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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is all my fault.” 
 
    Katya looked away briefly, her brow furrowed and her jaw clenched tight. She toyed with the hem of her olive-drab jacket, where she had carefully embedded dozens of sewing needles, and cleared her throat. She crossed her legs, pushed her chair back from the table, and then folded her hands in front of her face. Vivik and Eerie waited in quiet apprehension, while Derrida rolled on to his back, whining softly for attention.  
 
    The club room was sunny and bright, but they were all dressed in layers. The group occupied one corