighting the encroaching dryness. The frenaline would wear off in the next ten minutes. “Horace? You work for Horace Quill? No… Oh, shit. Wait…” Chet’s fingers flitted through the air as if writing out an invisible equation. “I’m just going through a list of Cayetano’s foul-weather friends, if you know what I mean.” He froze as the answer dawned on him. “Oh no… Billy-Jean Ryder. Fuck.” 

Jayne had no patience for fools, and she had even less patience for this Chet character. “Artimus, if you must know.” 

Chet snapped his fingers and smiled. “Artimus. That would have been my next guess.” 

Sure, judged Jayne. 

Van stepped in, eager to speed up the process himself. “Can you get her in?” 

Chet laughed, rubbed his hands together. “Yeah, man, I get her in, I can get her in. I don’t know who’s gonna be able to get her out.” 

Jayne righted herself from her slack posture and put her best foot forward. “I can get myself out.” 

Chet laughed, throwing his hands up in mock defense. “Whoa! Okay, sister. As long as you don’t hold me personally responsible for whatever happens. It’s going to cost you.” 

Jayne was still adjusting to how expensive the city of Deep Wen really was. “How much?” 

Chet stroked his thumb and forefinger together. “One thousand credits.” 

“Here.” Van shoved the one thousand credits from Jayne into Chet’s hands.” 

Chet pocketed the dough without reservation. “Works for me. I’ll tell Helen what we’re doing.”

Jayne’s face contorted in surprise. “Wait, Helen’s in on this?”

Chet opened the door and lead Jayne and Van out of the pharmaceutical wonderland. “What are you kidding? Everyone’s in on it. Even ninety-seven year-old Mrs. Whitney in advanced-care is in on this.”

Jayne could feel her own conscience, her firm understanding between right and wrong, good and bad, dissolve further into a grey area of constant negotiation with her morality. The gnawing guilt was useless in this moment. What would be the point of showing all her Girl Scout merit badges if it would only get her killed? 

She’d save the heroics for later. For now, she had to blend in. Thinking like a criminal, Jayne consoled herself, doesn’t mean you are one.

Improvise, she remembered. 

Improvise. 

 

+++

 

Pie in the Sky Casino, The Landing, Deep Wen, Headless Hope, Amaros

 

Van refused to carry Jayne and Chet in his rickshaw any further; all three made what little remained of their journey on foot while he dragged the rickshaw behind him. 

As Chet led the way, Jayne slunk back to speak to Van. “Why’d you pay Chet with the money I gave you?” 

Van shrugged, the empty rickshaw tilting with the rise of his shoulders. “I believe in your cause, I guess.” He paused, taking a moment before deciding whether or not he should say the next thing. “I know who you are, and I believe in you.” 

Jayne knew she had told Van who she was, technically, but it was clear that he had known all along. “Really?” 

Van laughed incredulously. “Everyone knows who you are. In fact, if you want to spend the rest of your life avoiding the authorities, Deep Wen is your best bet. I’d say for every honest man you meet in Deep Wen, you’re being tricked by a liar.” 

“Why do you believe me?”

Van gave Jayne a serious look. The guy didn’t seem to have a cheerful bone in his body. “When you live here long enough, you get pretty good at smelling corruption. You develop a sixth sense for it. You don’t have it, but those against you… I just know.”

Jayne gave Van a side-eye. “Yeah. Speaking of… So, you roid, huh?” 

Van grunted from the back of the throat. A sore point. “You try pulling a rickshaw up and down this fucking city, lugging fat tourists. You try competing with the other drivers. You try making enough money with a job no one respects. I take the roids because I need them to stay alive. That’s the truth. It doesn’t concern you.” 

Jayne backed down. “Jeeze. Sorry for asking.” 

Van sighed, shut his eyes and shook his head. “It’s fine. It’s just… it’s a hard city to live in. We do what we can.” 

The conversation kept Jayne distracted. She was improvising. She had placed her confidence in Chet. She sized him up as too much of an idiot to trick her at this point. Besides, if he turned out to be a weasel, she’d just improvise again. 

But he led them right to where he promised, the back entrance of Pie in the Sky Casino. 

Chet placed his hands together and bowed mockingly. “This… is where I leave you. It’s been an honor guiding you on this spiritual journey.” 

Jayne was more than happy to rid herself of Chet, but she turned to Van. “I need you to stay.” 

Van shook his head. 

Jayne pulled more cash out. Damn. Jayne reflected on the fact that once you start spending it’s hard to stop. It was kind of like walking down the wrong path and hanging out with the wrong people. Deep Wen has officially cast its spell on me. “I need you to stay. As soon as I’m done in there, I’ll need to get back to Artimus.”

Van frowned down at the money. Then, without a decision registering across his face at all, he snatched the money out of her hand. “Deal.”

Chet entered a secret code on the panel by the door. They could hear the intricate locking mechanism inside the door rotate until Chet could open it. “Alright. It’s a straight shot to Cayetano. At the door you’ll find a guard. He’ll be armed. Don’t be afraid of him, just tell him Grandma Josie sent you.” 

Jayne had gotten so deep into the hellish hole of this nightmare, she felt it was necessary to display just the slightest bit of civil graciousness. She shook Chet’s hand. “Thank you, Chet.” 

Chet smiled, nodded. “Good luck.” 

Jayne stepped into the no-frills industrial hallway. Chet shut the door behind her, and she heard the locking mechanism rotate back into place. 

Jayne was half-worried this dark hallway would lead her right into another rave, but there was no thumping bass. 

After a moment of grasping her way through the dark, lights buzzed on thanks to the armed guard standing by a switch and the door at the far end. 

He held up the blaster in a strictly business, surprisingly unaggressive way. “What’s your purpose here?” 

Jayne didn’t miss a beat. “Grandma Josie sent me.” 

The armed guard lowered his weapon. Now that his face wasn’t blocked by the sights of a gun, she realized he couldn’t have been more than twenty years-old. He stepped away from the door, and swiped the panel to open it up. “Go on. You have five minutes.” 

Five minutes, Jayne repeated to herself. Wasn’t prepared for that. Alright, she told herself, improvise. 

She hustled down the hallway and through the door, which the armed guard slammed behind her. 

Five minutes. 

She had five minutes to take in the massive warehouse-like space around her, concrete floors with high, exposed ceilings. The entire space extended at least fifty yards in each direction. She had five minutes to realize the entire room only had two people in it. Her, and a guy sitting on a couch in the middle of the massive warehouse playing a video game with a 4D rig. 

“Hey!” she shouted at the back of the guy’s head, hoping he’d have the courtesy to turn around and look at her. 

He didn’t. “You come here!” 

Jayne was shocked by the brattiness. The young, nearly prepubescent whine in the command. 

Fuck this dude, Jayne brooded. “No. You turn around.” 

“Nuh-uh.” 

What the hell? Jayne already hated this guy. Artimus was an eccentric, theatrical weirdo but at least he had an unusual amount of manners. She felt like she was dealing with a child. “Un-link yourself from that 4D rig right now and look me in the eyes!”

“Make me.” 

She had four minutes left. 

That does it. Jayne marched across the expansive warehouse, each footstep’s echoes cutting the remaining reverberations of their shouts. She walked right up to the couch and knocked the rig off this guy’s face in the sweeping motion of a smack. 

As the rig flew off and tugged on his ears, the brat hunched his head forward and winced. “Ow! That really hurt!” He finally turned around and faced Jayne. “Why’d you do that?” 

Jayne looked down on the round, hairless face of a fifteen-year-old kid. It had been a weird couple weeks, but she wasn’t quite prepared for this. “Are you… Are you Cayetano?” 

Cayetano slumped and answered with the infuriating disrespectful derision that fifteen-year-olds are oh so good at. “Uhh… Yeah?” 

Jayne felt herself unwillingly take on the scolding tone of an angry mother. “Artimus sent me. I’m here to talk about your operation, your… drug operation… I’m sorry, are you really Cayetano?” 

Cayetano stuck his feet up on the chip covered coffee table littered with soda bottles. “Wait a minute, did my dad send you?”

Jayne couldn’t help it. She guffawed, totally unprepared for something so insane to come out of this kid’s mouth. She was even more surprised when she instantly believed it, when she instantly knew it was true without a doubt her mind. She covered her mouth before startled, nervous laughter got the best of her. “Yeah. Yeah, he did. Your dad sent me.” 

Cayetano groaned. “My dad sucks. He’s so pissy. About everything.” 

Jayne walked around the sofa. Considering what tidy, pristine neat-freak Artimus was, it made sense why Cayetano was such a messy slob. “Can I…”

Cayetano scooted over to make room for Jayne. “What does he want?” 

Jayne sat down on the couch. “Apparently you’re moving in on his operations. He wants you to cut it out.” There was that tone again. Weird, because Jayne had no ambitions to ever be a mother. Especially knowing that she might have a child who would reach kingpin status before they even had to shave. 

Cayetano scoffed. “Ugh, that’s so fucking like him. Tell him that if he wants me to cut it out, he shouldn’t have made me so good at my job and treated me like shit for it. He taught me everything I know, and now he regrets it. I run the fourth largest casino in Deep Wen, and the third largest hold on our market.”

Improvise, Jayne repeated like a mantra. Improvise, improvise, improvise. “He’s proud of you.” 

Cayetano gave Jayne a serious glance. Briefly. “Yeah, right. I bet he told you to say that.” 

Improvising, Jayne told herself, is not the same as lying. Well, maybe it is. “No. He actually told me not to tell you that. But he’s proud of you. Look… I’m not supposed to say this either, but Artimus, your dad… I guess, I think he’d work with you.” 

Cayetano was listening. He ran a casino, somehow. Family connections, it seemed. That was Jayne’s guess. But he was still fifteen. He was still fragile, still gullible, still fifteen. “What are you saying?” 

If this didn’t work, Jayne was digging herself a hole so deep it’d make Deep Wen look like it was above sea level. “He wants to form an alliance with you. He didn’t want me to tell you this either, but… he said he wanted to form the alliance as business partners. Not as family.” 

She had less than two minutes left. 

Cayetano rolled the decision around in the back of his mind. “Let me think.” Then he looked at his watch. Was he timing her? 

He reached for a bag of chips, but it was empty. He threw it on the ground and grabbed another one. He squeezed the bottom together until he popped it open at the top, blowing out chip crumbs like a volcano. 

He threw handfuls of chips into his crumby maw. Seasoned potato dust rained down on his lap like snow. 

With a full mouth, he looked up to Jayne. “Did he talk about terms?” 

Jayne was getting good at making things up on the spot. “He wants to negotiate with you, but you can help set them. He seems very… open… to new ideas.” 

Cayetano beamed. “Really!?” 

Jayne nodded. “Yeah.” 

Cayetano grabbed more chips and shoved them in his mouth. “Finally! I have so many good ideas. Like delivering all the frenaline with drones. Wouldn’t that be sick?” 

He was definitely a fifteen-year-old, Jayne judged. “Yeah. He loves those ideas.” 

Cayetano checked his watch again. She had less than a minute left. 

But he just kept thinking.

That’s when Jayne realized she should corner this guy into a full commitment. This arrangement, this lie, could fall apart and blow up in her face too easily. “But you have to meet with him tomorrow. As soon as possible.” 

Cayetano reached the end of the chip bag. He crumpled it up and threw it on the ground. He reached across the coffee table for a soda. He chugged about half of it and sloshed it around. He ran it back and forth between his teeth, knocking the chip crumbs out from beneath his teeth. 

Jayne did not miss being a teenager at all. 

She was approaching the finish line though. As soon as that five minutes finished, the guard would be in here. If she had to fight him, she would, but that might ruin everything. 

“Okay.”

Yessss, Jayne celebrated with a mental fist pump. “Good. Artimus will be pleased to hear this.” 

Cayetano put his 4D rig back on. “Now go away. I’m playing seventy-eight other people right now and I’ve fallen way behind on my kill count.” 

The door opened, and the armed guard appeared ready to demand Jayne’s disappearance. 

Jayne nodded toward Cayetano. Better to not risk saying anything else. She turned and left. 

Outside, Van was sprawled out in the back of his rickshaw, napping while he waited for Jayne. She knocked his foot off the rest, waking him up. “Hey, wake up!”

Van rubbed his eyes awake and sat up. “Jayne. You’re alive. How’d it go?” 

Jayne smiled. “I think… this will somehow work out.” 

Van rolled out of the back of the rickshaw and picked up the traces with his muscular arms. “We heading back up?”

Jayne watched Van’s shoulders move through his tight shirt as he lifted up the weight of the rickshaw by the traces. Maybe he relied on ‘roids, but damn did she like to watch. “No, thanks. You’ve done enough.” 

Van lowered the rickshaw. He looked relieved, physically, but a little disappointed. “You sure?” 

Jayne smiled. “I’ll walk. I need to think… I need to figure out what I’m doing next. I’m kind of making this all up as I go.”

Van reached into his pocket. “If you need me, for anything, here is my card.” 

Jayne took the card and zipped it up securely into her hip pocket. “Thank you. For everything.” 

Van just threw a dismissive wave. “Eh. It’s a living.” He hoisted his rickshaw back up by the traces. “But if I’m going to be honest with you, I could really go for a nap right now.” He laughed, and Jayne joined in. 

He turned and disappeared down one of the many sloping alleys of Deep Wen. 

Jayne did an about-face and started cooking up a plan, or improvising a plan if such a thing was possible, as she climbed up the steep street. She didn’t know how it was going to work, but she had no choice. It had to work. 

 

+++

 

Outside Artimus’ Office, Gilded Gardens Casino, Deep Wen, Amaros

 

Artimus had given Jayne the position of impromptu guard during the meeting with his son. 

She still couldn’t believe that, so far, everything had worked. Cayetano agreed to meet with Artimus under the belief that Artimus wanted to form an alliance. She told Artimus, however, a lie she essentially made up on the spot. “Cayetano’s afraid of you, Artimus. He knows you’ll take him out. He’s not leaning on the safety of being family anymore. In so many words, he’s basically desperate to come to an agreement.” 

Those were the lies that led to the, so far, seemingly amicable father-son reunion happening in Artimus’ office. 

But not even the heartfelt bonding between dad and offspring could let Jayne ignore the guilt she felt encouraging the expansion of two major drug operations. She had improvised around that little hiccup as well. That element of her plan made her more nervous than anything that might happen between Artimus and Cayetano behind the closed doors behind her. 

All Jayne wanted was that information. Who was the woman in black? Who did she work for? And why? And finally, she wanted to get the hell out of Deep Wen and never look back. She wanted to sleep. She had spent the previous night running up and down the length of Deep Wen simply to ensure that the next major step in her plan would pull off without a hitch.

She unzipped her pocket and reached in to run her hand along the ultra-thin panel of Van’s business card. She wouldn’t have made it this far without him. Literally. If she hadn’t hopped into his rickshaw, she’d still be walking around Deep Wen blindly asking sneaky questions, hoping to find a lead. 

Jayne looked at the massive hologram clock hovering over the casino below the balcony outside Artimus’ office. He’d been in there with his son for two hours. She walked to the edge of the balcony, which ran around the length of the entire casino, and looked down on the hundreds of gamblers who traveled across Amaros, some across the galaxy, to take a risk on getting what they wanted. 

Jayne realized she was no different. Except the stakes, for her, were a little higher. She had lost plenty of money, however. 

Jayne heard the huge door to Artimus’ office swing open. She turned around and saw Artimus smiling at her. “Please, Jayne, come in.” 

Jayne followed Artimus into his office. He walked over to his desk, which Cayetno lazily sat on the corner of. 

Artimus sat behind the desk. The two made quite a pair. “Jayne. Thank you.” 

What the hell? Jayne mused. Was Artimus about to get mushy? 

Artimus fought back a tear. 

Oh god, just as she feared. 

Artimus wiped the tear away. “Ordinarily, when someone goes against my wishes, I’m furious. You should be dead. And I’ll be honest, no one bet on this happening. No one is winning any money today. But I am winning a new chapter in my life with my son.” 

Jayne nodded. “Yeah. My… pleasure.” 

“I don’t know how you did it, but I owe my… happiness to you. A newfound calm. Together, my son and I will control over two-thirds of the drug trafficking in Deep Wen.” Artimus offered Cayetano a fatherly high-five, which Cayetano returned with only a hint of removed irony.  

Jayne casually walked over to the aquarium to admire Artimus’ exotic fish. She stealthily removed the paper-thin surveillance mic she had acquired the night before. When she arrived at Artimus’ to deliver the good news, she managed to place it by the aquarium without him noticing. 

It was all part of her plan. Of her improvisation. But she did not want the rest of her conversation with Artimus overheard by anyone. 

She tucked the surveillance bug into her pocket by Van’s business card. “Deal’s a deal, Artimus. Tell me what I want to know.”

Artimus pointed to a seat before his desk. “Sit down.” 

Once Jayne sat down, Artimus nestled in behind his desk, leaning forward to look Jayne right in the eye. 

“The woman in black, Nova, that you followed, that led you here? She works for me. But she’s gone now. She disappeared after you first arrived. She, however, was running some operation, some business, on the side.”

Jayne felt her face grow red with frustration. More rabbit holes. More conspiracies. More questions and fewer answers. 

Artimus methodically cracked his knuckles. “The young man who was killed? The young man Nova shot, and whose murder has been pinned on you? I hired him to infiltrate the hand-off. I caught wind of Nova on some for-hire mission. Some information hand-off. I didn’t know who the information was for. I had every reason to fear the information was about me. She had plenty of access to it. Fortunately, for my sake, it had nothing to do with me. But I guess, somehow, we’re all connected. Interesting how these things work.” 

Jayne clenched her fist under her chin. “Yeah.” 

Artimus looked down at his desk, tracing the lines of marble with his fingers. “Amaros is three-hundred million square miles and, yet… so small.” He looked up at his son. He smiled, and then turned to Jayne. “I’m truly sorry, Jayne. I wish I could help you more, especially after you’ve helped me so much. I owe you so much more than to disappoint you. I’m sorry.” 

Jayne stood up from the chair. “Why’d you let Nova stick around?” 

“Well, when I learned the information had nothing to do with me, I had no reason to let her go. What my employees do in their own time is none of my business.” 

“And you don’t know where she’s gone?” 

Artimus’ face fell. “Maybe.” He looked to Jayne with a surprisingly overwhelming sense of empathy. “There is one possible place she has gone, which we learned about when we trailed her ourselves when we thought she was… untrustworthy. We learned she is quite the lightball fan.” 

Jayne didn’t know much about sports, nor did she care. But she did know the one place any serious lightball fan could be found.

Artimus knew Jayne understood his hint. “What else can I do to help you?” 

Jayne pointed at the fountain pen on Artimus’ desk. “I’d like to borrow some pen and paper.” 

Befuddled, but still with a feeling of indebtedness to Jayne, Artimus handed her a small pad and the pen. 

Jayne scribbled a small note on the paper, reached into her pocket for Van’s card, and folded the note over the card. She left them on Artimus’ desk. 

Cayetano looked at the folded note with suspicion. “What’s that?” 

Jayne gave Cayetano a rivalling bratty look. “It’s a note.” 

Cayetano’s eyebrows scrunched together. “For who?” 

Jayne began her exit, strolling to the door. She turned back to Cayetano and Artimus. She was acting cool, like what she was about to do was easier than it actually was. “It’s for the police.” She pulled out a burner comm. She swiped across its face, which immediately sent a signal to the full force of Deep Wen’s finest that had surrounded Gilded Gardens. 

Artimus reached under his desk and pulled out a “deal maker.” He fired three quick shots at Jayne, but she was too fast. She ducked, rolled forward out of the office, and leapt off the balcony onto a craps table below. 

On cue, officers swarmed the casino and began their ascent to the second floor toward Artimus’ office. 

Jayne was a criminal herself. This wasn’t lost on her. As much as she liked telling herself she was different, that her intentions justified her actions, she had fallen so deep into the underworld by necessity, that she had been given no choice but to behave like one. 

She felt awful. She felt good. She was touched to have brought Artimus and Cayetano back together. Unfortunately, she couldn’t let a criminal enterprise that large come to power. Not if she could help it. 

She didn’t think it would work, but Cameron came through for her like he always did. The night before, she made an anonymous long distance call on the burner phone. She tipped Cameron off about the meeting between Cayetano and Artimus. She told him to alert Deep Wen’s authorities. 

DWPD was about as corrupt as a police force could get, but every now and then they needed to lead an actual bust or a truly effective raid to keep up appearances. The timing worked out well for them. 

She had picked up the bug early that morning at a drop-off point communicated with her over the burner comm. 

Jayne strolled out the front door of Gilded Gardens’ Casino, hiding herself in plain sight among the officers filling the casino.

The conflict, the tugging emotion of regret, disappeared. She had done the right thing. 

A crowd of onlookers swarmed the outside of Gilded Gardens. She squeezed through, heading in the direction of the nearly-defunct, long forgotten pathway she had taken to arrive in Deep Wen. 

Jayne smiled. She knew that, by now, two officers were throwing Artimus and Cayetano in handcuffs. Maybe they could make up for all those missed games of catch in the prison courtyard. 

Jayne also knew that, by now, a police officer had picked up the note she left on the desk, which simply read: “The man responsible and who deserves the reward for capturing Artimus and Cayetano.” 

She knew that the officer would open the note, and find the business card for the man she couldn’t have accomplished this without. 

Now, she had to get back to Theron Techcropolis. Her work was only getting started.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

The Fluffy Pillow Hotel, Outside Mabel Grumby Memorial Shuttle Port

 

Merry answered the knock at the door, with cash in hand. She handed over fifteen credits and took the four large kavas from the delivery guy. “Are you sure you don’t want a punchcard?” he asked Merry. “This is the fourth time I’ve come by since yesterday.” 

Merry started sipping on a cup of kava. “I really hope I won’t be here much longer. I don’t want to get too comfortable.” 

The delivery guy shrugged, buckled his magne-cycle helmet back on. “Suit yourself. See you in a few hours, probably.” 

Merry laughed and shut the door. 

She had to admit the guy was right. She’d holed herself up three days earlier and had barely slept. Instead, she had sat on the balcony of The Fluffy Pillow Hotel, watching the exit deck of the shuttle port through binoculars. 

Theron Techcropolis was concerned with keeping Jayne from getting out. They had no reason to expect she’d try to be getting in. Merry was confident Jayne would eventually return the same way she left. 

She took the cup of kava and returned to her outpost on her hotel room’s balcony. With the exception of the occasional nap here and there, kava had kept her awake for the past three days. She worried she’d go crazy from sleep deprivation before Jayne returned. 

Then again, she told herself, she might go crazy scanning the crowds of travelers arriving to Theron Techcropolis walking out of the shuttle port. 

Jayne still had short hair, and she still had that unmistakable profile. Merry doubted she had stuck to those tourist clothes, so she wasn’t betting on identifying her by the outfit. 

There was the chance the next time she’d be identifying Jayne would be in a morgue. She pushed the notion out of her mind for the fourth or fifth time that day. 

She cozied into the wire chair on the balcony and rested her feet up on the rail. She peered through her binoculars and zoomed in on the exiting crowd. “Oh where, oh where has my little Jayne gone? Oh where, oh where could she be…” 

She saw a pack of college kids walk out and hail a hover-cab. They likely just returned from a semester abroad in one of the Federation’s sister systems. Merry felt a little bit of resentment toward them for not giving that life up the way she had. 

A family with five kids, practically unheard of these days, stumbled out, awkwardly. Then Merry noticed their simple, loosely fitting blue clothes and narrowly brimmed hats and realized they were Heszterites. She had no idea what kind of business they had in Theron Techcropolis, a city that would be the nightmare of any self-respecting Heszterite. They eschewed all technology but the bare necessities. Apparently shuttle travel was okay. 

Merry continued scanning, adjusting the calibration of the binoculars to get a better view. She saw a shuttle pilot excitedly light a cigarette, exhaling smoke luxuriously from her nostrils. She had probably been waiting six or seven hours for that sweet taste of tobacco. 

The problem with everyone that she was seeing was that they weren’t Jayne. Merry had been dealing with that issue for the past three days. She had seen arriving politicians pick wedgies, she had seen one car-jacking, she had seen celebrities. She had seen every imaginable person come and go at the Mabel Grumby Memorial Shuttle Port except Jayne. 

Merry pulled the binoculars down from her face and rubbed her eyes. Looking through them so long strained her eyes and gave her a headache. “I swear, Jayne, if you’re not down there right now I am going to throw myself off the fucking balcony!” 

Merry stood up and looked across to the Shuttle Port. She put the binoculars up to her eyes. 

Nothing. 

“Damn.” Merry looked down over the balcony. “Eh, that wouldn’t kill me anyway. Best case scenario I’d get a sprained ankle.” 

She looked through the binoculars again. There, dead center, bobbing through the crowd, a short haired girl in unrecognizable clothes. But Merry would have noticed that profile and that signature gait anywhere. 

Merry zoomed in and refocused the binoculars. She snapped several photos from its built in camera, just in case. “Holy shit. It’s about time.” She followed Jayne. Jayne walked down the entire length of the loading zone, arriving at the end of the waiting hover-cabs. Merry focused on the hover-cab’s call number. D-7-11-3. “Seven, one, one, three. D, seven, one, one, three. Got it, got it.”

She dropped the binoculars on the table by the railing and ran inside. Repeating the number in her head, “D, seven, one, one, three,” she pulled on her boots and, with her backpack containing her few vital possessions, and sprinted out the door to find Jayne. 

Then she ran back in real quick. She nabbed the binoculars she had forgotten on the table, “D, seven, one, one, three,” and ran out the door, definitively shutting it behind her. 

 

+++

 

Merry jumped over a row of shrubs and made a make-shift shortcut past the thoroughfare for approaching cruisers. 

She scanned the exiting lane. She would only have a matter of minutes before the hover-cab gained enough space from the shuttle port before it could elevate and begin its trip back to Theron Techcropolis – to wherever the hell Jayne was going – in earnest. 

She kept repeating the number in her head. D-7-11-3. D-7-11-3. Then she saw the cab, the glowing call number above its windshield. The hover-cab turned out, clearing itself from the two-deck loading zone of the shuttle port. Just before it had enough clearance to ascend into the air, Merry leapt off the curb and would have landed right on the hood of the cab if the driver hadn’t gotten his brakes replaced the week before. 

Merry ran around to the side of the cab and opened the door. “Hey! Sorry. Take me where ever she’s going.” She stepped up, slightly tipping the cab to one side in the air, and shut the door behind her. 

The driver just shrugged. “Sure thing, lady. I don’t ask questions.” He zoomed off, upwards. 

Jayne grabbed Merry and dragged her into an embrace. She did not know when, or if, she was ever going to see her friends again. At first, the blur of someone throwing themselves in front of the cruiser terrified her. She had enough time to register the disaster she would have to deal with if she witnessed an auto-accident and the police needed to question her. 

The two best friends held each other in the backseat. Jayne squeezed Merry hard. “Oh, Merry, you have no idea how happy I am to see you.” 

“Same here, sister.” 

Jayne sighed. “Have you ever been to Deep Wen? Under Headless Hope?” 

Merry finally released Jayne. “No, but I hear it’s awesome. Really wild, right?” 

Jayne shook her head. “That’s a word for it I guess. But the rickshaw drivers there?” 

“Yeah?” Merry smiled. “Hot?” 

Jayne let out a whistle. “So hot. Like any buff guy can just carry you around to wherever you want to go all day. Like talk about fantasy.” 

Merry laid her head back in the taxi’s seat. “Well, I could really go for a vacation after this. Maybe?” 

Jayne laughed. “If you go, enjoy. I’ll be catching up on sleep.” 

The moment of joyful reunion passed. Merry remembered the reason for their encounter, the entire reason tracking Jayne down was so important in the first place. She leaned forward. “Excuse me, could you raise the partition?” 

The driver shrugged. “Sure thing, lady. I don’t ask questions.” He flipped a switch, and the union-mandated one-way, sonic-proof partition rose between the driver and Merry and Jayne in the back seat. 

Jayne started to talk, but Merry held up a finger. She wanted to test it first. “WOW! OUR CAB DRIVER IS SO HOT!” 

No response. 

“I’D LIKE TO RIDE HIM UNTIL I CAN’T AFFORD THE FARE, IF YOU KNOW WHAT I MEAN!” 

No response. The driver just navigated the crowded skies of Theron Techcropolis.

Merry started wildly humping in the back seat. “YEAH! THAT DRIVER! OOOH, I JUST WANT HIM TO SPANK ME LIKE I’M A LITTLE GIRL WHO GOT CAUGHT WITH HER HAND IN THE COOKIE JAR BUT INSTEAD OF A COOKIE JAR, MY HAND IS IN MY PANTIES AND THEN—”

Jayne was in tears from laughing. “Merry! Stop. He can’t hear you.” 

The driver showed no reaction. Merry felt safe. “Okay. Jayne, we figured out who’s behind all of this.” 

Jayne saw a confidence in Merry’s eyes that she did not want to be let down by. “Merry, I hope you’re right. Because I was close. I was so close. The man in black? Woman. It was a woman in black. And I was so close to finding her, to stopping her, to finding out what she knows but she got away! Merry, she got away. It was a bust. I was so close, and—” 

“It’s Burrett.” 

Jayne stopped mid-sentence. The confidence in Merry’s eyes hadn’t left. 

Merry waited for Jayne to say something, but she seemed too stunned. “We located a VR meeting. Vlad went in with a cloak, and… we saw a meeting taking place. Burrett. Burrett is back. He’s behind everything.” 

The driver didn’t turn to look back. He didn’t react at all. That was the real test. Everyone knew who Burrett was. The mastermind terrorist had become a household name. If mention of him hadn’t caused a head to turn, then nothing would. 

For Jayne, the name sent a jolt through her body. All of the pain, emotional and physical, revisited her at once. She had never felt as threatened or as unsafe in her entire life. 

She had never felt a greater threat against her friends. She had, once again, put those closest to her in danger. 

“What do you know, Merry?” 

Merry shook her head, made a "nothing, nada, zilch” motion with her hands, signifying a hopeless nothing. “That’s all. We’re going to continue spying, tracing him in the VR world. Obviously, he raises more questions than answers.” 

“Yeah,” Jayne nodded. “That seems to be the recurring theme of this case.” 

Merry looked at Jayne, concerned. “But we’ll catch him, Jayne. We will.” 

Jayne looked out the hover-cab’s window. They were descending into a lower level. Probably the mid-50s somewhere. Jayne was deep enough. Now, was it time to officially go solo? 

To stop hurting the ones she loved? 

Jayne decided to improvise. To save Merry’s life. Fuck, she thought to herself as she mustered up the courage. She had gotten better at lying, but this was going to hurt. “I released Burrett.” 

Merry didn’t respond, leaving Jayne with no choice but to fill the brutal silence. “I had to. I, uh…” Jayne scanned her mind looking for any possible connections. A tear rolled down her cheek. “I found out about the information about me. Getting out. I had to stop it. In exchange, I was commanded to release Burrett’s consciousness from his virtual cell. In exchange I was told where to find the man in black, or the woman in black. Of course, this all blew up in my face. I’m sorry.” 

Now Merry fought tears. “Jayne is this true?” 

For Jayne, this was the hardest part of all. But it would keep Merry safe. “Yes.”

Merry shook her head. “Why would you do this?” 

Jayne had no idea why she would have done this. She would never do this. “I’m asking myself the same questions now, Merry. What matters for you is to get out. Save yourself. If Burrett is involved, you’re not safe. Neither is Fred. Or Cameron. I’ll fix this, I’ll—” 

“You fix everything Jayne, but you’re the one who creates the problems!” 

Jayne leaned up and banged on the partition. The driver lowered it. “Yeah?” 

Jayne unbuckled herself. “Let me out up here.” 

Merry grabbed Jayne’s arm. “No, please, I don’t understand. Why—” 

Jayne was about to burst into sobs. “Just let me out here, please. Please.”

The driver shrugged. “Whatever you say, lady. I don’t ask questions.” He lowered the cruiser and pulled over to a curb. 

Jayne opened the door, but Merry wouldn’t let go of her other arm. “Why? Why would you do this Jayne?” 

Jayne yanked her arm free. She got out of the taxi, but before closing the door she leaned down to Merry. “Protect yourself. Burrett is the biggest threat we face.” 

She slammed the door, and disappeared into the nearest alley. 

Rage filled Merry and she punched the roof of the cab, hard. The driver jumped, startled, and looked back at Merry in the rearview mirror. 

Merry rubbed her sore hand. “I’m sorry. I hope I didn’t…” 

The driver shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.” 

He took off, working his way to the lower levels. “Look, uh… I don’t ask questions. But whatever it was you and your friend just went through… it’ll pass.” 

Merry laughed cruelly. “You don’t understand, dude.” 

The driver found Merry’s eyes in the rearview mirror again. “I’ve been driving cabs for thirty-seven years. I’ve seen everything. I’ve seen love, I’ve seen hate. I’ve seen sex, murder. I had a woman give birth in my cab once. Not this cab specifically, but I was drivin’ it. And trust me, I know people. And I know that what I just saw… isn’t over. Sometimes people, when you see them at their worst… what they’re doing is hiding their best.” 

Merry wasn’t in the mood to hear whatever this schmo was saying. “I’m sorry, I’m just not in the mood.” 

The cab driver looked away from the rearview mirror, back on the traffic in front of him. “Sure, I understand. I apologize for butting in.” 

Merry wiped the tears away from her eyes. The driver strummed his fingers across the steering wheel. “Uh, look… I don’t know where to take you anymore, and, uh… now that your friend left, I hope you’re still planning on paying the fare.” 

Merry groaned. She couldn’t stop herself. She punched the ceiling of the cab once more. “Dammit, Jayne!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

The Ultra-Optic Standard Company Arena, Lightball Playoffs, L50, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jayne dropped forty credits for a ticket in the nosebleed seats. She was crammed at the highest row in the farthest end of the arena among hundreds of screaming lightball fans. 

Jayne did not like sports. She also did not like needle-in-a-haystack games. There were easily ten-thousand individuals crammed into this arena, and she was looking for a woman whose face she had never seen. The only defining feature she could recognize was her wrists. 

Since Jayne arrived in the arena, she’d practically been doing gymnastics, crouching and bending over, to get sights on the wrists of every single person she walked by. 

With nosebleed seats, she figured she’d start at the top and work her way down. 

In the end, though, all this work would pay off. That is, if her woman in black was even here. 

I sure hope, Jayne pondered sardonically, that my friend is as big of a lightball fan as I am of her work. 

Then, Jayne saw the tattoo. A tall, thin woman strolled by, half a dozen rows below. At the edge of her long sleeves, Jayne saw the tail-end of the lightning bolt that had been haunting her dreams. 

At least, it would have been haunting her dreams if she had been able to sleep the past week. 

Jayne leapt over the row in front of her, nearly knocking over a young kid wearing a Photon Phantoms shirt. Before she even hit the ground on the next row, she was sprinting toward the aisle between sections. She jumped, landed on the guard rail and slid down to the walkway, cutting off the woman in black, now in plain clothes. 

Jayne grabbed the woman’s wrist and flipped it over. 

It was a skeleton wearing a party hat, with the inscription “Party Til You Die, then Party Some More”.

“Ow! What the fuck?” 

Jayne immediately released the girl’s arm. “I’m so sorry.”

The girl rubbed her twisted wrist. “What the fuck was that, you psycho bitch?” 

Jayne stumbled into a retreat. “I just, uh… Really cool tattoo. Been thinking about getting one myself. Maybe you can recommend the shop you got it at? Anyway, thanks!” She turned around and sprinted away. 

The girl turned to her friend. “I swear, these lightball fans are getting tackier and tackier." 

As Jayne left the scene of her major, overeager blunder, the lights in the arena dimmed.

“LADIES… AND… GENTLEMEN!!!!” 

The crowd went bananas. The roar of cheers practically deafened Jayne. They almost drowned out the announcer. 

“TONIGHT… FOUR TEAMS WILL ENTER THE ARENA… BUT ONLY ONE—”

The entire stadium exploded in an unintelligible cacophony of different team chants. The fans of each team, for the most part, seemed to have grouped themselves in four quadrants among each edge of the stadium. 

If only Jayne knew which team the woman in black would be rooting for. 

“BUT ONLY ONE… WILL TAKE HOME… THE LIGHT!”

Jayne thought the crowd was loud, but nothing prepared her for the sonic, steel-shattering blast of human vocal force that shook her body. 

Suddenly, she was bathed in light as a glowing, plasmatic orb dropped into the arena, only stopping to be suspended high above the field of play below in a lock-device dispensing a magnetic wave. 

“THE LIGHTBALL HAS ARRIVED! NOW… LET’S MEET. OUR. TEAMS! In the North Corner, we have the PHOTON PHANTOMS!!!!” 

A team in glowing purple suits ran through a cloud of billowing smoke at the arena’s far end. 

“IN THE EAST CORNER, we have the DEATH RAYS!!!!”

An admittedly impressive laser show announced the appearance of the Death Rays, their team of six players walking proudly into the arena in their red suits. 

“IN THE SOUTH CORNER, we have Theron Techcropolis’ own… THE DEFLECTORS.”

The loudest scream so far, typical for a home team. Jayne looked down onto the field as the gate in the south corner opened up and the hometeam took the field in pristine white light suits. 

“And last, folks, but CERTAINLY NOT LEAST… At the Western Gate… THE REIGNING CHAMPIONS… UNDEFEATED… All the way from DEEP WEN…” 

Did he just say Deep Wen? Suddenly, Jayne was very interested in the sport of Lightball. 

“THE QUANTUM QRUSHERS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!”

Holy shit! Jayne was not prepared for the opposite half of the arena to destroy her eardrums with screams. Two explosions at the Western Gate blasted heat upward into the entire arena. 

The Quantum Qrushers cockily strolled out onto the field in pitch black outfits. 

The only team that wasn’t glowing, except for the lightning bolts emblazoned on their heat-protective chest plates.

“Huh,” Jayne said aloud.

The opposite half of the stadium drowned the fans for every other team combined. 

That is where Jayne needed to be. 

“Five… Four…” 

The arena joined in on the countdown. Jayne was only vaguely aware of Lightball. She knew the objective was to capture the plasmatic orb using special, ultra-dense rods with round “cavities” at the end that could hold the massively dense amount of energy. She knew that Lightball fans constantly rated players on two abilities: speed, and eyesight. 

Lightball was played entirely in the dark, with the lightball itself being the only source of illumination. 

The crowd coalesced into one excitable being as the game began. 

“TWO… ONE…”

An impossibly loud buzzer sounded. Everything about this game is so loud, Jayne complained to herself. 

The lock-device shut off its magnetic wave. The lightball fell down toward the arena. 

One of the red-suited Death Rays caught the lightball in their rods and began transporting it across the field toward a goal. 

Speed was the key. The plasma was powerful, hot. The rod couldn’t hold the lightball for longer than ten or fifteen seconds at a time. If a rod was destroyed, that player was out of the game. 

The player passed the lightball, but one of the invisible-in-the-dark Quantum Qrushers intercepted. 

Jayne dashed along the railing around the highest level of the arena, working her way toward the opposite side of the arena. 

She knew, she could feel it in her gut, that the woman in black would be there. 

But on which of the three levels? Start at the top and work my way down.

Jayne booked it, weaving, ducking, skipping and literally jumping over lightball fans and little kids walking to their seats with soda and popcorn, beer and hotdogs. 

A massive buzzer caught her off guard, followed by the unsettling movement of an entire crowd rising to their feet. Someone just scored a goal for the Deflectors, and the home team’s fans gave a rousing cheer. 

No one seemed to be in any particular hurry to get out of Jayne’s way. They were all too engrossed in the game below, lazily walking sideways in an attempt to get to their seats without missing a moment of the game. 

Everyone had handfuls of sodas, hotdogs, corndogs, fried airballs (which tasted like nothing but the pure sensation of just ‘friedness’), and hundreds of hundreds of credits worth of merchandise. 

Lightball t-shirts, hats, plushies, action figures. Commemorative glow sticks. 

Lightball had become a controversial sport over the past decade. For safety, the plasma orb, the lightball itself, had to be destroyed at the end of every game, which was only possible by disposing of it in a massive machine that was, essentially, a manmade black hole. 

A new lightball had to be created by harnessing massive amounts of electricity and the incredibly difficult-to-mine plasma. 

Lightball was an incredibly dangerous sport that used up massive amounts of energy. There had been protests against the sport, and even attempts to pass legislation in the Federation to outlaw it. 

But the money was simply too damn good. 

Jayne reached the side of the arena populated entirely by Quantum Qrusher fans. A team from Deep Wen would have fans with ties. Surely the woman in black was not too far. Jayne scanned the rows of the nosebleed seats, rising up two dozen rows before her, section after section, but no luck. Of course, she was trying to get an eye on wrists, mainly. That was tough. But she knew the woman in black’s basic build. She was slightly taller than Jayne, wider set with muscular arms. 

She was built like a Lightball player herself, actually.  

And up here? She didn’t see anyone. The nosebleed seats were occupied almost entirely by middle-class and lower-class families. The biggest, most ardent fans of lightball could only afford the cheapest, shittiest seats for their four kids who had been looking forward to this game all year. Jayne did one last scan over the crowd, but all she saw was the hyperactively happy faces of young girls and boys sitting on their parent’s shoulders, watching the athletic light show below with rapture. 

Jayne realized that if all the attention wasn’t on the game, the crowd would be wondering, “What the hell is this woman’s problem?” She was panting heavily, sweat already forming on her brow, and she was skittering frantically back and forth to get better views of the crowd. 

“Are you looking for your friend?” 

Jayne looked down to find the source of the small voice. A young girl, hair up in a high ponytail sticking out the back of a Quantum Qrushers hat looked up at Jayne while sucking down a slushy. “What?” That was all Jayne managed to muster. 

The little girl finished a slurp. “You look lost, like you’re looking for someone.” 

Jayne nodded. “Yeah. I am.” 

The little girl took another long slurp of cherry slush. “When you were running over here, the girl sitting next to me saw you and got up to leave.” 

Jayne could barely hear the little girl over the roar of the crowd as another goal was made. She didn’t know by who. She didn’t care. “Did this woman next to you have tattoos on her wrists?” 

The little girl remembered really hard as she nursed her slushy. “No. She had on bandages.” 

“GOOOAAAALL!!!” The announcer screamed. 

Jayne leaned down to the girl’s height. Bandages, of course. From the fight. A dead giveaway. “Thank you!” 

The little girl offered her slushy. “Want some?” 

Jayne nodded. When in Rome… She tasted the ultra-sugary ice in her throat. It was good. “Thank you.” She stood up and ran to the nearest exit out into the concession area. 

Out of the concrete hallway, Jayne was hit with the beautiful smell of fried food and cheap, overcooked meat. 

There were lines thirty people long and ten people wide at every concession stand. 

Jayne ran her hands through her hair. She mumbled a small narration to herself. “Why can’t lightball be a lowkey, specialty sport? You know, with small crowds. Like optic-tennis or virtual shuffleboard. Anything but this.” 

She remembered she was still a wanted criminal, so she slowed herself down and did the most normal thing she could think of. 

She got in line to buy a hot dog. 

Bandages, Jayne. Keep your eyes out for bandages. 

Jayne started to worry, but she found comfort in logic. The woman in black couldn’t possibly be gone. Not yet. The crowds were too dense. No one could have made it out by now, they’d be fighting the current. 

Besides, if the woman in black was as big a lightball fan as Artimus made it sound, she wouldn’t risk missing the championship playoffs. 

The line moved forward. Jayne was not in the mood for a hot dog. Having that on her stomach wouldn’t exactly help her in a foot chase or, increasingly likely, hand-to-hand combat. 

She closed her eyes and focused on the woman in black. She hadn’t seen her face yet. So don’t look for a face. Look for the wrists, and the bandages. 

Jayne focused. She remembered her teacher, O. She took a deep breath and tuned out the throngs of people around her. If she were on the run, if she wanted to blend in, what would she do? 

How could Jayne blend in? It’d be easy in this crowd, she realized. All you’d need to do is get a Photon Phantoms or a Death Ray t-shirt and hat and boom, you’re just like everyone else. That, plus a soda and a hot dog, and you’re one of—

The giftshop. The realization hit Jayne like a brick. She squeezed past the line, pissing everyone off in the process. 

“Hey! Watch it!” 

“Back of the line!” 

“No cutting, asshole!” 

But Jayne squeezed out of the crowd. The giftshop wasn’t too far down the wide concrete hallway of merchandise. 

Maybe, Jayne humored herself, she could get a cap while she was there. As a little keepsake. 

Jayne fast-walked to the giftshop. She passed the display of mannequins decked out in every lightball related merchandise one could imagine, from Death Ray socks to Quantum Qrusher pajamas to a Photon Phantom sweater for dogs. 

Jayne turned hard into the gift shop, and slammed right into a woman wearing a Quantum Qrusher scarf and sunglasses in the shape of two “Q’s.” 

Jayne placed her arm out. “Oh, I’m so sorry!” She leaned down to pick up the woman’s bag of merch. “I need to pay better attention, I’m sorry.” 

She handed the bag over. As the woman reached out to take the bag, Jayne saw it. 

The lightning bolt tattoo. 

The woman formerly in black, now in lightball paraphernalia, realized Jayne saw that tattoo. 

They both pointed at each other and screamed simultaneously. “YOU!” 

The woman in black drove a mean uppercut into Jayne’s jaw with the back of her forearm, coupled with a kick around the back of Jayne’s leg. Jayne briefly lost her balance, only to catch herself on a rack of postcards, which she spun around with, wielding it like a battering ram, and slammed into the woman in black’s stomach. 

The balding shopkeeper ran around from behind the counter waving his hands in the air. “HEY, cut it the fuck out! I don’t care if you wackos are rooting for rival teams, take it outside!” 

Jayne and the woman in black meekly stood up. “Sorry, sir.” Jayne picked up the postcard display, irreparably bent out of shape, and placed it back in the corner. “We’ll, uh… Just get going.” 

Jayne and the woman in black strolled out of the giftshop. They each stood in the middle of the thoroughfare for a moment. It was an odd couple seconds of peace, then they each remembered they were supposed to be fighting. 

The woman in black flung her left arm up at Jayne’s neck. Jayne popped her right arm up in time to block it. She twisted it around pulling the woman in black sideways with a light swipe of her foot and placed her in a headlock. 

The woman in black caught momentum with the push of her boot off the glass of the giftshop’s front display, flipping herself up into the air, and over Jayne. 

The positions had been switched. Now the woman in black held Jayne in a firm headlock. 

She dragged Jayne back to the condiments table, and slammed Jayne’s head down under the ketchup dispenser. 

The woman in black began to furiously pump ketchup into Jayne’s mouth. Jayne struggled, kicking back and forth, but the woman in black held her down.

Jayne hated ketchup. She had always hated it. She hated the disgusting texture, consistency, and its sickening combination of sweet and savory. 

Jayne had always considered her pursuit of the woman in black as a workplace responsibility. Sure, the woman in black was trading personal information regarding Jayne, but Jayne knew that she was only doing her job. 

But now, the woman in black was pumping vast quantities of the worst substance in the galaxy directly into Jayne’s mouth. 

Now, it was personal. 

Jayne rolled her head out of the stream of ketchup just enough to free her mouth and look up at the face of her foe, who still wore the Q-shaped glasses. Jayne spat out the vile hotdog topping all over the woman in black’s face. She loosened her grasp on Jayne. Jayne hopped up, grabbed the woman in black who was now blinded by ketchup, and dragged her into the bathroom. 

With nothing but pure adrenaline, Jayne kicked off the handicapped railing by the nearest stall and slid it between the door handle and behind the air dryer. 

Jayne sputtered more ketchup out of her mouth. 

Jayne watched the woman in black wipe the ketchup away from her sunglasses. “Just take your sunglasses off!” Jayne waved her arms wide. She was at the height of frustration with the absurdity of everything happening around her. “I have followed you all over this damn city and Deep Wen and back. Show me your face!” 

The woman in black faced Jayne calmly. She reached up, removed the sunglasses, and folded them. 

She was beautiful. Weathered and wise, with pocked skin under her eyes, which transformed from green at their center to blue at the edges. 

Jayne wiped the rest of the ketchup away from her mouth. “You’re Nova?” 

Nova nodded. 

Jayne nodded back. They were both catching their breath. “Why’d you… I don’t know. What is your deal?” 

“Whatever pays the most.” 

Her voice struck Jayne hard. She had the elegant, precise enunciation of a member of the wealthy elite. “And the deal that… was handing off my information, that…”

Nova held up a finger at Jayne. “I had no idea what was in that briefcase. I was making a delivery. I didn’t even find out until later that I hadn’t even met up with the right contact. It was some guy who intercepted it. My old boss sent him.” 

“Artimus. I know.” 

Nova shut her mouth. She started doing math in her head. “Okay, then, you tell me what you already know.” 

Jayne walked over to the sink. She realized that a lot of what she thought was still ketchup was blood. She turned on the faucet and filled her cupped hands with water. “I know plenty. I know a lot. I know you work for hire. You didn’t know the information was about me. Even if you did, why should you care, right? I don’t hold that against you.” She splashed water on her face. “The ketchup? Okay, that I hold against you. But I only want to ask you one question.” 

Nova rubbed her chin. Her sore chin. Her entire body was sore. “If it’s why I didn’t kill you, it’s because I was ordered not to.” 

There we go, Jayne thought, relieved. On the right track. “And who was that? Who hired you?”

“Geiger.”

Jayne spat out the water she had just sipped from the faucet. “Dean Geiger?” 

Nova nodded. 

Jayne couldn’t believe it. Everything was coming together. “Why the hell did you just tell me that?” 

Nova figured the answer to that question was obvious. “Because you earned my respect. We’ve fought twice. I defeated you both times. You came back yet again. And you won.” She walked over to the door. “Dean Geiger’s people hired me. I wasn’t supposed to know that, but I’m not an idiot. And I do research on all my clients.” She turned to Jayne and gave her a wicked smile. “I suggest you start doing the same.” 

As much as the dig stung Jayne, she also recognized that Nova was right. Partially. They were alike. Two sides of the same coin. Two ends of the same business. 

Nova yanked the handicapped bar holding the bathroom door shut out from behind the hand dryer and the door handle. “If that’s all you ever wanted to know, you should have just asked.” 

Jayne shut the faucet off. “You never gave me a chance.” 

Nova opened the door. “Neither did you. Now I’ll stay out of your hair, if you stay out of mine.” She smiled at Jayne. “Which is really cute, by the way.” 

Jayne reached to the hidden holster hanging off the back of her belt. “Thanks. Now there’s one more thing I have to take care of.” 

Nova had reached for the bathroom door, but turned around to smile at Jayne. “Oh? And what’s that?” 

Jayne pulled the gun out, and thought of the blind yet pleading eyes of Zodiac Zelda. “I have to keep a promise.”  

The shot echoed horribly against the tiled floors and the porcelain. 

Jayne picked up Nova’s Q-shaped glasses off the floor. She rinsed them off in the sink, then put them on. Time to blend in and get the hell out of there. After all, she was still the Federation’s Number One Most Wanted, and she had just killed a criminal, a traitor and a pain in the ass. But it was a bad look, no matter how necessary.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

Admiral’s Park Golf Course, L80, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Dean Geiger eased his heat-seeking 9-iron right up to the back of the golf ball hovering over the magnetic tee. 

He dug his golf shoes into the grass – some of the only grass in Theron Techcropolis – and, with his aim steady, reared the club up in one smooth arc over his shoulder. He was wearing his lucky, bright orange sweater, powder blue golf hat with the tassel, and his plaid legacy pants. Golf was all about psychology. Geiger was famous for showing up to the green dressed as ridiculously as possible so his opponents would be too distracted by his sartorial insanity to focus on the ball. 

He swung his club down in a perfect, pendulous arc. THWACK.

The golf ball flew in a perfectly straight line through Theron Techcropolis’ windless air. 

His companions clapped politely. Dean Geiger didn’t like or respect any of his millionaire golf buddies, but he found them easy to use so he kept them around. Plus, they constantly complimented him, which he had to admit was a perk. 

Geiger held his pose until he saw the golf ball land about a hundred yards away on the green, only a hair’s breadth from the hole. “Now that’s how you play golf!” 

His polite, millionaire friends laughed. 

Geiger tapped the dirt off his golf shoes. “Alright, now where’s my caddie? Noora! Noora!” 

Noora hobbled over from the hover-cart with Dean Geiger’s massive golf bag slung over her shoulder. 

Before she had made it halfway, Geiger tossed the golf club in her direction. It flew straight at her stomach, which she fumbled to catch, but not without dropping the golf bag and spilling all of his clubs, balls, and tiny pencils. 

“Dammit, Noora! That bag alone is worth more than I pay you in a year. Show some respect!”

His millionaire friends laughed as they followed Geiger over to the hover-cart. Geiger took the driver’s seat and pressed the one-button ignition. “We’ll go ahead, Noora. See you there!” 

Dean Geiger hit the pedal and the hover cart scooted forward at a leisurely pace. Noora gathered all of the clubs and gear as fast as she could and struggled to slide them all back into the bag, dropping golf balls and pencils in her wake as she jogged after the hover cart. 

“So, anyway!” Dean Geiger gesticulated wildly and turned back to face his millionaire buddies in the back of the hover cart. “Where was I? Oh yes. She’s in my office, crying. I explained to her, very calmly, that we had done everything we could to keep her in the academy, that we had given her more than a second, third, fourth, and fifth chance. She cried and cried and begged and begged… And do you know what she did?” 

Geiger’s millionaire friend in the passenger seat clapped his hands together, rubbing them lecherously. “Oh, I got an idea!” 

Geiger took a hard left toward the hole. “That’s right. She begged me. She said, ‘Right here! On the desk! I don’t care! Do what you want with me, anything!’” Geiger shook his head. “It was disgusting.” 

The shortest of Gieger’s three millionaire friends lit a cigar in the backseat. “I feel like you passed a golden opportunity, Geiger. How many people can say they slept with the Federation’s Most Wanted Fugitive?” 

The millionaire next to him, who had a mustache Dean Geiger despised, leaned in to Geiger’s ear. “Not to mention that body! Sexiest criminal I’ve ever seen.” 

Geiger tut-tutted as they pulled up to the hole. “No, gentleman. I’m afraid that was the last straw. I’m a man of principle. So I told her no. I offered her all the help in the world to get her on her feet. I didn’t want to see the poor girl leave the Academy with nothing. I’m afraid she resorted to exactly what I feared. In a way, I feel responsible.” 

The passenger seat millionaire continued with his lecherous fantasies. “Maybe if you had screwed her, none of this would have happened!” 

Geiger pulled the hover cart over and slowed down until they stopped. “I don’t regret my decision. It was the proper decision. And now, I aim to take care of Jayne once and for all… Now, where’s Noora?” He looked back up the hill to see Noora, sweating and exhausted, stumble over the horizon. Geiger whistled at her like a dog. “Hurry up, Noora! We’re losing daylight!” 

Noora finally arrived after Geiger and his friends stood in a circle tapping their feet. Geiger took out his putter, then shooed Noora away. 

He gingerly tip-toed around his golf ball, judging the best angle, velocity, and push to get the ball into the hole, only a couple yards away. 

He crouched down as if getting the golf ball’s point of view. Once he was confident he’d found the surefire position for a three under par stroke, he shook the tension out of his back and arms and entered a meditative stance over the ball. 

Focus, he told himself… Focus. All it was going to take was the smallest little push from his putter, clean and even. 

Okay… Geiger breathed. One… Two… Three… 

He let the natural, gentle force of the lilting putter swing forward just as his comm BUZZED in his right pocket and broke out into a fanfare of whistles and beeps. His grip on the putter twisted. He jerked it upward, popping the golf ball up, over the hole, and into a sand trap. “DAMMIT FUCK!” 

Geiger stamped his feet up and down. He banged the putter against the ground until it bent into four different directions. 

His millionaire friends waited patiently. They did their best to hide their embarrassment out of some sort of vague obligation to the man. 

Noora loved seeing Geiger in a bad mood, although she was upset this would likely extend the length of the game. 

The mustached millionaire cleared his throat over Gieger’s ringing comm. “Shouldn’t you have turned that off before the game started?” 

Geiger glared at the man’s mustache he hated so much. “I don’t know, Tim. SHOULD I HAVE??!?” He reached into his pants pocket and yanked out his comm, tearing the seam between the pants and pocket in the process. “SHIT!” He answered the comm, doing nothing to hide the rage in his voice. “What the fuck do you want? Who is this?”

As Geiger listened, his face twisted into a disgusting, greasy knot. The sweat of a day on the green built up between the folds of his forehead. “What? When did this happen?” Geiger listened to the other line. “Damn. Damn. Alright. Goodbye.”

Geiger threw his putter over toward Noora, who let it fall on the ground in front of her. He ripped his golfing gloves off and waved his friends to follow him. “Come on, game’s over.” 

Geiger’s disappointed millionaire friends followed him to the hover-cart, reluctantly getting in like kids picked up early from a slumber party. 

Geiger cranked the hover cart. “Come on, Noora! Let’s go!” 

Noora breathed a sigh of relief. “About damn time.”

 

+++

 

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

 

Geiger spent the entire afternoon watching the security footage from the lightball game. Nova had come highly recommended. She’d impressed Geiger throughout the entire process. She was a professional. She was good at her job, and loyal to the hand that fed her. 

Yet, she let Jayne go. Then, perhaps rightly, Jayne put a bullet in her head. The whole thing had made him depressed. He felt lonely. The one person he thought he could trust had let him down. 

He felt like no one liked him. He knew no one liked him. 

Only one living creature in his entire life had ever liked him, and Jayne destroyed that, too.

Jayne had ruined everything. 

He lifted the glass to his lips, but there was no scotch left. When was Noora getting back? He sent her out hours ago. Two bottles of scotch he told her to get. 

He couldn’t rely on anyone anymore. 

Jayne had to go. 

Noora was unreliable. 

His train of thought wouldn’t flow. Thanks to the scotch, they fought each other aggressively. His ideas and his emotions warring in his mind and his heart, hitting each other below the belt. 

Geiger wandered from the built-in bar over to his desk. He unlocked the bottom drawer and pulled out the box containing the shards of the ceramic poodle Jayne had destroyed. He pulled the rubber band off from around the lid and looked inside. All the pieces were still there, uselessly. 

Noora opened the door, finally, with two bottles of scotch hidden in brown bags. “Two bottles of scotch. Anything else?” She arrived in errand mode, task-focused to the point where she didn’t even notice the lifeless glaze of Dean Geiger’s eyes as he looked into the box of shards. “Dean Geiger?” 

He picked up a large shard, the right leg of the poodle, and rubbed it in his hands. “Am I bad person, Noora?” 

“No, Dean Geiger. Not at all.” 

Geiger nodded. “I think people are allowed to be complicated. I think… some people are more complicated than others.” 

Noora pulled up a chair. It was time to play therapist. “Well, why don’t you elaborate on that?”

Geiger’s fingers lovingly traced the jagged edges of the broken ceramic. “I’ve allowed myself to become very complicated. Do you think that’s bad?” 

Noora crossed her legs and shrugged. “I think that’s up to you.”

Geiger placed the shard back in the box and picked up another piece. All that remained of the snout. A small piece that he could roll between his fingers. “I truly want the people to be safe. It’s better this way, right? All of the information. In one place. We can use this to protect them. Can’t we?” 

Noora nodded, though her face showed a reticence. “I think that remains to be seen, and will ultimately be up to you.” 

Geiger held the glass up to his nose and took a small whiff. “Somewhere I went wrong. Is it bad to benefit off of doing something good? Surely martyrdom is even its own kind of selfishness. I’m no saint, but I truly have tried to do good things. I donate to charities, don’t I?” 

Noora wasn’t sure how to answer that one. Dean Geiger made many donations to charities, though largely for political gain, leverage, and tax purposes. “You do. You’re very generous.” 

Geiger placed the ceramic snout back in the box and looked down on all the broken pieces resting on the hand towel he folded at the bottom. “Do you believe we have souls, Noora?” 

A question out of left field. Noora wasn’t prepared for that one. She deflected it. “Well, do you?” 

Geiger felt pressure behind his eyes. Was it the scotch, or was he about to cry? “I think some of us are lucky to have… something. If I ever had one, I think I lost it. I think I gave it up. Can I tell you something?” 

Noora put on her warmest smile. “Anything, sir.” 

Geiger frowned. “I worry that the day I fired Jayne from the academy was the day I lost my soul. The day I sold it.” But he looked down at the box. “I think that’s what I always wanted.” He picked up the largest chunk of ceramic. It was the poodle’s torso, with an impression in the center where the heart would be. “Do you remember when Rex died?” 

Noora nodded. She did. Geiger cancelled all his meetings for a month. 

“I thought I could hold onto that feeling. That feeling of being loved. I believed when I had Rex’s ashes mixed into clay… I thought his soul would stay there. I thought my soul would be in there, or something. The good part of me.” He put the lid on the box and shook his head. “Damn.” 

He opened one of the new bottles of scotch and filled his glass. He took a long sip. His goal was to pass out, hangover be damned. Running for prime minister was one thing. Having a hired assassin betray you was another. 

But losing a dog? Losing the same dog twice? No pain could ever be worse. 

Geiger gulped the entire glass of scotch down. He coughed at the sting in his throat. 

Noora stood up. “Are you okay?” 

Geiger caught his breath. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” He slammed the glass down and reached for the bottle. He poured another glass. “What’s so bad about keeping our people safe? They should thank me. Jayne doesn’t keep them safe. We have to guard them. From people like Jayne.”

Noora stealthily took the second bottle and hid it behind the cushion on her chair. She wasn’t Geiger’s biggest fan, but she didn’t want him to literally drink himself to death in one night. “Is there anything else you need tonight, sir?” 

Geiger looked blankly for a long moment, then changed his gaze up to Noora. “We have to kill Jayne.” 

Noora had grown accustomed to Geiger’s extreme orders. Would he remember this? Would he arrive at it again, soberly, the next morning? 

Geiger saw the uncertainty on Noora’s face. He slammed his fist on his desk. “I want her dead, Noora!”  

“Yes, sir,” Noora managed. Her left leg shook with nerves. 

“Don’t bother me in the morning. I’ll call you when the hangover is… manageable. Is that clear?” 

“Shall I leave now?” 

Geiger nodded. He rotated his chair to look out the window behind him. The Avalon Space Station had rotated into position where he could look out into space at the massive horizon of Amaros below.

Noora swiped the panel, closing the office door behind her and leaving Dean Geiger alone with nothing but a bottle of scotch and the remnants of the only creature that ever loved him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

Barley Feather Kitchen, L60, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The bearded hippie with a ponytail who introduced himself as “Chrysalis” returned to the table. “Okay, I got a bowl of lightly steamed unseasoned lentils?” 

Merry groaned and raised her finger. “That’s me.” 

Chrysalis placed the lentils in front of Merry. “Four cloves of garlic skewered with a twig?” 

Fred lightly groaned, all the excitement he could garner for this meal. Their hippie server handed the plate to Fred and turned to Vlad. “Which means the three leaves of lettuce with lemon juice and one grape is yours.” 

“Uh… Yeah.” Vlad grabbed his fork off the table, but he wasn’t even confident if that was the best utensil for eating three leaves of lettuce. 

Chrysalis placed his hands together. “Before you eat, we ask that you express admiration for the bounty of nature’s gifts that allows you to eat with us today.” 

Fred, Merry, and Vlad all stared at each other. Vlad coughed. “Uh, thanks. Thanks, uh, plants. Thank you, plants.” 

The only reason eating the rabbit food at Barley Feather Kitchen was worth it was their air. Encased in a vacuum bubble, no smog could get into the restaurant, which overflowed with lush, green foliage. Their air was delivered weekly, mined from Yonnix-Yonnuba, an Oxygen planet on the outer most rim of the Gemini Sector.

Shipping in oxygen wasn’t cheap, of course.

Chrysalis nodded in appreciation and swiped the tablet in the table. “Here’s your check. You can pay whenever you’re ready.” 

As he shuffled away, Merry examined the check. “Oh my god, Vlad, this meal cost one-hundred and forty credits.” 

Vlad tried to pick up a piece of lettuce with his fork, but he kept dropping the soggy leaf back on his plate. “Well, it was easier to meet when we had an office! We’re running out of restaurants!” 

It was true. The gang had been meeting whenever possible at restaurants all up and down Theron Techcropolis. If the spy agency ultimately didn’t work out, they could start a food blog. 

Fred held the naked twig in his hand. “Aw, man. I already ate all my garlic.” He shrugged, then popped the twig into his mouth. He chewed at its dull, woody taste. “This sucks.” 

Vlad threw his hands in the air. “Sorry! I thought it sounded interesting, and I was getting tired of pancakes. Fred. It’s nice to have health food every now and then.” 

Merry dipped her tiny spoon into her espresso cup sized bowl of lentils. “Starving yourself isn’t healthy.” 

Vlad gave up with his fork and just grabbed the lettuce with his hand. He crossed his arms on the table as he chewed away like a malnourished rabbit. “Okay, Merry, what is it you have to tell us?” 

Merry immediately lost what little of her appetite she had left. “Okay, but don’t freak out.” 

Fred gnawed on the last bit of his twig. “At this point, nothing could freak me out.” 

Vlad pointed at Fred in agreement. “Ditto.” 

Merry raised her eyebrows. Okay… “Jayne opened the VR access for Burrett.”

Vlad and Fred coughed, spewing twig and lettuce out on the table. “WHAT!?” 

“Shut up!” Merry waved her hands down. “Stay quiet! I told you not to freak out.”

Vlad held his head in his hands. “Why the fuck would she do that?” 

Merry leaned in toward them, speaking as quietly as possible. “In exchange for information about the hand-off.”

Fred shook his head. “That doesn’t sound right. Jayne wouldn’t do that.” 

Merry wiped the lettuce and twig bits in front of her off the table. “She told me herself, Fred. These were her words.” 

“Whoa, stop. When did you see Jayne?” Vlad said, leaning forward and lowering his voice.

“Yesterday. I found her at the shuttle port.” 

There was nothing but disappointment among the three friends, and the food didn’t do anything to help. 

“What do we do now?” asked Fred.

Merry straightened up. She had never been more serious in her entire life. Now that Jayne was gone, someone needed to step up. Someone had to be the leader. “We have to stop him.” 

Vlad nodded. “Mmm. Mmhmm. Yeah. I like this idea. It’s very stupid.” 

Merry leveled with him. “Burrett is our responsibility, too. Especially now. We have to stop him.” 

Vlad stroked his chin. “How?” 

Merry had been thinking about this, and she had arrived at the same answer every time. “We go to the source.” 

Fred stared at Merry, stunned. “You mean Burrett?” 

Merry nodded, but that wasn’t good enough for Vlad. “And how do we do that?” 

Merry smiled. “We meet with him.” 

The stench of patchouli wafted over to the table, and Chrysalis immediately followed. “Hey guys, how is everything over here?” 

Merry, Vlad, and Fred all smiled. “Great! Thanks!” 

Chrysalis smiled back. “Well, that check is ready whenever you guys are.” He placed his hands together and walked away in a seeming meditative state. 

Merry groaned. “This is the worst restaurant I’ve ever been to in my entire life.” 

Fred pushed Merry to get out of the booth. “Come on, let’s go.” 

Merry stayed put. “Ow. What? Where are you going?” 

Fred kept pushing. “If we’re going to have a VR meeting with the most dangerous man on Amaros, I’m going to need actual food in my belly. Let’s go get pancakes! Come on, let’s move!” 

Merry glanced at Vlad. Vlad meekly shrugged in agreement. Merry chuckled heartily. “Sure, let’s go. Vlad, you got this, right?” 

Vlad stammered, “I… Wait, we should split—” 

Merry was already out of the booth, with her bag in hand. “Cool! We’ll be outside waiting on a cab.” 

Fred followed right behind her. “Yeah, thanks Vlad!” 

Merry smiled. “Yeah, thanks Vlad. You’re a real peach!”

Vlad grumbled as he pulled out his credit chip and scanned it over the panel in the table. He missed the office. It was far less expensive than their new approach to espionage work. 

 

+++

 

Briefing Room 2B, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Dean Geiger woke up feeling like there was a power drill between his ears trying to get out. His hangovers were getting worse. Old age, likely. Or stress. Probably both. Boy did he hate getting old. 

While waiting in the backroom adjacent to the briefing room, he pulled out his comm and looked over his notes. He wrote most of them down the night before, swaying in and out of consciousness. The notes were indecipherable. “Jayne mus die. Jayne mus t become a hat person”

Geiger assumed he meant “a hated person”. He didn’t know Jayne’s opinion on headwear, nor did he care. He still agreed with his drunken judgment. He had to completely sway the public’s opinion against Jayne. There was an undercurrent of folk-hero worship around Jayne. Especially among the youth and the lower classes. He had an answer to that. He looked at the next line of his notes. “Make people see Jayne bad. Dissecting person.”

Okay, Geiger remembered this one. He had meant ‘dissenting person.’ He wanted to paint Jayne as a dissenting person. The notes got worse as they went along, as he got drunker. He really struggled with the next one. “Yo have prtect them and love. Safety, love, poplee, dddd, save the day! Weiner”

Noora walked in from the briefing room. “Dean Geiger?” 

Geiger kept his focus on the note, trying to decipher it. “Yes, Noora?” 

“They’re ready when you are, sir.” 

Geiger nodded. “Good. One more minute.” He looked over the note again and again. Protecting them? Love? Poplee? 

Dean Geiger briefly considered giving up drinking, but then the meaning behind his gibberish crystalized. Protect and love them. Them meant the people. He had to guarantee safety. He had an opportunity to save the day, and that would guarantee him the election. Weiner was supposed to be ‘winner.’ And he assumed ‘dddd’ was just the result of him dozing off while typing. 

Geiger slid the comm into his pocket, straightened out his tie, and walked into the briefing room. 

Photo drones swarmed him, snapping photos and taking live holograms. 

The press, who Geiger had grown to both increasingly hate and increasingly see the usefulness of, began hounding him with questions as soon as he appeared in the room. 

The flashes from the photo drones were not doing his hangover any favors. He stood behind the podium and waited a moment for any break in the assault of questions before starting to speak. 

“Mister Geiger, there have been rumors of information breaches in the new system. Can you confirm this?” 

“Is it true that Jayne successfully fled Theron Techcropolis?” 

“Footage leaked yesterday of you throwing a temper tantrum on a golf course. Care to comment?” 

Geiger realized he would have to bring the room to order himself. “Thank you, thank you. The purpose of today’s briefing is to make an announcement!” He bit the last word hard, doing his best to make it crystal clear that he had no interest in answering any of their asinine questions. “I would, however, like to address some of these issues your questions are touching on. Yes, Jayne was able to leave Theron Techcropolis.” 

The reporters burst into more questions, but Geiger contained them with the gentle, downward swaying of his hands. “I would like to stress that this is not a strike against our brave law enforcement and security. It is only a testament to how dangerous Jayne Austin truly is. We have further intel that she was involved with organizing a meeting between two of the most dangerous gangs in Deep Wen, Headless Hope. A Federation sanctioned task force intervened, yet Jayne managed to escape.” 

The reporters burst forth with an uncontrollable tidal wave of queries. Geiger spoke over the journalistic roar. “Once again! This is a testament to how dangerous she is. I would like to thank the citizens of Theron Techcropolis and the Federation at large for their many contributions toward finding and neutralizing Jayne. You have been using the wide information dispatch on her to full effect, and we thank the cooperation of our citizens.” 

Dean Geiger mentally patted himself on the back. That’s right. Show a little gratitude. The people like to feel special. Everyone wants to be part of something. “There is no doubt about it. Jayne Austin is a dissenting individual. Not only against the Federation, but against decency, humanity, and… love itself. Her evils are boundless in their disregard for the well-being of others. As Prime Minister, I not only promise to capture Jayne Austin, but I will reward and honor any citizen who is able to ultimately lead us to her capture!” 

He was really working himself up into a frenzy now. Maybe it was just the hangover but sweat formed on his brow. He waved his fists wildly for emphasis, driving them back and forth as if he was wielding the sword of justice. “Our security forces will have every right to kill Jayne Austin on sight. As far as I am concerned, there is no more room, or risk worth taking, in allowing negotiations with Jayne Austin! The threat of her opposition to the Federation has led me to decide, as Prime Minister, that each citizen deserves the right to defend our Federation. They deserve as much a right to defend their safety and freedom as our security forces have a right to do so for them. And so, if elected, I promise that citizens will be granted permission to kill Jayne Austin on sight, should they ever find themselves a situation that allows them to do so. We are left with no other choice, and we will not be safe until the threat of terrorism by the hands of Jayne Austin is stopped once and for all!”

The flood gates opened. Reporters practically screamed at the top of their lungs. They waved in the air, they scrambled over each other and stood on chairs to get a question out. 

But Geiger only had a few choice words for them. “No questions at this time.”

He straightened his tie, and rebuttoned his suitcoat. He left the podium, photo drones following closely behind him, until he swiped the doors shut before them. He left behind a room full of reporters who would have no choice but to deliver the most extreme stories of Geiger’s bold new campaign promise. 

He knew it’d be a hit.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

Corner of 16th and Breoca, L48, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

 

Fred had his earphones in, blasting junkcore at dangerous decibel levels. He’d been trying to get into it ever since the subculture began to embrace Jayne as a counterculture folk-hero. 

He couldn’t get into it. He’d always had a hard time with instrumental stuff. He felt that instruments were only there to keep the lyrics afloat. The lyrics were what he really appreciated in music. But he kept listening to junkcore, doing his best to support it and the musicians who, some of them, had been rather outspoken about their support for Jayne. 

‘F.I.J.’ had become a popular acronym among junkheads. It was sometimes numerically encoded to 6910, many tattooing the code on their knuckles. Free Innocent Jayne, that’s what it stood for. 

As much as Fred respected their cause, and as much as he hoped they were on the right side of history for supporting his dear friend who very well might be a dangerous criminal, Fred had become more and more comfortable with his doubts. At times, he used his doubts as an excuse to justify their failure to crack this case. 

Fred stopped at a Bagel Machine at the corner of 16th and Breoca. He ordered an everything bagel with synthetic lox and chives, and triple-extra cream cheese. 

Fred watched through the glass viewing screen as the Bagel Machine flash-baked the thick dough. Fred tapped on the side of the machine as rapidly as possible, trying to keep up with the junkcore song “Sledge Butter” destroying his eardrums. Fred’s tapping along was barely in league with the song’s programmed rhythm of 600bpm. 

Fred lamented the fact that he’d never be able to eat a real, handmade bagel. The Bagel Machine boom had put bagel makers out of business almost a century earlier, and the art died with them.

The Bagel Machine’s product was good, and Fred relied on them frequently for a quick snack on the go. But he couldn’t even begin to imagine how wonderful a traditional bagel would have been.

The junkcore drowned out the sound of a TTPD cruiser pulling up at the curb, and Fred was too fixated on the cream cheese spewing nozzle to notice the two plainclothes men step out of the backseat of the car. 

That’s why Fred jumped when the first undercover cop yanked his earphones out of his ears. “Ow! What the hell, man?” 

The second, uglier plainclothes man barked at Fred from behind. “Are you Fred Baggins?” 

Fred stuttered an instinctual, “Yeah?” then immediately realized he had made a huge mistake. 

The first undercover cop grabbed Fred’s hands and clasped handcuffs on him. 

The uglier cop spoke without removing the cigarette from his mouth. “Fred Baggins, you’re being arrested under suspicion of committing conspiracy against the Federation and aiding and abetting a fugitive.” 

Fred struggled as the big cop held him close by the wrists. “Hang on! I haven’t had breakfast yet, can I please just have my bagel first? Can I take it with me?” 

The Bagel Machine dispensed the synthetic lox and chives onto the bagel, then dispensed it down into the slot beneath the window. The uglier cop reached down. “Oh, you mean this bagel?” He pulled the bagel and lox out and held it out to Fred. 

Fred nodded. “Yes, can we take it with me? I won’t resist, I’m just really hungry. I have to eat a lot because I have an over-active metabolism. It’s technically a medical condition, I swear.” 

The ugly cop smiled and carefully held out the bagel to Fred. “Sure, here you go. Take a bite.” 

Fred reached out teeth first for the bagel. But as he could just barely taste the crust against his lips, the cop tossed the bagel into the street. “Get in the car, jerkoff.” 

The bagel exploded into the street, smearing cream cheese across the asphalt. To add insult to injury, a cruiser whizzed by, caking the lox in exhaust. 

 

+++

 

Techcropolis Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The ugly cop, who Fred learned was named Officer Hewitt, pushed Fred down a hallway, repeatedly shoving him in the back until Fred could barely keep from stumbling into the walls. Finally Hewitt grabbed Fred by the wrists, stopping him from falling flat onto his face. 

Hewitt opened a door with no window and threw Fred into the room without any regard for gravity. Fred tripped and landed on his back, crushing his handcuffed wrists in a painful pinch. The first thing Fred saw was the door slamming in his face. 

The second thing was Vlad and Merry, also in handcuffs, sitting in chairs against the far well. 

Merry smiled, genuinely thrilled to see Fred. “Fred!” Then she realized that Fred, handcuffed and locked in the same room as her and Vlad was actually bad news. “Oh, no, Fred!” 

Vlad’s priorities were a little different. “I know this is a reach, but I have to ask. Fred, do you have any ganja on you?” 

Fred glowered up at Vlad. “Yeah, man, just picked up. Let’s hotbox this interrogation room.” 

Vlad lit up. “Really?” 

Fred kicked his feet as he struggled to stand up. “No! Jeeze, Vlad. You seriously have a problem.” 

Vlad shook his head. “It’s not a problem, it’s a hobby.” 

Merry, as usual, felt like the only one in the room who had her priorities straight. “Where’d they get you?” 

Fred rolled up onto his knees and faced his friends. “Bagel Machine on Breoca. That fucking cop threw my bagel in the street! A perfectly good bagel!” 

Vlad sighed. “Bastards.” 

Fred stood up and walked over to the third chair next to Vlad and Merry. There was one more chair, in the far corner. A sign that they wouldn’t be alone much longer. “Where’d they get you guys?” 

Merry motioned to the fact that she wasn’t exactly dressed to go out. “I was staying at a hotel on level 35. The cops knocked the door in with a warrant, practically dragged me out of bed and cuffed me.” 

Fred grimaced. “Yikes! Damn, Merry.” 

Merry shrugged. “Yeah. For aiding and abetting a fugitive and committing conspiracy or something.” 

Vlad nodded. “To be honest, I have some warrants out for my arrest. Possession, mainly possession, smuggling drugs into and out of the city. I have some shit on my record.” 

Merry and Fred craned their necks to look at Vlad. Merry gave Vlad an ‘are you fucking kidding me?’ look. “Are you fucking kidding me? How did they let you teach?” 

Vlad shrugged. “To be honest, that is a good argument for why we need radical reformations in our education system.” 

The door opened and tension flooded the room. Vlad, Merry, and Fred’s stomachs flew up into their mouths, before falling hard down into their groins like an elevator with a snapped cable. 

The gang was so surprised, they questioned what they were seeing. Surely it wasn’t true. 

Either Fred and Vlad were too stunned, or Merry was the first one to believe her eyes. “Cameron!?”

Cameron, in his trademark white shirt with the sleeves rolled up, tucked into his pleated pants, walked over to the corner and dragged the fourth chair to face his three friends. 

At least, they had been his friends. The current situation made that uncertain.

Cameron looked at them, embarrassed. He placed a tablet on his lap. “Hey guys. I hope… they didn’t rough you up too much?” 

Merry looked Cameron in the eyes. “Totally great service. Busted down my door and dragged me out of bed. Best wake up call I’ve ever had. Five stars out of five. Would recommend.” 

“And they threw away my bagel.” 

Vlad meekly threw in his own story. “I was driving around L43 and got pulled over for an expired registration, and…” 

Cameron weighed their stories in his mind. “Well, could have been a lot worse. I am sorry about what they did to you, though, Merry. But I needed it to be… real. The cops who arrested you? They’re our strongarm guys. I send them out after our real dangerous suspects.” 

Merry pursed her lips together in growing mistrust of her former friend. “What the fuck are you doing, Cameron?” 

“Keeping it real. Pardon me.” Cameron cleared his throat, then exploded into a rage. “Shut up! We’re not friends anymore, asshole! I know you know where Jayne is, so stop wasting my fucking time!” 

The gang reared back, terrified of this side of Cameron they had never seen before. 

Cameron immediately calmed down and smiled embarrassingly. “This room is safe. No windows, no one-way mirrors, no cameras. This is… Well, this is where some of the more crooked cops take suspects for… heavy negotiating.” 

Merry shook her head in disgust. “Dammit, Cameron.”

Cameron gripped the tablet on his lap. “There’s a lot of shit I know about. I’m always fighting it. I do what I can. Right now, we have bigger problems.” 

Fred scooted up in the chair, rattling his handcuffs against the metal back. “What is going on Cameron? Why would you do this?” 

Cameron dropped his voice. “I have news. Good news. And I’m doing this because I want to help.” 

Vlad, Merry, and Fred had enough faith left in Cameron to lean forward and listen. 

Their cop friend looked to the door, as if he was worried someone would barge in. “Okay. A few days ago I got an anonymous tip about two rival gang leaders meeting in Deep Wen to negotiate a merger of their drug operations. I relayed this message to DWPD, who carried out a successful sting operation.” 

“Yeah,” Merry butted in. “Jayne’s working with all sorts of low lives now. So she’s working with these gangs, too? What’s the gist?”

Cameron held up his finger. “Not exactly.” He swiped open the tablet. "At the scene of the union, we found a note from our anonymous source crediting the takedown to a Deep Wen rickshaw driver named Van. So, Van received the reward money of forty-thousand credits for the capture of these two criminals. But…” He held on to the pause for effect. 

Merry, Vlad, and Fred had kept their position of leaning in, but their backs were starting to hurt. Finally, Merry couldn’t take it anymore. “What, Cameron? What?!” 

Cameron was busy fiddling with his tablet. “Sorry, I’m… This is a new tablet, and I’m not sure how to use it yet. I’m trying to pull up… Here! Okay, here it is. I was going to say that Van credited the entire operation as a double cross orchestrated by a young woman with short hair. He wouldn’t give up her identity. So I pulled some strings with DWPD and found this.”

He turned the tablet around and showed a surveillance video playing on loop. An athletic figure, indisputably Jayne’s, ducking through a crowd of raiding cops in the Gilded Gardens Casino. 

Merry, Vlad, and Fred all exploded together. “Holy shit!” 

Cameron smiled and nodded. “Holy shit indeed. Jayne set up everything. She was being used by one boss, and she managed to bring down both. And then credited this guy ‘Van.’” Cameron pulled up a photo of Van and showed the crew. 

Merry groaned. “Oh my god, he’s so hot. I love dudes with long hair. Ugh, how does Jayne do it?” 

Cameron smiled. “Oh, well, thank you.” 

Merry dropped into a very serious tone. “You don’t count.” 

Cameron ignored her. “Anyway. Jayne… I don’t know what she accomplished with this, but… She’s… I’m comforted in knowing we can still trust her. She’s still the same Jayne.”

Vlad leaned back in his metal chair and glanced up at the single hanging light to think. “We need her, don’t we? To fix all of this?” 

Merry nodded. “Yes, we do.” 

Cameron shut his tablet off. “And now we know we can trust her. But, I don’t know what to do next.” 

Fred let out a long, nervous breath. Merry, Vlad, and Cameron turned to him. “We have to talk to Burrett. She has to talk to Burrett. We go right to the source.” 

They all knew he was right, but Merry still had concerns. “What about the fight yesterday? At the lightball tournament. The media’s been pretty cagey about the circumstances of it, but they’re pushing that Jayne was at least involved.” 

Fred shrugged. “I think we should at least let her tell her version of the story. We just have to find her.”

Cameron pointed at Fred in agreement. “Absolutely. We just have to find her.” 

Vlad kept looking at the hanging light. “Jayne was in a fight, then?”

Merry stared at the floor. “It seems so. She’s probably in hiding after such a public blowup.” 

Vlad turned his head. He kept focusing on that damn light. “She probably needed some first aid after that fight. Right?” 

Fred glanced past Merry at Vlad. “What is your point, Vlad?” 

Vlad wouldn’t take his eyes off the light. “I know where she is. She’s getting more first aid treatment from the only person she can trust. That neon light guy.” 

Cameron blinked in shock. “Damn, you might be right. I can track him down, we’ve been keeping tabs ever since the first raid. Then one of us can go find her.”

Merry smiled. “I guess everything’s going to work out.” 

Vlad laughed. “Since when did you become the optimistic one?” 

“It’s come with the experience. We’ve always won before. Why should this time be any different.” 

Cameron stood up from his chair. “Okay. First, we find Jayne. Second, meet with Burrett.” 

Merry piped up with her expertise. “If we meet with Burrett, we’ll have to risk the ISA offices. I’m going to need that firepower to access the VR landscape.” 

Cameron waved off any concern. “After this little interrogation, I can call off the heavy monitoring on the offices. We’ll be fine, as long as we’re smart. Now, most importantly…” He set the tablet down and picked up his chair. “You guys need to leave here looking terrified. I’m going to release you on lack of evidence, but all of you should be white in the face with terror. Got it?” 

Merry, Vlad, and Fred nodded. 

Cameron nodded back, then threw his chair across the room with a loud, unnerving clang as it ricocheted in the corner. “Dammit!” he yelled, “To think, I once trusted you assholes! Sure, you get the fuck out today! But we’re not through here!” Then he immediately dropped his voice. “We’ll all be in touch.” 

He disheveled his shirt and tie, then stormed out the room for added effect. 

A few minutes later, Hewitt came back to reluctantly remove their cuffs and discharge them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

ISA Offices, L46, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Merry still couldn’t believe Vlad’s hunch was correct. After a day of intense and slightly less-than-legal police work, Cameron tracked down Tom at a new studio space on L22. Sure enough, Jayne had retreated there for some of Tom’s legendary first aid. 

Cameron did his best not to let it get to him. 

Jayne learning of her friends’ renewed trust in her was the jolt she needed to keep going. She was beleaguered with each new setback. She had spent the three days at Tom’s studio laying low and questioning everything about herself. She fought back the doubt, but it was hard to fight back the facts. She was injured, again. She kept losing fights. She couldn’t help but wonder if Nova had let her win. 

And now she was not much closer to stopping Burrett. Or Dean Geiger. There was so much mystery left, and she was still deep in the weeds. 

She learned the same lesson over and over again: she could do a lot alone, but she couldn’t do everything. 

Now that she was reuniting with her team, with her friends, she felt newfound confidence in justice and goodness. In herself. 

She knew who she was again. 

Jayne marveled at the improvised rig Merry had made from a commercial VR set. “I really missed being constantly amazed by you, Merry.” 

Merry looked up from her tablet. “Jayne, that is seriously the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me. Thank you.” Using a map of service activity, Merry zeroed in on VR activity originating around the Cryo-Institute. Due to the nature of cryostasis, there was constantly a red smudge of VR activity glowing on the map. But Burrett’s was unique because, now that his VR had been connected to an outside server, his blinked green anytime it was accessed. Merry would be using this function to keep track of Jayne’s engagement with the deranged man, and to intervene if any further connections were attempted by outside forces. 

Outside forces they were hoping to learn the identities of. 

Jayne strapped the VR rig over her head, leaving the eyepiece flipped up. Vlad gave her the run down based on his experience. “As soon as I landed in the VR scape, I heard voices. There’s no point of origin. It’s going to sound like the voices are coming from everywhere, so you can’t really track them. But the VR scape generates activity around the users present, so look for anything on your horizons. Trees, structures, simulated weather… Birds, maybe. When I dropped in, Burrett and the other man were meeting in a very peaceful field, so I assume the setting will more or less be the same.” 

Merry began to sync up the VR rig with her massive processor. Damn, it was good to be back in the office. “Okay, I’m cloaking you. You’ll be invisible and silent in the VR scape. That is technically very illegal, but so is everything else we’re involved in right now. If Burrett is alone, raise your hand to signal us and I’ll decloak to you. If I see activity connecting with Burrett’s scape, I’ll have to cloak you before I disconnect you. Otherwise, they can trace you back to this location. Cloaking you while you’re in the scape might take some time, so be prepared for that. Got it?” 

Jayne gave Merry a thumbs up. She turned to Vlad and Fred. “See y’all suckers on the other side.” 

The VR rig was officially synced up and cloaked. Jayne initiated arrival into the VR world. “You’re good to go, Jayne.” 

Jayne lowered the goggles over her eyes. She immediately felt far away from the office, standing in an open field. She heard birds. She felt wind. All around her was endless waving grass and blue skies. 

The land before her was devoid of landmarks and geography. Coordinates did not exist. It was a constantly recycled world, reborn identically over and over again. It was a map inside of a map inside of a map. 

Jayne heard Merry’s voice. “How’s it look in there?” Her voice felt distant. Not distant as in over that hill, or around that bend. Distant as in lost or unnatural. Jayne almost forgot she was still, technically, standing in the ISA office. Merry simply spoke out loud, and Jayne heard her muffled voice through the headset. 

Jayne spoke out loud, shocked by the distance of her voice – she recognized it wasn’t of the world around her. “Good. Just looking at an endless field.” 

Merry’s faraway seeming voice popped into Jayne’s mind. “Okay, the way the VR world works, you automatically generate facing North. So, hold onto that. Burrett is located east of you, almost directly. Walk east, and you should come upon Burrett. When you do, depending on his behavior, we’ll take you out of cloaking mode. Any questions?”

Jayne shook her head – her actual head, not her VR head. Although, she wasn’t sure if there was much of a difference. “Alright. Let’s go.” 

Jayne willed herself, mentally, and began walking forward. In no time, she adjusted. The action felt real to her, though she knew she was simply standing still in an office. 

Reality broke down. The world around her was as real as anything else had ever been. 

And Burrett would be, too. Even if his body was bound in ice, his mind was as active and dangerous as ever. Jayne reminded herself not to forget this. 

The heightened reality of the digital world affected Jayne’s perception of time. Though she had only been mentally walking across grassy fields for ten minutes, the abundant amount of detail and richness in color, the hyper-fidelity of the wind and chirping birds gave her brain so much stimuli to receive, that time slowed down significantly. If she had guessed, she’d been walking for close to an hour. 

Meanwhile, in the offices, Merry, Fred, and Vlad casually pulled handfuls of peanuts out of a can, munching and killing time. 

Jayne tripped, tumbling forward on the downward slope of a hill. She rolled forward over her head once before stopping herself by digging her heel into the dirt. 

She looked back and saw a rock, jutting six inches out of the ground. How did she trip? Was that a real rock? Did she really fall?

“Jayne, are you okay?” Merry’s mumbles came through. Okay, that meant she must’ve actually fallen. 

Jayne stood up. “Yeah, I’m okay. Did I just fall?” 

Jayne felt Merry’s hands. It felt like receiving aid from a ghost. “Yes, you took an actual step and tripped over Fred’s backpack.” 

Jayne looked back at the rock. It was gone. “I tripped on a rock.” 

The touch of Merry’s hands disappeared. “Interesting. This is an incredibly heightened VR world. It’s adjusting to your physical experiences. It detected your fall, and created the justification for it.” 

Jayne resumed her descent down the hill. “Great. Well, I’ll try to be careful.” 

“Great,” Merry responded. “Burrett is close, by the way. Be careful.” 

With a few more minutes of walking, though it felt like half-an-hour, Jayne saw the outline of a figure beyond some rolling mist. “I found him.” 

Merry had been keeping close track of their identifying points on her map of the VR world. “Yeah, you two are right on top of each other. What’s he doing?” 

As the mist rolled past, Jayne could see Burrett laying bricks on top of each other, building a simple wall. It was a foot deep, four feet tall, and disappeared over the endless horizon. “He’s… building a brick wall.” 

“That’s his VR prison punishment. Does he look harmless?” 

Jayne nodded. She wasn’t sure if Merry saw an actual nod, but before she spoke out loud Merry responded. 

“Great. Deactivating the cloaking device now. I can’t access what Burrett says, only you. So be sure to keep mental notes. Good luck.” 

Jayne looked down and saw her body fade into solidness. She approached Burrett, slowly, unbearably slowly. She knew she had the jump on him. That’s not what she wanted, necessarily. Sneaking up and surprising the most dangerous criminal mind in the world could potentially be a bad idea. 

But then… “Hello, Jayne.” 

No turning back now. Jayne walked at a normal pace around to the other side of the wall and faced Burrett. “Hello, Burrett. How’ve you been?” 

Burrett shrugged. He laid down a thick swath of mortar, then slapped a brick into place. “Staying busy. You?” 

Jayne examined the careful, austere workmanship of Burrett’s wall. “Not busy at all, just dropping in to say hi.” 

Burrett laughed. “So glad your gallows humor remains, Jayne. Even in the face of myself.” 

Enough chit-chat, Jayne decided. “How’d you know I was here?” 

Burrett paid more attention to his wall than to Jayne. “I’ve been here… how long? A year? And yet, time exists simultaneously. The creation of the universe and its destruction occurred at once in a single instant, and this conversation is no different. Have you ever held a chicken?” 

Wow, okay. That took her off guard. “I… haven’t.”

“The chicken does not keep time, and the chicken is an animal one could hardly make an argument for being able to form coherent, conscious thought. And yet it knows when a fox lurks at the edge of the forest.” 

Jayne took a step to her left, maintaining pace with Burrett’s rapid bricklaying. “Does this make you the chicken? And I’m the fox?” 

Burrett smiled. “My how things change. And yet, perhaps, it’s always been that way. Chickens can be dangerous. Eating undercooked chicken can kill people, you know. I’d venture to say that chickens, in that way, kill more people every year than foxes. Of course, I speak of a time when man coexisted with chickens and foxes. On land. On true land. That was a long time ago; of course it’s a time that exists now as well. How else would we be able to know it ever happened?” 

As Jayne watched Burrett lay brick after brick, she lamented the choice to lock a man up in this VR prison. He was a criminal, an incredibly dangerous terrorist, but he was a brilliant man. And now, thanks to this world, he was losing his mind. Even Jayne had to admit that was a tragedy. 

Or perhaps Burrett was resorting to his old tricks. Perhaps he knew exactly what he was doing, spinning yarns and running circles around Jayne. She decided to nip these theatrics in the bud. “Who have you been sending after me, Burrett? And why?” 

Burrett slammed a brick down on a thick glop of mortar. Then he stopped and looked at Jayne. Burrett’s eyes startled Jayne. They were as real as anything she had ever seen. They were not, they couldn’t be a digital reflection of himself. Yet, she knew they were. Despite the simulacrum, they were as piercing as ever. “Jayne, in the old days, in the ancient times, a man called Elvis Presley – I believe you’re familiar – was placed into the uniform of an army that meant nothing. Does that make sense?” 

Damn, maybe Burrett was not relying on theatrics. His flights of fancy were so disjointed, so manic and scattershot that Jayne began to doubt a man with these deteriorating mental faculties could orchestrate her downfall. 

Jayne picked up a brick and slammed it down on the open mortar. “It makes sense in a… matter of fact way.” 

“The uniform was a message, not a fact.” 

Jayne realized that bricks magically appeared ahead of Burrett, along with wheelbarrows of mortar. They appeared as they were needed. “Then what was the message? And what was the fact?” 

Burrett dug his trowel into the mortar. “The message was that those who owned the uniform now controlled the man who wore it. The uniform, however, denied the fact that the man who wore the uniform was already under control.” 

Jayne felt, somewhat against her better judgment, that she was close to breaking through with Burrett. She was close to realizing a truth, if only Burrett could talk straight for once. 

Then, Merry’s muffled voice, frantic, interrupted Jayne’s thinking. “Jayne, our activity’s been monitored. It’s locked in on.” 

Jayne ignored Merry. She could do it. She had time. “Burrett, who’s wearing the uniform then? Or what’s the fact?” 

Burrett picked up a cracked brick. “I love these cracked bricks. Life is so monotonous. But sometimes the algorithm gifts me with an anomaly. Look.” He handed the cracked brick to Jayne. “Do you see that? Running from the corner to the center, before chipping apart. What a wonderful gift. I can’t build with it of course. And once the brick is left behind, it will disappear forever. For now, I can only enjoy it.” 

Jayne clutched the brick in her hand. It felt real and heavy, rough against her palm and fingertips. Her hold on reality blurred further, except for Merry’s voice breaking down the façade once more. “Jayne, we only have a matter of minutes before our cover is blown sky high.” 

Burrett smoothed out a patch of mortar. He held up a brick, but before he could place it down into place, Jayne reached up and stopped him. They held the brick up, together, over the wall between them. 

Jayne looked into Burrett’s piercing eyes. “What are you getting out of working with Dean Geiger? Is he promising to release you? What?” 

Burrett let go, and the digital brick disappeared above them. “I get nothing from working with Dean Geiger. It’s what Dean Geiger has gotten working…” Burrett placed his thumb and forefinger atop his forehead, “…with me.” The VR world responded to Burrett’s thoughts as if it had become part of his consciousness, and a zipper appeared down the length of Burrett’s body. He began to unzip himself, only to reveal his identical self beneath. 

Jayne punched her fist into her hand. “Why can’t you be straight with me, Burrett?” 

Burrett pointed down the length of the endless brick wall. “It is straight.” 

Jayne almost had a panic attack when the world around her destroyed itself, like Burrett unzipping his body, to reveal an entirely new world around her. 

It was the ISA offices. She was somewhere familiar, though it was a place she hadn’t been in months… or years. 

Jayne looked up and saw Merry. “Merry?” 

Merry unhooked the VR rig from around Jayne’s head. “I’m so sorry, Jayne, but we have to go. We can try to access the world again, but it’s not worth you getting caught. Not now.” 

Jayne helped Merry take the VR headset off. “How long was I in there?” 

Merry shrugged. “Maybe thirty minutes.” 

Jayne rubbed her sore temples. “Oh my god. I feel like… That felt like… years.” 

Merry nodded. “Yeah, that’ll happen. How do you feel? Do you think you can climb a rope?” 

Jayne eyed Merry, confounded. “I can. Technically.” 

Merry walked open to the window and opened it. “Good. Because they’re on their way.”

Jayne walked over to stick her head out of the window and looked down. They were halfway up the Malicarsh building. “Great. And how exactly do I get down from here?” 

Merry smiled and slapped Jayne on the back. “We’re not going down. We’re going up.” 

Then, the end of a rope dropped onto the back of her head, accompanied by a whistle. Jayne turned her head to look up. She saw Fred looking down her, smiling. He gave her a thumbs up. 

Jayne pulled her head back in, and turned to Merry. “What about you?” 

Merry shook her head. “I have an alibi in place. We’re good. We’ll have to go into the VR world again. We’ll figure that out later.”

Now it was Jayne’s turn to shake her head. “No, I figured it out. Burrett was being… very convoluted, but I understand what he meant. Burrett has nothing to do with any of this.” 

Merry opened her mouth to say something, but she couldn’t think of the right words. 

In place of Merry’s silence, Jayne continued. “Dean Geiger used Burrett like a suit. In the VR world. It’s been Geiger disguised as Burrett, not Burrett himself. Burrett is merely a uniform for the message, but not the fact of the message.” 

Merry scrunched her eyebrows. “I’m sorry, what?” 

Jayne laughed, realizing that it would only ever make sense to her and Burrett. “Dean Geiger has been hiding in plain sight. He’s been after me all along, and he’s been orchestrating everything from the beginning.” 

“Everything?” 

Jayne nodded. “Everything.” 

Pounding at the door. Not fist pounding, but the sound of thermic devices being attached along the sides. In thirty seconds, the sliding door would be pulverized to a meaningless, bent sheet of metal. 

Merry grabbed the rope hanging outside the window and handed it to Jayne. “Go, climb up. Vlad and Fred are up there with Cameron’s cruiser. We’ll meet tomorrow.” 

Jayne grabbed the rope. She scooted halfway out the window. “But Merry, what about you?” 

Merry laughed, a genuine laugh, in excitement about her plan. “I’m going to do what I do best.” 

“What’s that?” 

Merry smiled. “Be perverted. Now go!” 

Jayne climbed out of the window, rapidly ascending sixteen floors to the roof of the Malicarsh building, a mere fifty feet from the base of the next level. 

Merry slammed the window shut. She adjusted the settings of the VR rig and put it on as she settled into the couch. 

In a matter of mere seconds, the thermo devices popped with their powerful, but precisely contained explosions. 

Six tactical officers raided the office, blasters out. They surrounded Merry, who leapt up off the couch and clumsily removed the VR rig. “Holy shit! I’m sorry! I’m sorry! What the fuck is going on?” 

One of the tactical members shouted out toward the hallway. “Suspect detained!” 

Another tactical member hoisted Merry off the couch and threw her into handcuffs. A plainclothes officer swaggered in from the hallway, but his confidence crumbled into disappointment once he looked Merry up and down.  

Merry played the part of frightened prisoner. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I didn’t know I was doing something illegal. I was just trying to—”

The plainclothes officer cut her off. “You’re not Jayne.”

Merry furrowed her brow and scoffed. “No, of course not. Do you think I’d be hanging out in my own offices if I was Jayne? Besides, I told you goons yesterday I want nothing to do with her. She betrayed us.” 

The plainclothes officer didn’t drop his guard. “We’ve been tracking VR activity, and we found a connection, from this building, linking with VR activity joined to Burrett.” 

Surprise flashed on Merry’s face. “Oh, wait! Do you… You think I was connecting to Burrett?? Oh my god!” She started laughing. 

The tactical team looked to each other, starting to suspect they had, once again, arrived at a dead end. 

The plainclothes officer holstered his weapon. “What’s so funny?” 

Merry tried to stop laughing. “I just… I thought I was in trouble for… other reasons.” She motioned to the VR rig. 

The plainclothes officer glanced at the VR rig. “Magnuson, hand that to me.” 

Tactical team member Magnuson picked up the VR rig and handed it to his superior, who put it on over his head. 

He fell into the VR world. He was not standing in rolling green hills under blue skies. He was standing in a Greco-Roman palace in the center of a cushion covered marble floor. The massive cathedral-like space was replete with trays of rich foods and ripe fruit. From wall to wall, beautiful naked bodies participated in the most depraved acts of bacchanalian excess and carnal exploration that far surpassed anything the plainclothes officer could comprehend. 

He quickly removed the VR rig. “Holy shit.” 

Merry smiled, sheepishly. “Yeah, I mean… Everyone’s got their kinks, ya know?” 

The plainclothes officer threw the VR rig down in disgust at both what he just saw and the failure of their operation.

He looked down at Merry in righteous judgment. “You’re disgusting.” 

Merry giggled. “Are you flirting with me?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

Room #34, Geffen Dormitory, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jessica rolled over to grab her ringing comm. Her blinds were down so the true sunlight, which she received a little of being so close to the highest level, didn’t penetrate her dorm room.

She reached over Ian, who she was lucky enough to have brought home the night before. She’d been in the middle of a dry spell for the past few months, so bringing home a big dumb guy with strong hands that she felt zero romantic attachment to was exactly what she was looking for. 

He was still soundly asleep next to her, either sleeping off the booze or their extended hours of nighttime activities that had lasted until five in the morning. 

Jessica picked up her comm and answered, her voice scratchy and tired. “Hello?” 

She heard a nervous, almost adolescent voice on the other line. It sounded like they were trying to mask their voice. “Hello, Jessica… This is… Mister Pancake…”

It was too early for Jessica to put up with pranks. “I’m sorry?” 

The voice cleared his throat before saying it again, adding emphasis as if that would help. “Mister… PANcake…” 

Jessica dropped her head onto her pillow. Slowly emerging from sleep, she made the connection. “Fred!” 

“Ssshhh!!!” from the other line. “No, this is Mister Pancake. We need your help.” 

Jessica looked at the time. It was one in the afternoon. She felt Ian roll over and begin pecking the back of her neck with kisses. She shoved him away and responded to ‘Mister Pancake.’ “Okay, okay. What do you need?” 

There was a pause before she heard a reply. “Uh… We need your dorm.” 

Jessica started to worry about this, and how involved she was about to become. “Okay… what time?”

There was a knock at the door. 

 

+++

 

After Jessica hastily tossed Ian’s clothes onto him, thanked him for the better-than-average sex and ushered him out the door, she was immediately overwhelmed by the makeshift spy agency headquarters getting set up in her room. 

Merry shoved all of Jessica’s skincare products off her dresser to make room for her tablet and the largest processor she could manage to bring. It was loaded with over a yottabyte of every possible ounce of information that might prove useful to bringing Dean Geiger down. 

Plus, it maintained an encrypted digital trace that allowed her to access Dean Geiger’s new data bank without detection. 

Jessica picked up her lotions off the floor. “Okay, I’m being very generous letting you guys commit treason against the state in my dorm room. Please respect my space. Okay?” 

Jayne nodded and placed a reassuring hand on Jessica’s shoulder. “Of course. Right, Merry?” 

Merry grumbled as she powered up her tablet and began syncing to the data bank. 

Jayne cleared her throat pointedly at Merry. “Ahem. Merry?” 

Merry sighed. “Okay, I’m sorry about your… beauty… potions or whatever.” 

It was an empty apology but coming from Merry it meant a lot. Jessica moved the lotions to her desk. “Look, my finals start this week, okay? So you guys can do whatever you need to do, as long as you keep it down while I study.” 

Merry smirked. “You weren’t worrying about studying this morning, princess.” 

Jessica pulled Jayne aside. “Look, I don’t need this!” 

Jayne placed two reassuring hands on each of Jessica’s shoulders. “Merry’s fine. She just doesn’t like you right now because you’re very preppy and she’s very goth. But eventually she’ll grow to appreciate your skincare routine and matching pillows and comforter set. I’ll talk to her, and I’ll make sure we stay out of your hair while you study.” 

Jessica extended her hand. “Deal.” 

Jayne clasped Jessica’s hand in a firm shake. “Thank you, Jessica. You’re literally helping us save the world.” 

There was a knock at the door, rendered meaningless by Vlad immediately opening it and allowing himself in. The thick odor of weed wafted in with him. “Okay, everyone, I’m here!” 

Vlad looked familiar to Jessica, but she couldn’t place him. “Who are you?” 

Vlad stared red-eyed and dumbfounded at the blonde college student. “I’ll be honest with you. I taught you for one semester last year, but I was barely in class because… I was helping these bozos.” 

Vlad’s face clicked in Jessica’s mind. “I knew it! You’re the worst teacher I’ve ever had.” 

Vlad bowed. “The one and only.” 

Jayne waved Vlad over to join her on the other half of the small room with Merry and Fred. “Alright, leave Jessica alone. We promised her she could study, so we’re not allowed to talk to her anymore.” 

Jessica hopped on her bed and gave Jayne a thumbs up. “Thanks, roomie.” She put in earbuds, opened her tablet, and got down to hydro-chemistry 101.

Jayne brought her team in for a quiet huddle. “Okay. We know Dean Geiger is behind everything now. Everything. Now, we put an end to it. We bring him down. At the very least, we make sure he loses this election. At the best, he spends the rest of his existence in a virtual reality prison like Burrett. How will we do this, you ask? That’s what we have to figure out.”

Merry chimed in first. “I’m going to analyze Geiger’s campaign. I have every piece of media related to it, from ads to interviews to all of his press conferences. Then, I’m going to find dirt that contradicts him. Basically, I’m going to play politics.” 

Fred snapped his fingers. “I’ll help you out Merry. I’ll start reaching out to all of my underworld contacts. If Burrett or his people have been working with them, that’s not going to be a good look for his message. We can expose him…” 

Vlad smiled. “Or blackmail him.”

Fred and Merry laughed, in love with that idea. 

Jayne threw her hands in the air, separating the conspirators. “Whoa! No. No blackmail. We’re not stooping to his level. Guys, look. I have been down some dark holes these past couple weeks. I’ll be honest, I’ve basically been the criminal Dean Geiger’s made me out to be. No more. I’m not bringing the rest of you down to that level. I’m climbing out of that hole. We don’t blackmail Geiger. We’re not extorting him. We will expose him. We’ll make him look like the fool, the tyrant, the liar, all in one. He’s already dug his own grave. We simply have to plan his funeral. Got it?” 

Merry pouted, turning away from the huddle. “Aw, Jayne. You’re no fun. You never let us blackmail anyone.” 

Jayne smirked at Merry. “If anyone should ever be worried about blackmail, maybe the girl with the most virus infected browser history of all time should keep her mouth shut.” 

“Hey!” Merry sounded as if she took offense. “I designed my own anti-virus programs and they work!” 

Jayne laughed, then turned to Vlad. “Vlad, what’ya got?” 

Vlad took the one-hitter out of his mouth. “Yeah… What were we talking about?” 

Fred was already going through his contacts, but he looked up to playfully scowl at Vlad. “Seriously? You’re making the rest of us look bad.” 

Vlad wracked his brain as he tried to come back down to reality. “Oh, right! Burrett.” 

Jayne dropped her face in her hands. “No, Vlad. Dean Geiger.” 

Vlad stared at Jayne dumbfounded. “What did I say.” 

Fred and Merry were deep in their own work now. Jayne spoke to Vlad directly. “Vlad, I need you to go work with Cameron and find out what the police know about us. They don’t know you guys are working with me again. And cooperation is going to make you look good. Find out what they know, so we don’t get caught in a snare. That’s more important now than ever.” 

Vlad frowned, as if Jayne was out of her mind. “I can’t smoke weed in a police station, Jayne.” 

Jayne mocked empathy. “Aw, poor baby.” 

“Well,” Vlad shrugged, “one for the road!” He lit the one hitter and dragged on it 'til there was nothing left. “See you suckers later!” 

With a broad wave, Vlad was out of the dorm. 

Merry rapidly scanned through the info on her tablet. “So, Jayne. What are you going to do?” 

Jayne pulled out her comm. “I’m going to reach out to an old friend.” 

Fred immediately knew who she was referring to. “Hell yeah!” 

Jessica took her earbuds out. “Ssshhh! I can hear you guys and all of your incredibly top secret plans. Please be quiet, these chemical formulas aren’t going to balance themselves.” 

Jayne grimaced. “Sorry, Jessica.” 

Fred and Merry zeroed in on the matters at hand. Jayne initiated a very important call on her phone. 

 

+++

 

Techcropolis Police Station, L45, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Cameron led Vlad into the evidence room and locked the door behind them. Vlad stood by a shelf stacked with crates of clothes and paraphernalia with potentially helpful DNA samples – blood, spit and bodily fluids. 

Cameron stood across from him, by the stack of shelves loaded with confiscated weapons. 

The two men knew each other, were at least familiar with each other, but they had never worked one on one. There was an odd moment of examining the other one in an attempt to understand how to proceed with the new aspect of your alliance. 

Cameron spoke up after a few moments passed. “Vlad?” 

Vlad blinked as he emerged from his daze. “Yes?” 

Cameron crossed his arms and leaned against the shelves. “You’re stoned, Vlad.” 

Vlad nodded. “Speaking of, you got any drugs in here? I mean, it is an evidence room, so I was thinking you might.” 

Cameron shook his head. “Not for you. Besides, I think there’s more important stuff to deal with. And fast, I can’t spend too much time in here.” 

Vlad accepted that he wouldn’t be leaving the evidence room with pounds of marijuana and mirrored Cameron’s serious posture. “Okay. We need to know about all the monitoring you’re doing with Jayne. We don’t want to get pinched this late in the game.” Pinched? Vlad laughed to himself. That sounded really cool. The police lingo was coming out of nowhere. Maybe it was the Kill ‘Em All series rubbing off on him. 

Cameron checked out the window of the evidence room to make sure no one was walking by. “Okay, listen. We’ve got constant eyes on the ISA offices. We also know about the pancake place.” 

Vlad nodded. “Jack Flap’s, yeah. Good to know.” 

Cameron didn’t take his eyes off the window. He checked out the corner of his eye every few seconds. “Obviously security is tight at all border exits and entrances now. They don’t care if you’re a one-armed dwarf, they’ll treat you like you might be Jayne in disguise.” 

Vlad laughed. “Don’t disguise ourselves as one-armed dwarves. Got it.” 

Cameron finally looked away from the door long enough to address Vlad face-to-face. He dropped his voice to an almost inaudible whisper. “Look, most of our monitoring has been window dressing. The raids, the wiretapping, the bugs… That’s all come down from Geiger. It’s an extension of his old data thing. DSF. Data Security Force. They technically don’t exist. Their actions go undocumented. We’re aware of their activity only through the required necessity of cooperation. But they keep a lot of info to themselves.” 

Vlad knew that was bad. Very bad. “How can we recognize them?” 

Cameron looked up at the ceiling. The horrible green fluorescents highlighted his wrinkles. He look old and sick. He looked tired. “If you monitor all the information that comes through the data bank, you can likely detect the DSF’s next move based on the latest info regarding Jayne. Every time info on Jayne comes through, they make moves.” 

Vlad felt like they hung on the end of a rope. “So all we can do is monitor the security bank. We’re already doing that, but it’s still good to know.” 

Cameron stood away from the shelf, the gleam of inspiration in his eyes. “Wait. I keep forgetting I’m technically the police. We can feed false information into the data bank, and lead them away from your activity.” 

Vlad smacked his palm to his head. “By Jove. I’m embarrassed I didn’t think of that.” 

Cameron smiled giddily. “As far as our intel goes, you’re still clean of collaborating with Jayne. Feed me false information directly. Tell me whatever will help you guys, and I’ll report it directly in the security bank.” 

Vlad furrowed his brow. “That’ll work?” 

Cameron shrugged. “We got a choice?” 

Vlad and Cameron shook hands. The beginning of a new friendship. 

Cameron placed his hand on Vlad’s back and led him out of the evidence room. Once they were out in the hallway, within the earshot of other officers, Cameron loudly lamented to Vlad. “Yep, I’m afraid that’s all the evidence we have on Jayne. Thanks for coming by anyway, Vlad. Your help means a lot to us.” 

Vlad didn’t have a lot of faith in his acting abilities, but he did his best. “Of course! I just… love the Federation, and I want to help. Anything to stop that stinking, rotten Jayne! Phooey on her! She’s no good! Why, if I had a chance—” 

Cameron waved his hand across his neck to cut him off. “Go ahead, get outta here.” 

Vlad shook Cameron’s hand once more and, hoping his bad acting hadn’t ruined everything, walked back out into the streets of Theron Techcropolis. He formulated the first of the false information he could feed to the DSF.

 

+++

 

Thurmand Brattix Lecture Hall, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Alfonso sat at his small desk in the corner of one of Espionage Academy’s largest classrooms. Since working closely with Levitsky, he’d become a more integral aspect of the Academy’s administration. Today, he was serving as assistant to Doctor Barcker Smedley, the academy’s professor of advanced forensics. Barcker Smedley was notorious for demanding absolute silence during his lectures. 

Questions were not allowed. Any student who needed to ask a question was too stupid for his class anyway and should simply leave. Many students did just that. 

Barcker Smedley stood before his class of 300 students, all surrounding him in the hall’s stadium seating. Barcker used a laser pointer to highlight locations of DNA residue on a hologram representation of an insect that a wanted criminal had swatted with his hand at the scene of a crime. 

Amid the silence, apart from Barcker Smedley’s informative yet brutally droning voice, a comm began ringing in defiance of the feared professor. 

There was a gasp of terror from the students. 

Barcker shut his mouth and glared out across his audience of students, looking for the guilty face of the student he was about to immediately fail. But Barcker couldn’t spot the perpetrator. The students all looked as stunned as he was. Then, he heard a gulp behind him. 

A red-in-the-face Alfonso pulled out his comm, which rang again. “I, uh… I’m going to take this outside…” 

Barcker looked down his nose at Alphonse. “Yes, I think you should. And don’t bother coming back. If necessary, Levitsky can find another professor for you to assist.” 

Alfonso sheepishly darted out of the room. He answered his comm once he was out in the hallway. It was an unknown number. “Hello? And if this is a telemarketer, I swear you almost cost me my job so--” 

The voice on the other line was hushed and urgent. “Hey, it’s me.” 

Alfonso had no context for who “me” was, though the voice was familiar in a way reminiscent of recalling a dream. “Go on, ‘me.’” 

The voice on the other end dropped even lower. “It’s Jayne.” 

Alfonso’s heart skipped a beat. “Jayne!?” He was so excited, he shouted her name. In a busy hallway at the center of the effort toward tracking Jayne down, shouting out her name was probably not so wise. He dropped his voice and repeated himself. “Jayne!? How the hell are you… Why are you calling me? Where are you? What the hell has been going on?” 

Jayne wasn’t in any place to chit chat, but out of respect for the favor she was about to ask of Alfonso, she addressed his questions quickly. “This call is encrypted, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be decoded. So I don’t have a lot of time. I’m not going to tell you where I am, but I have been all over the place. Chasing wild geese and falling down rabbit holes… Oh, buddy, you will not believe the shit I’ve done. Someday we’ll catch up over drinks. Or you may have to come visit me on death row.” 

Alfonso nodded, as if Jayne could see him. He knew where this was going. “Sure, sure. Anyway, what do you need?” 

Jayne mocked offense. “Come on, Alfonso. I’m just checking in on my dear friend.” 

“Yeah, sure. What do you want?” 

Jayne dropped her voice again. “Geiger’s been behind everything. Not only does he want me dead, but he’s the reason I’m in this mess in the first place. I’m his pawn, basically. And he’s been pulling some dirty strings to get me.” 

Alfonso could hardly be surprised. “Yeah, sounds like that old bastard. What can I do?” 

“Alfonso,” Jayne said in a voice that he had never heard her speak in before. A voice of genuine fearfulness and desperation. The voice of someone willing to do anything. “I need you to get buddy-buddy with Geiger. Then I need you to keep us up-to-date with Geiger. If we can stop them, and clear my name and my team, then we have to stay one step ahead of him.” 

Alfonso didn’t hesitate. “You got it.” 

“Thank you, friend. I better go. Goodbye.” Jayne ended the call. 

Alfonso slid his phone back into his pocket. Timing worked out. He was no longer welcome as an assistant to Professor Smedley. Might as well seek a new position working with Geiger himself. 

Wow, Alfonso smugly thought to himself. I really am rising through the Academy’s ranks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

Waiting Room Outside Dean Geiger’s Office, Espionage Academy, Avalon Space Station

 

Noora Barcellos looked up from Dean Geiger’s densely busy schedule she had pulled up on the panel in her desk when she heard the door slide open. “Hello, Alfonso.” 

Alfonso smiled and took a few steps inside. “Good afternoon, Miss Barcellos.” 

Noora lifted her gaze upward so she could look at Alfonso through the lower-half of her bifocal ocular implants. “Why are you here?” 

Noora Barcellos had gotten very good at screening the visitors who ventured in to visit with Dean Geiger. As his profile rose, so did the number of people attempting to schedule appointments. Noora had already allowed Alfonso to venture further into her office than most, giving him the benefit of the doubt based solely on knowing his affiliation with the Academy. 

Alfonso confidently walked up to Noora and stepped out onto a limb. “I’ve been reassigned from assisting Professor Smedley to assist you.” 

Noora raised an eyebrow. “I haven’t heard anything about this.” 

Alfonso nodded. “You will. I technically don’t start until next week, but I figured we could… get a head start.”

Now that Alfonso was so close, Noora shifted her gaze to look through the upper-half of her embedded bifocals. The resulting look made her appear more welcoming and less skeptical of Alfonso’s arrival. “Very well. Take this tablet. I want you to go through the Dean’s academy inbox and delete every message that isn’t important.” 

Alfonso took the tablet from Noora, who passed it to him over her desk. “How do I know which messages are important and which aren’t?” 

Noora returned to her work, scheduling the Dean’s many appointments and appearances. “That’s up to you to decide.” She glanced back at Alfonso, grave seriousness on her face. “And don’t mess up.” 

Alfonso opened the tablet and sat on a wide, leather couch against the wall. He wondered if he should actually try to do this job well, or simply delete messages willy-nilly in the hope that Dean Geiger’s reign would soon come to an end. 

He was feeling cocky and decided on the latter. As he selected random messages to delete, he began some friendly banter with Noora. “I bet Dean Geiger’s running you ragged, right? What’s working with that old crank been like?” 

“I have no interest in getting chummy, Alfonso. Is this job miserable? Yes. But I’m not going to let you trick me into enjoying it by engaging in lighthearted conversation.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Okay, Alfonso analyzed the situation. Better stay in Noora’s good graces for as long as possible. He started to carefully curate the inbox of the Dean’s messages. This was, much to Alfonso’s chagrin but not to his surprise, very basic, non-confidential information. Press agents, reporters, and politicians reaching out about dinner functions, appearances, speeches. Alfonso began to worry he had taken the wrong approach to cozying up to Dean Geiger, but there was no turning back now. 

Noora popped two pills in her mouth and washed them down with a glass of water. 

“Headache?” Alfonso asked. 

Noora looked back to her work. “Yes. You.” 

Wow, Alfonso couldn’t help but be impressed. Ice cold. 

And then, the door slid open and Dean Geiger marched inside, barking into his comm. “I don’t know yet! To be honest, I don’t care. As long as we kill—” Geiger froze at the sight of Alfonso sitting awkwardly on the couch. “Who the hell are you?” 

“You know who I am!” came the voice from the comm. 

“No, not you! Goodbye!” Geiger hung up and slid the comm into his pocket. 

Noora stood up and walked around her desk. “This is Alfonso. He’s one of the Academy’s best. He’s assisting me now.” 

Geiger eyed Alfonso, then directed his harsh gaze to Noora. Alfonso was amazed by how well Noora held her own against Geiger, who was rapidly becoming the most powerful person in the Federation. Noora didn’t falter. “I asked for his help. I can’t run this all by myself.” 

Ohhh, Alfonso realized. Noora was rapidly becoming the most powerful person in the Federation. 

Geiger loosened his collar from his fat neck. “Noora, step into my office for a moment.” He swiped the panel on his office door and stepped inside. 

Noora followed, but not without turning back to Alfonso. She pointed at the tablet in his hand. “Keep deleting. No mistakes, mind you.” And the office door shut behind her. 

Don’t move, Alfonso. He tapped his fingers nervously on the tablet. Count to three first…

One… Two…

No, he decided. Count to ten. 

Three… Four… Five…

Five is good. You counted five. Move. 

Alfonso jumped up from the couch and moved stealthily from the couch to Noora’s desk. He grabbed her glass of water and poured it out in a potted plant on top of the filing cabinet. 

Alfonso crouched and placed the open end of the glass against the door. He rested his ear at the bottom of the glass, and listened. He had no idea if it would work, but he had seen it in a flashback in Kill ‘Em All XXXVII. 

The words were muffled at first, but Alfonso’s ear quickly adjusted and trained itself. He could just barely make out their conversation. Fortunately Geiger was doing most of the talking, because he was in such a mood he wouldn’t have been able to keep his voice down if his life depended on it. 

And in this case, it kind of did. 

“Noora, I need you to go out later today and pick up some Preparation H. This whole Jayne situation has my hemorrhoids out of control. I can’t sit down without a volcano going off inside my asshole.” 

That mental image Dean Geiger just unknowingly painted for Alfonso was almost enough to make him abandon the entire operation, say “too bad” to Jayne, and claw his ears off. But the stakes were too high. He decided to suffer through the too-much-information dump of Dean Geiger.

He continued with his woes. “And don’t buy that greasy cheap stuff. I mean, come on, I can afford some top shelf ass cream.” 

Noora’s voice fluctuated with the Dean. “Yes, sir, of course.” Alfonso guessed the Dean was nervously pacing, with Noora following behind him around his office. 

Geiger, thankfully, changed topics. “Did you hear about our assassin?” 

“It’s not my job to hear, sir. You have other employees for that.” Noora replied smartly. Her response only reconfirmed Alfonso’s new theory about who was really in charge. 

Geiger groaned. “You’re the only one I can trust, Noora.” 

Noora barely replied, muttering only an “Mm-hmm.” 

Geiger groaned, yet again. “I genuinely need Jayne dead. It’s one thing to run on the cause, it’s another thing to succeed at a promise before I even win the election. Right? Imagine the confidence that’ll instill in the voters.”

“Of course, sir, but you have to kill her first.” 

Geiger chuckled. And the chuckle grew into laughter. “Here’s an idea, Noora. Tell me what you think of this. Let’s just double, triple… magnify our efforts to kill Jayne ten-fold. Then, we find an average citizen to give credit to. I am the candidate who puts the power into the hands of the people. How does that sound?” 

“Sounds like a great idea, sir.” Alfonso was impressed by the objective flatness of Noora’s voice. He couldn’t tell if she genuinely liked the Dean’s idea, or if simply saying ‘yes’ was the best way to keep Dean Geiger less of a nuisance. 

Geiger’s voice grew more distant. “Thank you, Noora.” And soon, it was muffled. 

Alfonso could barely make out Noora’s next question. “How would you like to proceed with maximizing our efforts of…”

The voices became incomprehensible warbles. There was an extended silence broken only by foot steps. No, no, no, Alfonso panicked to himself. Please don’t walk away, please don’t go into a different room. 

But the conversation died off. 

Alfonso moved his makeshift listening device across the entire surface of the door. Nothing. 

He even moved it along the walls, but they were too thick. And he had no idea where they could have possibly gone in relationship to Noora’s office. 

Alfonso lowered the glass. “Shit.” 

He placed the glass back on Noora’s desk. He shut down the Dean’s work tablet and placed it carefully on the side table by the couch. As he picked up his bag and slung it over his shoulder, he heard Geiger’s office door slide open behind him. 

He could feel Noora’s icy suspicion piercing the back of his skull. “Where are you going?” 

Alfonso about-faced to Noora. “Just finished deleting all that spam from Geiger’s work email. Boy! Talk about a nuisance. Really helps me appreciate all the work you do.” He began a crabwalk to the exit. “Anyway, I’m going to go on my lunchbreak.” 

Noora raised an eyebrow. “It’s four in the afternoon.” 

Alfonso checked the time on his comm. “Wow! So it is. All the more reason for me to finally take it. Thanks for the valuable learning experience today, Miss Barcellos. Same time tomorrow?” 

“Alfonso, I—” 

Alfonso slapped the panel and opened the door. “Great! See you then.” He zipped out the door, already halfway through dialing Jayne on his phone. 

Noora didn’t like Alfonso’s behavior. In truth, she didn’t like Alfonso at all. Or any young people. Or anyone. She had a cat she was quite fond of, and as she thought about Doctor Puddles she made a mental note to buy cat food on the way home. 

Noora sat down behind her desk to begin the thankless task of turning Geiger’s most recent demands into a reality. 

She reached for her glass of water and took a sip. Well, she expected to take a sip. She placed the empty glass on her desk. She stared at it, speculating.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

Room #34, Geffen Dormitory, Tesla University of Technical Arts, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Jessica had long ago given up asking Jayne and her spy crew to be quiet and finally packed up her tablet and notes. “I’ll be at the library studying for the rest of the night. Or the rest of my life at this rate. Let me know when you guys have finally saved the world.” 

And she shut the door behind her, finally leaving the vigilantes alone to be as loud as they want. 

Right after Jessica left, Jayne’s comm rang. “It’s Alfonso!” she gleefully announced before picking up. Merry, Fred, and Vlad stopped what they were doing and gathered around Jayne in anticipation. Alfonso, hopefully, would have the secret ingredient to cracking the recipe of how to bring down Dean Geiger. 

Jayne answered her comm. “Hello?” 

Alfonso was breathless on the other end. “Jayne. I have good news and bad news.” 

Jayne covered her end of the comm and relayed Alfonso’s message to her team. “He has good news and bad news!” 

Merry rolled her hand in the air, as if to say ‘get on with it.’ “We know, we can hear him.”

Jayne put the comm back up to her ear. “Good news first.” 

"Well,” Alfonso huffed on the other end, “the good news is that I learned the information you need to know. The bad news is the information that I learned.”

Jayne frowned. “Not exactly what I had in mind, Alfonso.” 

Alfonso ignored Jayne, desperate to get as much information out in as little time as possible. “They want you dead, Jayne.” 

Jayne laughed. “Yeah, I had a hunch. My first clue was when Geiger put a price on my head.” 

Alfonso laughed, realizing his redundancy. “Yeah, but your death has officially become part of his campaign strategy. And with the election in a month, he’s pushing hard. I don’t know how much they’re pursuing you now, but he wants to maximize efforts ‘ten-fold.'"

Fred pulled up his tablet. “If Geiger’s planning on hiring mercenaries, or hitmen, I can find out who. Easily.” 

Alfonso heard Fred over the line. “That’s not a bad idea. But this is the most important part of his plan…” 

It seemed as if Alfonso paused for dramatic emphasis. Jayne waited. “Yes?” 

Nothing on the other line. 

Jayne’s anxiety spiked. “Alfonso? Alfonso, are you there?!” 

“Yeah! I’m here. Sorry, a pack of faculty walked by. I’ve never been more afraid of the staff here. Anyway, Geiger wants to give credit of your death to a random Techcropolis citizen. He wants to be the prime minister who ‘literally puts the power back into the hands of the citizens.’ His words exactly.” 

Merry laughed morbidly. “Hell of a lot of power.” 

Alfonso chuckled in agreement. “Is it weird that we can joke about this stuff?” 

Jayne smiled. “I think it’s a sign of how much this line of work has broken our brains.” 

Jayne, Merry, and Fred all high-fived. 

“I think I just heard some high-fives. Wish I could be there. For now, I have to go. I’ll do my best to keep providing information, but no promises.” 

“Thank you, Alfonso. You’ve done so much already.” Jayne hung up. 

Jayne looked to Merry, to Fred. They didn’t have a plan. Thinking of a plan was tough under so much pressure. 

Jayne hated what she was about to say, but it was the truth. “I don’t know, guys. I will know, at some point. It’ll all come back to me. But right now, I have to admit, I don’t know what to do.” 

Merry shook her head. “Me neither. I’m sorry, Jayne.” 

Fred stood up from his chair. “Well, I know what to do!” He started fiddling on his comm. 

“You do?” Merry and Jayne seemed to ask in simultaneous shock.

Fred looked at them like the answer had been obvious all along. “Yeah. Let’s order some takeout.” He dialed into his comm and held it up to his ear. “Hello! Is this Lucky Wok Two?”

 

+++

 

In thirty minutes or less, a sweaty delivery guy showed up at the door, still in his magne-cycle helmet. Merry answered the door, grabbed the food and handed him forty credits in bills. “Keep the change!” 

She slammed the door in his face. 

Fred eagerly took the food from Merry. “You’re safe to come out now, Jayne!” 

The cabinets beneath the dorm room’s sink swung open, and Jayne rolled out. “Holy cow, I think I just did more damage to my back than when I jumped out of that hotel window.” 

Fred handed out the heat-trapping containers. “Lo mein with extra shrimp for Merry.” Merry took it and deactivated the steam-proof seal. “Vegetarian stir fry for Jayne!” Jayne popped her back, then took the food from Fred. “And eggroll casserole for me. My favorite!” 

The gang sat down in a circle to enjoy their food. It wasn’t until they took their first few bites that they realized how hungry they were. They hadn’t eaten in at least twenty-four hours. For Fred, this was unheard of. But Jayne and Merry weren’t too happy about it either. The three friends didn’t speak. They only ate. Chewing and the guttural reactions of joy were the only sounds.  

Like clockwork, Vlad stepped through the door and entered the dorm room. He immediately began sniffing. “Are you kidding me? I go away for two hours and everyone decides to get dinner?” 

Fred held out a fork of his eggroll casserole. “Here, Vlad. You can have some of mine.” 

Vlad, Merry, and Jayne dropped their jaws. They stared at Fred in disbelief. 

Jayne held out her hand and sweetly touched Fred’s knee. “Are you feeling okay? You’ve never offered to share your food before.” 

Fred looked at Jayne very seriously. “Desperate times call for desperate measures, Jayne.” 

Vlad waved away Fred’s offer. “No, it’s fine. I grabbed a hot dog on the way back.” 

Fred breathed a sigh of relief. “Whew! What a relief.” He shoveled the eggroll casserole into his mouth. 

Vlad sat on Jessica’s bed to join the circle. “So, I met with Cameron. He offered as much information as he could. The police, it turns out, are providing very little of the monitoring being done on us. Most of it, the bugging, for example, is being carried out by an off-the-books organization of Dean Geiger’s creation. Called the Data Security Force. Or DSF.” 

Merry nodded. “Makes sense to me.” 

Vlad held up a finger. “But! Keyword here. But, Cameron says the police force does provide the DSF with every new sliver of evidence they gather on you, Jayne.” He turned to face Jayne. 

Merry hunched forward, thinking. “So we feed them false evidence, and that will keep them away?” 

“Bingo.” Vlad leaned back onto one of Jessica’s pink, fuzzy pillows. “Cameron seemed pretty confident it’ll work, too. At least for a short time. Hopefully enough time for us to ensnare Dean Geiger. Somehow. What did you guys learn?” 

Merry opened the floor for Jayne. Jayne swallowed a bite of her stir fry. “Dean Geiger’s maximizing his efforts to make me dead. Or to ‘neutralize’ me, in his words.”

“And what’s more,” Fred added, “he plans to give credit to an average citizen. Make him look like a candidate that encourages citizens to take on absolute freedom.”

Vlad gritted his teeth. “Jayne, what the hell did you ever do to this Dean Geiger guy?” 

Jayne had been asking herself that very question. She hadn’t arrived at a satisfying answer. At least not for herself. “I think I just embarrassed him. And I was in the right place at the right time. The only thing better than a pawn is a pawn you hate.” 

Merry stroked her chin. “Any of us good at chess?” She turned to Fred. 

Fred shifted his eyes. “Why are you looking at me?”

Merry shrugged. “Because you’re a nerd.” 

Fred took offense. “No, I’m not.” 

“Yes you are!” 

Fred got serious. “How am I a nerd if I don’t know how to play chess, huh?” 

Jayne set her stir fry down. “Shut up, guys.” She stood up and began to pace the tiny length of the dorm room. “The mistake I make when I play chess, and the reason I’m not very good at it, is that I always go after the more important pieces first.” 

Vlad snuck a bite from Jayne’s stir fry. “Go on.” 

“I move forward with my pawns, I try to take down the knights, and the bishops. And what happens is that I lose my foot soldiers, if you will, and I’m left to sacrifice my more powerful pieces. I blame it on my impulsive nature.” 

Merry laughed. “What? You? Jayne Austin? Impulsive? Nooo.” 

“Very funny, Merry, but I’m serious.” Jayne stopped pacing. “Pawns break down the offensive line, but it’s also how you lure your opponent out into the open.” 

Fred painted the picture of the plan in his mind. “So you’re saying… You still play the part of the pawn, but we’re switching sides?” 

Jayne smiled. “We let Geiger continue to think I’m his pawn. In reality, I’ll be a pawn for our side of the chess board.” 

Merry recognized Jayne’s smile. She recognized the wicked gleam in her eye. Jayne was ready to take a huge risk. “Jayne, what are you saying?” 

Jayne picked up her stir fry. “Say goodbye, guys. Because I’m about to die.” 

 

+++

 

Theron Techcropolis Medical Examiner’s Office, Morgue, L49, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

All it took was a flash of his badge and Cameron was standing in a freezing room with dozens of bodies to choose from. 

For the sake of security, he went alone with only Jayne and Merry’s highly specific instructions accompanying him. 

Cameron forged an order from Chief Bjornstrom to select a body to be transferred to TTPD’s forensics unit for further examination. “Newly discovered evidence has opened this case back up,” he told the night watchman.

The standard order of operations would be followed, except the body would be immediately removed from the lab upon delivery. That would be Cameron and Vlad’s job. From there, they’d drop the body off at a location that, as of that point, hadn’t been decided yet. 

Or, perhaps, Cameron wondered, Jayne and Merry were keeping that a secret for now.

Cameron had dealt with his fair share of corpses in his lifetime. More corpses than he would have cared to, but the thought of a dead body didn’t bother him. Once someone was dead, it was just an object that, hopefully, held an answer to how to make his job easier. 

Nonetheless, morgues made the hairs on the back of Cameron’s neck stand at attention. The reality of being outnumbered by death was what bothered him. Staring at a sterile white wall with rows upon rows of chambers containing chilled cadavers made him uneasy. He dreaded sliding out the bodies on their metal trays, not knowing who he would encounter. Not knowing what kind of mystery he’d be exposing himself to. 

He unlocked the first chamber and opened the airtight door. It was a shot in the dark. He simply had to find a young woman, athletic build, no taller than six feet, no shorter than five-foot-eight. She didn’t have to look like Jayne. If all went according to plan, that wouldn’t be an issue.

Cameron slid out the corpse. A middle-aged man. Bruising around the right eye and cranium. Slit throat. Blunt force trauma to the head, likely some sort of gang-related interrogation, followed by execution. The theatrically wide gash beneath the Adam’s apple, above the sternum, indicated it was most likely done to intimidate a fellow hostage. 

It all came so easily to Cameron. 

He slid the body back into the morgue and moved on to the next one. An older woman, late 70s. She still had a smile on her face. Hopefully she died peacefully in her sleep. Cameron wanted that so badly for her. That’s what she probably would have wanted. That’s what most people wanted. Cameron hated the idea of dying in his sleep. He hoped he’d at least have a moment, a split second, to register his final moments. 

Only out of curiosity, some sort of restitution, a salve for his guilt, so that he would understand what every criminal he had killed had felt. 

He slid the peaceful woman back into the morgue. Abandoning pattern, he walked down to the middle of the rows of chambers and opened one at random. Before he even slid the tray out fully, he knew he had found the winner. 

Medium build female. Maybe a little older than Jayne, but that wouldn’t be a problem. Long hair, but they could cut it if necessary. Athletic. Healthy looking. No idea what could have killed her. Suicide, maybe, Cameron depressingly conjectured. 

Damn, this work was getting to him. Working with Jayne, in the moment, he felt like he was doing something important. 

Standing in the morgue, alone, he felt like a policeman. All the more reason to tag this corpse as the body he came for and get the hell out. 

 

+++

 

Approaching Thrillhouse Arcade, L26, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Sometimes, Cameron admitted to himself, you have to trust strangers. He slipped the ambulance driver two-hundred credits to deliver the corpse to an abandoned, lower level arcade. He then slipped him another hundred credits so he wouldn’t ask any questions. 

Vlad rode with Cameron in the back, and switched out the corpse’s blood with a pint of fresh blood from Jayne they had drawn that morning and stored in the plastic container their eggdrop soup came in the night before. 

Cameron leaned over to make sure the blood was running down the IV into the corpse’s veins. Meanwhile, Cameron began draining the corpse’s original blood from the other arm. “I hope this works.” 

Vlad flicked the side of the tube to speed up the transfer. “Well, it won’t hurt. At least some traces of her DNA will be there.” 

Cameron pulled out bandage cutters from a rack of instruments clinging to the ambulance wall. He started trimming away the young woman’s hair, down to within an inch of her scalp. 

Cameron started to laugh imagining what the hell the driver must think why the hell they were doing this.

That’s when the ambulance pulled to a stop. The driver hopped out and walked around to the back and opened the doors. “End of the line.” 

Vlad flicked the tube, draining the last of Jayne’s blood into the corpse. “Okay, all good.” He pulled the IV out of her arm. 

Cameron removed the IV on his side as well. He pocketed the scissors, knowing they were no longer sterile. He zipped up the body bag and, with Vlad’s help, carried it out of the ambulance. 

The team had decided Thrillhouse Arcade was the best location to dump the body. By this point, the entire place would be covered with Jayne’s DNA, plus remnants of her makeshift living space. 

Besides, no one was going to miss it when it went up in flames. 

 

+++

 

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

 

Noora burst into Geiger’s office. Even Noora was forbidden to enter his office without being expected or buzzing in first, but she knew Geiger would forgive her. “Ronald, turn the holo-news on!” 

“It is on!” Geiger answered, ecstatic. “Damn, I wish I had some of that champagne left. It’d taste so sweet right now.” 

Geiger and Noora stood next to each other and bathed in the comforting glow of the good news on the hologram before them. 

Cameron took questions from the on-scene reporter as firefighters put out the remnants of a roaring fire behind him. “Yes, we received a tip this morning that Jayne Austin had been seen on Level Twenty-Six earlier this morning. When the anonymous tip mentioned the Thrillhouse Arcade, we knew we had a good chance finding her. This abandoned building was known as one of her hideouts. Considering that information had never been released publicly, it was a good sign. And it turned out to be true.” 

The on-scene reporter spoke into her microphone. “Detective Stafford some are saying it was risky to engage with Jayne Austin with such excessive force. Can you defend this action?” 

Cameron countered with an effortless answer. “Jayne Austin had proved that negotiating was always out of the question. Over the past several weeks, many attempts had been made to take her alive. This excessive action was really Austin’s choice. She left us with no other options. I’m just glad our brave firefighters were able to arrive and control the blaze ignited by the use of our flamethrowers.” 

The serious reporter was frustrated by Cameron’s excellent answers. He almost appeared to have rehearsed. She decided to hit below the belt. “It’s well-known that you had cooperated with Jayne Austin in the past. Was it difficult to lead this pursuit and make the decision to put an end to Jayne’s reign of terror?” 

Cameron remained stone faced, even though he wanted to crack a smile. He answered immediately. “No. My collaborations with Jayne in the past occurred at a time when her operations remained within the limits of the law. She assisted me with my job. Once she crossed the line, I continued to do my job. I have no regrets for doing what I had to do.” 

And then, the camera spun away from Cameron as the operator hustled closer to the scene of the crime. 

The holo-news camera operator zoomed in on Jayne Austin’s charred corpse as paramedics zipped it up into a body bag.

Geiger cackled. He threw his hands around Noora and spun her with him around the room in a delirious waltz. “Give that detective… What was his name?” 

“Cameron, sir.” Noora answered. 

Geiger twirled Noora under his arm and out, then spun her back in and dipped her. “Give that man a medal or something. Do we have a commendation for this kind of thing in place?” 

Noora looked up at Geiger. “I’ll look into it, sir.” 

Geiger pulled Noora back up. “Good. And when you’re done with that, organize another press conference… No! A rally. This is big. It’s time for the final push. We’re winning this election, Noora. We’re winning it.” 

Noora felt the warmth of Dean Geiger’s embrace. She grinned conspiratorially. “Yes we are, sir.” 

Geiger looked deep into Noora Barcellos’ big brown eyes. “Just you and me, baby. At the center of the universe. The entire Federation in the palm of our hands.” 

“KISS ME YOU BASTARD!” 

Geiger pulled Noora in, locking his lips around hers. They melted together onto the floor, and right out of their clothes. 

 

+++

 

The Ultra-Optic Standard Company Arena, L50, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

The arena was as packed as it had been at the Lightball playoffs. No one was there for sport this time, but the audience was just as bloodthirsty. 

A stage had been erected at one end of the arena. Behind the stage, two massive banners of the now famous Rex logo for Dean Geiger’s security branch hung down from the ceiling. 

Camera drones hovered in wait to capture Geiger’s arrival on stage. His speech would be broadcast onto the massive screens positioned around the arena, and out onto every major network of The Federation and beyond. 

Cameron waited in the wings of the stage, where a short, nasally stage manager continually pestered him with details. “Geiger will outline the success of Jayne’s death to the audience. He’ll explain the importance of this, then he will welcome you onto the stage. Wait five seconds, count them out, so that our camera drones have to time to hover over here and track you as you walk on stage. Is that clear?” 

Cameron nodded. He wanted this guy to go away already. Geiger’s entire campaign had been a show, and this was the proof. 

The stage manager continued. “Walk out, stand still for a moment. Two seconds top. As if you’re overwhelmed by the massive audience. Then, walk up onto the stage. Shake Geiger’s hand. Geiger will take a seat behind you. Do not begin your speech until he’s sat down. Is that clear? That is imperative.” 

Cameron swatted the stage manager away like a fly. “I got it. Leave me alone to… I need to go over my speech. So just, leave me alone.” 

Once the stage manager disappeared, Cameron needed to find somewhere safe to make an important call. Unfortunately, there was security at every corner. Cameron had never seen so many posted guards, not even at functions including the current prime minister. 

A large crowd of protestors had formed a human chain around the entrance to the arena, fluctuating through chants about Jayne and justice. 

The authorities Cameron had no control over, the DSF, arrived and busted a few skulls. It was broken up quickly and with little effort. The protesters dispersed, and the throngs of Geiger’s supporters were easily able to flood into the arena. 

Cameron checked his comm. Geiger would walk out onto the stage in five minutes. That give him fifteen minutes to make sure everything was in place. 

“Excuse me,” Cameron said to the nearest guard, “where’s the closest restroom? I’ve got a nervous bladder.”

 

+++

 

The Catwalk Above the Ultra-Optic Standard Company Arena

 

Merry, Fred, and Jayne removed their black ballcaps. Now that Jayne was assumed dead, sneaking into places had become much easier. They looked down at the stage below them. Fifteen minutes to showtime. 

The event was so understaffed, the stage manager had been thrilled to find three extra stagehands arriving through the back-entrance hours before the doors opened. 

Merry, who looked the best in black and therefore the most like a stagehand, had done all the talking. “Yeah, we were told to hoist the banners for Geiger? So access to the catwalk would be great.” 

The stage manager, running himself ragged, happily handed over his access card, along with quickly explaining how to work the pulley system fixed to the banners. 

Jayne barely heard her comm ring over the cultish roar of the crowd below, but finally felt it vibrate just in time to answer it. “Cameron?” 

Jayne heard flushing on the other end, which Cameron repeated to cover his voice. “How’s things on your end?”

Jayne looked to Fred and Merry on either side of her. “We’re all good. We’re ready. We’re terrified, but we’re ready.” 

Cameron flushed the toilet again. “Me too. Where’s Vlad?”

Jayne looked below her, trying to find his face in the crowd, but it was pointless. “He’s somewhere out there in the crowd. If we all get killed, someone’s got to be left to spread the truth.” 

Cameron turned the faucet on. “Do you remember your cue?” 

Jayne responded automatically. The signal was so deeply ingrained in her head, her reaction would be instant. “Jayne Austin stood for something. And that can never die.”

Cameron hung up. They understood each other. 

 

+++

 

Now it was time for Cameron to initiate his most dangerous task.

He left the bathroom and quickly walked through the long halls of backstage to the entrance on the other end of the stage. He found Dean Geiger behind a wall of security. The massive guards physically stopped Cameron. 

Cameron didn’t relent. “I’m sorry, but this is incredibly important.” 

“Let him through!” Geiger barked from behind the fortress of muscles. 

The guards parted and Cameron saw Geiger. Geiger smiled. “Yes, Detective Stafford? Think of something you’d like me to add to your introduction.” 

Instead, Cameron walked close to Geiger and pulled in his ear. “Our forensics expert just called me. The body? It’s not Jayne.” 

Cameron could sense Geiger’s skin go cold. Geiger pulled away in shock and disgust. “Are you fucking kidding me?” 

Cameron held out empty hands. There was nothing he could do. “You scheduled the rally too soon. I knew we wouldn’t have verified results for at least three days. It looks like… we were all tricked.” 

“Fuck.” Geiger muttered. His face glowed red. Massive quantities of sweat bubbled up at the edge of his disappearing hair. “FUCK!” 

He punched the wall. The guards ignored him. It was not their job to react or judge, only to protect. 

Geiger turned to Cameron with an accusatory finger. He looked up from a furious brow. “Are you trying to fuck me over, Cameron?” 

“No, sir, I’m trying to save you embarrassment.”

“Fuck you, detective. We’re going up on that stage. As far as we’re concerned, Jayne Austin is dead. And as soon as you walk off that motherfucking stage, you’re going to make that a fact. Or you’ll be brain dead in a VR dreamscape so fast you’ll wish it was your corpse that had burned alive in that goddamn travesty of police work. Get the fuck out of my sight.”

“Yes, sir.” Cameron left the circle of guards, which closed behind him around Geiger. 

Cameron smiled. That went much better than expected. 

 

+++

 

Jayne, Merry, and Fred could feel the energy shift from up in the catwalk. The crowd eerily quieted. For a moment, the arena air hung heavy with body heat and fervor. Then, Dean Geiger walked up onto the stage and the arena exploded. Jayne thought the Lightball tournament had been loud, but it was a lullaby compared to the crazed audience before her. 

Holy shit, Jayne realized. They very well might eat her alive. 

She looked down at Dean Geiger. She could see the sweat forming on the top of his bald head from fifty feet up. “Uh oh,” she snickered to Fred and Merry. “Looks like someone just learned the truth.” 

The gang shared high-fives all around. 

Geiger stood behind the podium, waiting for the crowd to die down, but they didn’t relent. Their unrelenting roar put the supports of the arena at risk of buckling under the decibel level. 

Geiger wished so badly he could be enjoying it, but it only amplified the risk he was taking with the lie he’d soon be telling. 

Then, again, he’d been lying all along. Who cared? 

“My good friends!” He shouted into the microphone. His voice was lost over the massive sound system. He spoke again, louder. “MY GOOD FRIENDS! Thank you!”

The crowd’s murmurs, the whistles and the hollers of support didn’t stop, but the onslaught of cheers died down enough for Geiger to launch into his speech. 

“Anyone been watching the news lately?"

And the crowd roared back with a unanimous “YEAH!” Geiger tempered their energy with a wave of his hand. Power was already his. 

“Based on that reaction, I’m going to guess all of you saw the news about a certain friend of ours who we’ve been talking about quite a lot lately!” 

A steady, rolling thunder of feet stamping on the ground shook the arena. 

Geiger straightened his back when he noticed his slouching posture on one of the massive screens hanging from above. “It was my honor to lead this initiative of protection as a representative of the Espionage Academy and the Data Security Branch. And it will continue to be my honor to carry out that responsibility as your prime minister!” 

Cameron regretted, for a moment, that he had long ago given up smoking. He could have really gone for a cigarette in this moment. 

“It is my sincere hope that the fate of Jayne Austin will send a message to all other enemies of the Federation, both foreign and domestic! If you collaborate with enemies of the state, like James Burrett, if you operate outside of the law for your own purposes, and if you create chaos, if you make our citizens feel unsafe, then there is only one fate you deserve! And my good friends, Jayne Austin discovered what that fate was!” 

Merry placed a comforting arm around Jayne. “Jayne, do you still think this is safe?” 

Jayne didn’t know how to answer at first. Did she still think it was safe? No. Absolutely not. If she had any sense, she’d get the hell out of there right now, stay in hiding, change her identity, fight for justice as a shadow. 

She could be like Nova. Perhaps Nova had the right idea, she was just on the wrong side of the coin. 

But Jayne’s safety was nothing compared to the danger Geiger was about to subject the citizens to. 

She knew what she had to do. She reached up and grabbed Merry’s hand draped over her shoulder. “Come on, Merry. When has safety ever stopped me before?”

Jayne’s onstage debut was fast approaching. 

Down below, Geiger worked his way to introducing his special guest. “As promised, I’d like to honor the hero behind stopping Jayne. It comes as no surprise to me that this man is a brave member of Theron Techcropolis’ police force. Let’s hear it for our boys in blue, folks!” 

A new rise of bedlam from the crowd. Cameron couldn’t help but laugh. He’d been sticking to his own convictions the past several weeks, but he had not exactly been operating by the orders of his superiors. 

If only Geiger knew that. 

If only the crowd knew that. 

Geiger looked off to the wings at Cameron. Cameron could feel that he was supposed to smile, give Geiger some sort of small signal that he was ready to come on stage, but the last minute news of Jayne being alive had soiled that aspect of the pageantry. 

Geiger turned back to the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, my good friends, the good people of Theron Techcropolis, please welcome out a true hero, Detective Cameron Stafford!”

Cameron had never seen anyone as happy to see him as the crowd was that day. Not even his childhood dog showed as much excitement the day Cameron came home from basic training almost fifteen years ago. 

Cameron did just as the stage manager had directed. He counted to five, then stepped out of the wings. He took a couple steps and stopped for just a moment to take in the crowd. Then, he crossed the stage to Dean Geiger. Cameron took Geiger’s hand in a hearty shake. 

Then, in total defiance to the stage manager’s instructions, Geiger yanked Cameron in close. Cameron could feel Geiger’s warm breath on his ear. Had he been drinking? 

“Do not fuck me, Cameron,” he snarled. 

Then, the two returned to an appropriate distance and smiled at each other. In a fit of outright ballsiness, Cameron winked at Geiger. 

The wink would come to haunt him for the rest of his life. 

Cameron took a stance behind the podium. He counted out until he was certain enough time had passed for Geiger to take a seat behind him. 

With a deep breath, and a tiny “this better work” muttered to himself, he began his speech. “I had originally planned to open up with a joke. I was going to ask for some understanding if my speech was not as exciting as Geiger’s. You see, I’ve devoted my life to policework, and not public speaking. But I realized the problem with this joke is that my public speaking is poor, it doesn’t exactly give much credit to my policework.” 

The crowd laughed. Cameron gave himself a mental pep talk. He loosened up. Let’s do this. “But in seriousness, policework is something I take very seriously. I believe that, first and foremost, it is the responsibility of a government to keep its citizens safe. And I hope that what I have done… has contributed to the safety of you, the citizens. And I hope that what I will do in the future… “ Yeah, in about two minutes, Cameron laughed to himself, “will continue to keep all of you safe!” 

The crowd erupted in a reverent, respectful applause. They were witnessing a real hero. Cameron’s sweaty palms gripped the podium. “But the road of safety, and of justice, is not easy. And, unfortunately, it has no end.” 

Above the stage, Fred removed a harness he had smuggled in under his black sweatshirt. He quickly helped Jayne strap it on around her chest. They fixed a rope to the harness and attached it to the catwalk itself. 

Merry tugged on the rope with all her might. “Okay, let’s hope that holds.” 

Jayne laughed defeatedly. “If it doesn’t, Dean Geiger will get his way after all.” She climbed over the railing to sit on the edge. 

She looked down below at Cameron, waiting for her cue. 

Cameron looked at the tablet in front of him, scrolling through his speech. He had been required to turn it in ahead of time. As a result, he had to be very careful with his words and determining Jayne’s cues. He knew it was approaching at any moment. His palms were so sweaty, his left hand slipped off the podium. 

“For better or for worse, Jayne Austin, recently, came to represent the kinds of threats the Federation faces. In truth, what truly threatens the Federation will always lie beneath the surface… waiting… lying… What it is important for all of us to understand, as citizens, is that… Jayne Austin stood for something. And that can never die… But… Most importantly…” 

Cameron looked down at his speech scrolling up the tablet. The next line, the line he had written, read “But the fight for justice will live forever.” 

That’s what he was supposed to say. Instead, he took a huge gulp to clear the lump in his throat. He mustered all he could to keep his voice from cracking. Cameron glanced up to see Jayne leap over the side of the catwalk. She began to rappel down the face of Dean Geiger’s banner. 

Cameron leaned into the microphone. “Jayne Austin lives!” 

No one reacted. Geiger had zoned out. He was too busy thinking about how to quickly kill Jayne before anyone learned the truth. 

The audience, for the first time, was silent. 

The only sound was the unceremonious thud of Jayne Austin landing on the stage. 

Jayne waited, but only silence persisted. She stood up from the crouch she landed in. She had landed directly in front of Dean Geiger. Since becoming a spy, she had seen anguish and despair and terror across many faces. 

But she had never seen anyone as terrified as Dean Geiger was in that moment. 

Cameron stepped aside as Jayne took her place behind the podium. She could only imagine how quickly security was moving, how quickly they’d swarm the stage. She had no time to waste. 

“I am Jayne Austin. I am very much alive, and I am innocent!” 

The sound of confusion, murmurs and questions bubbling up in the audience, finally began. 

Jayne continued. “I was a pawn in Dean Geiger’s game. I did not commit murder, it was one of Geiger’s hired assassins. Hired to frame me. I was used merely as an incentive for his support. Information is power. Geiger isn’t protecting information, he’s using it and controlling it. He controlled the information of my very death. Information that turned into a lie. And here I am, your proof that Geiger has lied to you. Geiger is promising the opposite of safety and freedom! He is only interested in control! And here I am, defying that control! And you, the people, must do the same!”

And then two security guards almost seven feet in height leapt upon Jayne Austin, while a third security guard shot Cameron with a Taser into the back of his neck.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

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

 

“You can put that couch there, that’s perfect.” Levitsky pointed to the empty spot under the window. Two labor droids hovered over and dropped the couch. 

Dean Levitsky always preferred lying down, preferably flat on her back and tied up if possible. But even if that wasn’t an option, and it despairingly was a harder commodity to track down in her waning years, a couch under the window would be an excellent place to brainstorm a new direction for Espionage Academy. 

Alfonso, her new assistant, walked through the door. One of the labor droids had just completed removing ‘Ronald Geiger, Dean’ from the frosted glass with a laser. After Alfonso walked in, the labor droid shut the door and continued to thermically engrave “Ana Levitsky, Dean.”

Alfonso coughed to get Dean Levitsky’s attention. Their past allowed their working relationship to be casual and collaborative. 

Levitsky plopped down onto her couch while the labor droids continued to unpack her furniture and things. “Yes, Alfonso?” 

Alfonso took out his comm. “Merry Winterbourne and Cameron Stafford, two of Jayne’s associates—”

Levitsky laughed. “Yes, Alfonso, I know who they are. The entire fucking Federation does at this point. I’m guessing they want to meet with me?” 

Alfonso continued fiddling with his comm. “They sure do. I’m linking up a holocall with them now.” 

Levitsky moaned. “I hope they’re not expecting me to get up off this couch. Transitions of power make me so tired.” 

Alfonso initiated the call, and Merry and Cameron appeared below the built in hologram projector in the ceiling. 

Levitsky glanced up from the couch. “Hello, my dear friends! How are you?” 

Cameron and Merry adjusted their line of sight awkwardly to view Levitsky, who was awkwardly situated, horizontally, at the base of their hologram. “Hello!” Merry responded. 

“Congratulations on the new gig!” Cameron added. 

Levitsky smiled. She enjoyed the praise she’d been receiving. It was an honor long overdue. “Thank you, detective. Congrats on your pardons, your commendations, and narrowly avoiding prison. You deserve it.”

Cameron smiled. “Thank you, Dean.” He was referencing the full pardon he’d been given once it was revealed that his police work helped bring down Geiger. 

Unfortunately, Jayne was less well connected and had the issue of the Deep Wen incident, plus the nature of her business in general, as marks against her. Merry and Cameron were small potatoes to the Federation. Jayne, however, had spent the two months since Geiger’s rally in a high-security holding cell. 

Merry knew Levitsky was a woman who valued straightforwardness, so she jumped right to the point. “Dean Levitsky, we’re appealing to you in the interest of releasing Jayne from prison. She’s responsible for bringing down Dean Geiger.” 

Cameron nodded enthusiastically. “My police work that I’ve been celebrated for would not have been possible without Jayne.”

Levitsky raised an eyebrow. “So? By that logic, Detective Stafford, I should pardon all criminals. Without them, you wouldn’t be able to do your job at all. Isn’t that correct?” 

Alfonso studied Merry and Cameron’s reactions. He knew that Levitsky enjoyed playing Devil’s advocate. It was her way of gauging the strength of her allies and enemies. She rarely revealed her true feelings. You had to work to earn her trust. Alfonso hoped Merry and Cameron knew this. 

Cameron immediately countered Levitsky’s indifference, which gave Alfonso hope. “I can argue, definitively, that Jayne was always operating more as an undercover agent rather than a traitor. Her work with Artimus and Cayetano in Deep Wen not only led to the arrest of two of the largest criminal kingpins in Deep Wen, but exposed countless underground crime rings across the entire Federation. The information we’ve gleaned from those two has been… invaluable.” 

Levitsky didn’t reply, a sign that she was thinking, which was a sign that she was impressed by Cameron’s immediate rebuttal of her first comment. 

Merry chimed in next. “Considering the fact that Geiger has evaded this entire situation with a slap on the wrist, thanks to his power and immense wealth, it’s a travesty that Jayne hasn’t received a pardon.” 

Oof, Alfonso thought. Geiger’s fate was already an extremely sore spot for Levitsky. She didn’t sit up off the couch, but the intensity of her stern seriousness  might as well have lunged at the screen. “And that’s my fault, Merry? Do you have any idea the appeals I made? The favors and deals I offered? I want nothing more than to see Geiger in the same situation as Burrett, but the powerful pursue power for a reason, and unfortunately Geiger had built himself a sturdy castle of money and connections. We can only hope his catastrophic embarrassment will keep him a public pariah.” 

Alfonso winced at Levitsky’s harsh counter-attack. Romantic ideals of justice were not the path to Levitsky’s good side. She was practical. Her practicality usually erred on the right side of history, but she preferred thinking for herself, for better or for worse. He knew she’d continue to do everything in her power to lock up Geiger, but for now, she had more immediate priorities. He worried that Merry had just blown their chances, but Cameron’s practical and useful news kept Levitsky interested. 

Levitsky waited until the fear in Merry’s and Cameron’s hologram eyes satisfied her. “I’ll think over arranging a pardon, of some kind, for Jayne. Perhaps. But it will involve a large amount of negotiations with her. Is that clear?” 

Merry breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you, Dean Levitsky.”

“Sure,” Levitsky said dismissively. She glanced over at Alfonso and winked at him. Alfonso knew she would do everything she could to help Jayne. Right now, however, she was having too much fun leading on Merry and Cameron. Her sadistic side was showing. 

Cameron cleared his throat. “There’s just one more thing, Dean Levitsky. One more… favor we’d like to ask you.” 

Oh no, panicked Alfonso. He had no idea what they were about to ask, but he’d found it was a bad idea to ask Levitsky for two favors in a row. 

Levitsky raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

Cameron held out his hands as if he were giving a business presentation. “We have a friend, another friend who was crucial in stopping Dean Geiger, who could use a pardon as well. If you could help pull some strings to pardon him of his, uh… marijuana charges, it’d be greatly appreciated.” 

There was an uncomfortable silence. Alfonso couldn’t believe they’d stick their neck out for Vlad like that, especially when the very request could put Jayne’s release in jeopardy. 

But then again, strong bonds form in battle. 

Levitsky stretched out on the couch. “I will think it over. We’ll be in touch. Goodbye!” 

Merry and Cameron waved, goofily. “Thank you, Dean!” 

And the call ended. 

Levitsky rolled over on the couch. “Alfonso, please schedule a visitation at the prison with Jayne. I’d like to see her tomorrow.”

Alfonso grinned. “Yes, ma’am.” 

He walked to leave her office and take a seat behind the desk that once belonged to Noora Barcellos. The droid had just completed engraving “Ana Levitsky – Dean of Operations – Espionage Academy” onto the door. 

It looked great. 

 

+++

 

Cell #116-L, Theron Maximum Security Prison, Outer Edge, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

If Jayne had a window to look out of, she would have been able to see to the horizon. She was just far enough on the outskirts of Theron Techcropolis that her view wouldn’t be ruined by a cloud of smog. She would truly understand the scope of the land she had traveled across to get to Headless Hope and Deep Wen. 

But there was no window in her maximum security cell. She was surrounded by a foot of steel and concrete, with one lightbulb hanging above her, a metal bed, one blanket, a toilet and a sink, and one change of clothes. 

Every day, at noon and at six pm, a tray of food slid under her door. 

Once a week, she was allowed to walk through a narrow hallway of eight-foot tall walls that opened at the roof toward the sun. She was granted 30 minutes to look up at the sky. Not the simulated sky of the lower levels, but the actual sky over Amaros. 

In a way, that was an improvement. Jayne counted down the hours to her thirty minutes of sunlight every week. 

She began to understand how Burrett felt. 

When her door slid open, she expected one of the guards to be standing there with wrist and ankle shackles to lead her to the open hall of sunlight. 

Instead, she was faced with a short yet powerful woman backlit by the unrelenting light pouring in Jayne’s dark cell. 

The silhouette spoke. “Good afternoon, Jayne.” 

The figure walked in and took a seat by Jayne, who finally recognized her. “Levitsky? Ana Levitsky?” 

“That’s Dean Levitsky now.” 

Jayne received the information flatly. “Oh. Congratulations. Sounds like a necessary change.” 

Levitsky had the power of transforming any location into her domain. Upon her arrival, the cell became an extension of Levitsky’s calm calculated approach to life. Levitsky crossed her legs and leaned against the concrete wall. “Jayne, I’ve arranged your release and full pardon.” 

Jayne raised her hand to her face. The sudden news brought tears to her eyes. 

Or maybe it was just the light. 

Levitsky held up a finger. “Under one condition.” 

Ah, there it is. Jayne had been waiting for it. “What’s that?” 

“You and me are a team now. You help me out, you assist me, you, and your team, are my muscle. I’ll help you when I can. If I can.” 

Jayne understood she was backed into the proverbial corner without much room to negotiate, but wanted to try anyway. “And if I don’t?”

Levitsky smiled. “I hear this prison just started meatless Mondays, if you’re into that sort of thing.” 

Jayne laughed. “Alright. But this is my caveat. I’ll work for you, but you have to let me do it my way. No interference. I don’t like to be micromanaged. Got it?” 

Levitsky loved it. Push and pull, friction, submission and dominance. She offered her hand to Jayne. “Deal.” 

Jayne clasped Levitsky’s hand. 

She was a free woman. 

 

+++

 

Jack Flap’s Flap Jacks, L52, Theron Techcropolis, Amaros

 

Margarita splashed upward in a tidal wave of 110 proof goodness. 

Fred, Merry, Cameron, Vlad, and Jayne all began guzzling down their drinks. 

Fred tapped out almost immediately. He’d eaten too many pancakes to make room for a fishbowl-sized margarita. 

Vlad began chugging a little too hard and the icy beverage snuck down the wrong pipe. He gagged and set his margarita down to catch his breath. 

Two down, three to go.

Cameron and Merry did their best, guzzling the drinks with all their might, but they were no match for Jayne. 

Cameron and Merry were two-thirds of the way through when Jayne turned her glass upside down and slammed it down on the table. She collapsed backward into the booth, instantly hammered. 

She felt great. 

Merry set her margarita down to press her fingers to her temples. “Ah! Brain freeze!” 

Cameron looked at Jayne in enraptured amazement. “What’s your secret, Jayne?” 

Jayne felt the liquor burning its way down her throat. “Two months in solitary confinement has a way of making you thirsty.” 

From the moment Vlad struck out in the drinking contest, he started rolling a fresh joint. 

He licked the edges and rounded it off. “And getting all of your possession charges dropped has a way of making you want to get stoned.” 

Merry reached over and yanked the joint out of Vlad’s hand. “Vlad! You can’t light up in here!” 

Vlad crossed his arms. “Fine. But don’t hurt that joint, it’s one of the best I’ve ever rolled. I’m really proud of it, and I’ll want it later.” 

“It feels good to be home,” Jayne said out loud to no one in particular. She said it more to herself than any of her friends, though she was glad they heard it. “I missed this.” 

Fred returned to sipping his margarita while the pancakes in his stomach absorbed the sugary, liquor ice. “We missed you, too, Jayne. It’s good to have you back.” 

Cameron held up his drink. “Now I’ll drink to that.” 

Merry took out her comm and opened her professional message account. “Jayne, want to see some good news?” 

Jayne lolled her head back and forth against the thick cushion of the booth. She was feeling the tequila. “Jayne wants to see good news,” she answered in the third person, a sure sign of inebriation. 

Merry handed her comm over to Jayne. “Since we exposed Dean Geiger, we’ve received more commissions than ever. Across the entire Federation, individuals, businesses, and government officials all want to work with us.” 

Jayne smiled. “Thaaaat is great. High five.” She high fived Merry, then Cameron, Vlad, and Fred. Was she feeling the warmth of the liquor? Or the warmth of friendship? “There is one thing, though.” Jayne suddenly remembered the details of her arrangement with Levitsky. “It’s not bad-bad. But, I had to make a deal with Levitsky upon my release. She’s basically got us on retainer now.” 

Jayne detected a slight pallor of reticence from her team. “You guys can be as involved as you want. That was my agreement. But I had to let you guys know.” 

Fred slapped the table, hard. He’d had a few sips of his drink, but was already as drunk as Jayne. “Nonsense! Where Jayne goes, we go. Right?” 

Merry smiled. “He’s right, Jayne. You know that?” 

Jayne wanted to smile, but instead she grinned with an open mouth. “Noooo. Really?” 

Vlad put a joint in his mouth. When no one was looking, he’d rolled another. “Come on, Jayne. If we were ever going to leave you, we would have done so a long time ago.” 

He lit the joint, but Merry immediately reached over and yanked it out of his mouth. “I swear, Vlad, you’re like a four-year-old. A four-year-old with a serious dependency issue.” 

Cameron traced the rim of his margarita. “There is one thing you all should be prepared for. Especially you, Jayne.” 

Jayne was drunk, but not too drunk to misread Cameron’s tone. “Yes, Cameron?” 

Cameron weighed the best way to pass along this information. “Well, Jayne, your little trick in Deep Wen pissed a lot of people off.” 

Jayne nodded. “Yeah, I bet.” 

Cameron continued. “Artimus and Cayetano want you dead. And now they’re united with a common enemy. Just puts some heat on you.” 

Jayne shrugged. “We just took down one of the most powerful men in the Federation.” She pointed at Merry, then Vlad, then Cameron, and finally Fred. “WE took him down. With the help of so many people. Strangers. Tom, for example. And Van and Jessica. Thousands of people believed in us all along. When we’re together, I’m not afraid of anything.” 

Merry smirked. “Well, Jayne… There might be… one little thing you’re afraid of.” 

Jayne felt that was a weird thing to say. She could tell Merry had a trick up her sleeve. Oh no. “What?” Jayne asked pointedly. 

Merry casually sipped from her drink. “I don’t know. Maybe, just… the signature birthday celebration offered here at Jack Flap’s Flap Jacks…” 

In that moment, Jayne felt more fear than she had ever faced in her entire life. “No… No, no, no. Merry you didn’t…” 

As if on cue, four staff members rounded the corner with a canoe hoisted above their heads. They threw leis around Jayne and beckoned her to climb into the canoe. 

Apparently, the birthday celebration wasn’t always a simple gimmick. Jayne certainly wasn’t in on it. As she climbed into the canoe, she felt brave. There was nothing to be afraid of, not even the horrible embarrassment of having strangers shout happy birthday at you. 

Once Jayne was situated in the canoe, the staff members hoisted her above their heads and began navigating her around the packed restaurant. Tomorrow, Jayne would worry about Levitsky. Tomorrow, Jayne would worry about Artimus and Cayetano. Tomorrow, Artimus would worry about Geiger and Burrett. 

Tonight, Jayne would be a young fool full of liquor and joy, surrounded by friends, with no concern with what the future might bring. 

What shall we do with the birthday gi-irl, 
What shall we do with the birthday gi-irl,
What shall we do with the birthday gi-irl…

What shall they do, indeed.

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 Techcropolis Gateway Building, L45
Theron Techcropolis, Amaros
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Thank yous 

They say it takes a village to make a man.  <I think that’s ‘takes a village to raise a child — it’s gender neutral.’ — Mike>

Well, it takes a team to make a series. 

I’d like to start by thanking the team of suppliers and collaborators for making this happen: Nathaniel, Brittany, and Chiara, as well as our team of beta readers and JITers. Thank you for all your efforts in bringing this together. 

I’d also like to thank my collaborator, MA for going forth on this series with me. It was super fun to put this together and come up with all the lewdness that Jayne and Merry get up to. We had planned to do so many more intricate spy kind of things… but got distracted by the craziness that Jayne (and Merry!) would get up to. It’s been a fun project, and it’s been great working with MA on it! 

<And I’ll take this opportunity to say THANK YOU to Ellie for joining me. I still remember walking around talking about Jane Austin… Switching her to Jayne and our idea of 007 in Space… And then the loooong conversation related to Interstellar or Interplanetary. — Mike>

 

Brittany, JIT and Beta

Huge thank yous also go to ‘Canadian’ <minion — but in a totally cool, fun and yellow way! — MINIONS RULE! —  Mike> Brittany and the JIT and Beta teams who work tirelessly to make sure that all slips are caught and corrected, the files are uploaded on time.

Thank you so much folks. I truly appreciate all your efforts. :)

 

Reviewers

Massive thanks also goes out to our hoard of 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. 

<Same same, but when she says it so well whatever I would say feels redundant and ‘me too.’ Yet, I feel compelled to say it anyway, THANK YOU SO MUCH for supporting our efforts with these stories and the others! — Mike>

Readers and FB page supporters

Last, and certainly by no means least, I’d like to thank *YOU* for reading this book… and all the others. Your enthusiasm for the world, and the characters, is heart-warming. Your words of encouragement, and demands for the next episode, are the things that often stay in my mind as I sit down to write. 

Thank you for being here, for reading, for reviewing, and for always brightening my day with your words of support on the fb page. You’re best! 

 

Ellie trying to help MA get ahead of the deadlines

As you know, I try my best to lighten the work load for MA, pinging him reminders so that he doesn’t forget about projects, or things like author notes. 

As you can imagine, sometimes me promptings are met with… Well, I’ll let you read for yourself:

<And now we get to the real reason I’m doing my author notes ‘in’ Ellie’s notes.  Because I might need to express my side of the stories below. You know, the truth or some close approximation of the story. — Mike>

 

Ellie: also think about the author notes for Taylor 1, and then Jayne 04. J4 is less urgent. 

Michael: Think all you want. I’ll put it off to the last minute LOL

Ellie: hahhaa

 

But, Exhibit A… this is what I have to deal with, folks. 

<Ok, asking me to do author notes like a week and a half ahead of time when I’m in the middle of some project that is late is just humorous. Ellie and I’ve been working for a couple of years now and she absolutely knows I work best…

Late.

Ok, so you might know me well enough to say ‘But Mike, isn’t that the only way you work?’  and I will reply…

‘What, do you work for Ellie too?’ — Mike>

<< Ellie edit — that is hilarious! I’m just glad you’re not calling me bossy ;P >>

 

Eating Carbon

In trying to think of what I should write about this time, I ended up having to pull MA in on the conversation. Sometimes sound-boarding ideas is so much easier than just coming up with them in isolation. You may have seen the video discussion (on Patreon). I basically talk for about 30 minutes, with very little prompting. How MA doesn’t make some comment about how I don’t seem to have a lack of things to say, I don’t know ;)

<Oh, I absolutely know that she doesn’t lack things to talk about. Rather, I think Ellie just doesn’t realize what she considers mundane, I (and others) might find fascinating. For example, I am humored and intrigued by what she is studying.

And that she is studying at all (she’s out of college folks, she doesn’t have to study in some of these esoteric areas without a significant amount of interest in the subject. And this also causes me to be curious about her interests. No offense, Ellie — but what you find worth studying is curious to me all by itself — who study’s lobsters as a metaphor for personalities in guys? — Mike>

<< Ellie edit: hey, it created a profound revelation for me. AAAAAnd, anything that helps me understand the other sex is going to beneficial to all involved, right? Sigh. It’s happened. I’m defending myself IN MY OWN author notes now. This is evolution folks… Evolution of the Author Notes!>> 

Anyway, one of his suggestions was to talk about the ridiculous health stuff I shared with him. 

Namely, the powdered carbon I’ve been drinking.

It makes my mouth black. And my lips. I had to scramble to clean my face before getting on the video call it was that bad!

It’s basically ground up carbon, from bamboo, with a bunch of electrolytes in it. 

<When she told me about this, I thought she was talking about charcoal… which is basically what it is. So, I’m trying to figure out why she has Kingsford on her mouth. Along with her study habits, her ‘health eating’ habits are a bit unique as well. So, the questions usually start with ‘what are you eating / taking / popping lately’ and ‘is it working?’ — Mike>

<<Ellie edit — I’m laughing at this point. As I’m reading this I’ve been fasting since yesterday! Hahahahah>>

I wish I’d thought to have a few doses this weekend, since I think I was struggling with a hangover. Anyway, it was something that my energy healer recommended. I had been complaining of not being able to get to sleep on a day I’d been fasting. I’d fast during the day and then eat veggies at night. It turns out that there seems to be a threshold of carb consumption, below which I just will not sleep. If you’ve been reading my author notes from last year, you’ll know this is something that I’ve experienced consistently.

<I asked her whether her eating was low carb. She paused and answered it was ‘lite carb’. So, I am thinking some of her challenge is the body is in keto, and that causes issues w/ her sleep as well. — Mike>

Anyway, in addition to this, she suggested that it might also be a question of toxins. Something I had forgotten is that when we burn up fat, the toxins that were being stored in the fat, get released into the bloodstream, and then our body has to deal with it in some way. If you know how my two glasses of wine give me a two day hangover, you’ll probably guess how well I likely deal with anything else in my bloodstream. She made a valid point. As I left that session she took me through to the kitchen and showed me this particular brand of carbon, which she swears by. 

Having used it for a few weeks now, I have to agree. It’s the bomb. Every time I feel just a little off, or headachy or even just if I’m having cravings, a spoonful in some water has me returned to feeling human in no time. I love it. 

<It’s charcoal, I can’t imagine it tastes good and if I remember, she made a horrible face when I asked. — Mike>

It’s called Flash Black. It’s not on Amazon and only available through the manufacturer. It’s kinda expensive too. However, I figure for the amount I’m saving on food, it should probably pay for itself. Plus, I’m getting rid of the toxins! Woot!

So I get done explaining all of this and then MA picks up his bottle of “Big Red”, a bright red fizzy drink. “I wonder if I take that, will it cancel out drinking one of these?”

I cringed. “No Michael. No it won’t.”

Sigh. 

I swear he’s got to be saying it just to be comical. He can’t be serious…. 

Can he?

<No, I wasn’t serious. I can’t imagine having to drink a glass of that nasty stuff after I drink a delicious bottle of Big Red. But, I have to be honest that perhaps my eating habits might need some adjustment so I ask questions.

Because, I might not be willing to drink that stuff today but maybe in a few years? — Mike>

 

Supernatural

Over the last couple of months I’ve been knee deep in binge watching Supernatural. For those who haven’t seen it, it starts off kinda hookie, but very quickly finds its groove and is probably one of the most popular, long running tv shows of our generation. Currently in it’s 15th and final season it’s amassed an avid fan base… mostly of teenage girls. Claire and I, in our thirties, however, count ourselves amongst them. 

<If the difference between men and boys is the price of their toys, then women and girls is the label in their shoes. — Mike>

<<Ellie edit: He’s actually talking from experience here. I’ve often talked to him and he’s been in a shoe shop with his wife. I know the kinds of shoe shops they have on the Strip!>>

Anyway, probably one of the best moments of my life came this week, when they did a mashup episode of Supernatural and Scooby Doo. It was epically awesome for a number of reasons — not least the sophisticated way they meshed the two genre beats together seamlessly, honored the flavor of both shows, had the characters interact (Wilma developed a crush on Sam!), AND twisted the beats (as we call it in the trade!). Twisting the beats is when you take a normal story beat and make it something completely new and unseen. IT. WAS. INCREDIBLE. 

In fact, as I’m writing this, having already ranted about it on the video call this morning, I think I need to just re-watch it tonight. It was that good. 

If you haven’t seen Supernatural… I totally recommend it. And yes, it is worth watching the 270 something episodes to get to this particular one I’m talking about in Scooby World. 

Totally worth it! <3

<You have any idea how many more books and stuff I can get accomplished during the time it takes to watch 270 shows? Holy crackers girl. — Mike>

<<Ellie edit: If I replaced that Netflix watching with more work I’d burn myself out again — and then I’d be good for nothing and on life support. Time out is a no-brainer for me at this point. >>

 

New Girl 

I’m currently on season 14 of Supernatural, and very aware that I’m getting close to the end. When this happens, I start looking around for other things to captivate me, so as to avoid that horrible feeling of emptiness and despair that I experience when a show comes to an end. 

I know, I’m overly sensitive. But this is my life ;-)

Anyway, I like things that are fairly light going. I tried The Good Boys, thinking that the title meant it was going to be fairly easy going. No such luck. 

After another two or three false starts with other shows however, I’ve found myself a new home in New Girl. I don’t know if you’ve seen it, but a lot of these short episode sitcoms aren’t that funny. With New Girl though, I find myself laughing out loud, and then catching myself and hoping I’m not being too loud for the neighbors. It’s that funny. 

I think part of the issue is that I totally identify with Jess’s quirkiness and awkwardness. I feel for her and the crazy situations. It’s also super cute. I love the relationships they all get into and the way they take care of each other. Almost makes me want roommates. 

Almost. 

Anyway, New Girl is my newest recommendation. 

I’m just heading into season three, so please no spoilers on fb! :)

<OMG! If you had a roommate, you would NEVER lack for Author Notes! — Mike>

 

Taylor the Vampire

As I’m writing these author notes for the release of Jayne 4, we’ve just pushed the publish button on Taylor 1. (As you’ll read in the author notes in there, I use the Isobella Crowley pen name because it’s not sci fi….)

The Taylor series is actually called: Moonlight Detective Agency. I had to just go and look that up because all this time we’ve been using the random working title of Dark of the Night Agency on the MSs and notes we’ve been passing back and forth!

(Don’t tell MA, but now I’m wondering if we should have called it Dark of the Night… but very aware that it might just be coz I’m used to that. Familiarity has a HUGE impact on liking. Wow, that has massive implications for dating and relationships… but I’m going to leave that one there, and tell you more about the book!)

So yeah, this is basically a vampire meets former frat-boy kinda story. The vampire (Taylor) is super scary and in charge of a detective agency. 

A detective agency that Remy (David Remington) actually owns. But since his family cut him off financially to teach him some responsibility, he’s sold off his other businesses for cash to keep partying and now only has the detective agency left in his portfolio. 

Here’s the blurb MA wrote about half an hour before Zen Steve pressed publish last night…(!). 

<Cause I’m awesome like this! — Mike>

++

Last Ditch Effort (Moonlight Detective Agency, Book 1)

Remy is down to his last $100,000... He's in dire straits.

From Bestselling authors Isobella Crowley and Michael Anderle

While his rapidly dwindling checking account is a problem, Remy finds out the last company he owns is run by something that goes bump in the night.

And she is willing to bump him off if he fails to live up to her expectations.

Trying to get sober, Remy needs to work the day shift for Moonlight Detective Agency. 

Can he learn the ropes before the faeries, werewolves or his supposed employee kills him off?

There is only one way to find out. Accomplish what Taylor sets out for him to do, or die trying.

++

If you like paranormal fantasy and Archer(!) — yeah the cartoon :D, then this could well be your new favorite series. I don’t know. I don’t want to build it up too much, but the beta readers haven’t been this enthusiastic about something since Molly. 

It’s also funny as hell. Makes me laugh just reading back through sections. Tee hee. 

<Some of the quotes are ones I’d put on a t-shirt!—Mike>

 

This is Jayne 4

Okay so this has the potential to cause from confusion. 

Heck, it’s confused us during our publishing discussions. 

Book 1, 2, and 3 of Jayne (Spy for Hire Series) were released as a single book, making it super long. 

The plan is to break them back up into 3 books and republish them, meaning that this little number you just read is actually Jayne 4. 

And as I’m explaining this, I’m realizing that MA and I will probably need to produce author notes to go with all the others? 

I’m going to leave this comment here for MA to decide when he whips through and adds his edits/ comments/ commentary interruptus to these notes… ;)

<Seriously? I think not. OMG you realize how many MORE I would have to do? Maybe I could get you to do my side when you are watching Season 15? — Mike.>

Ask him in the reviews if he doesn’t answer. He hates that! :D :D :D (Clearly I love it… it makes me laugh. A lot.)

<Yes, yes it does make her laugh! — Mike.>

 

See you on the next Author Notes! 

Ellie :)

<<Ellie edit — oh I see what he meant at the top of my notes now…. He literally isn’t writing actual author notes on this one!>>


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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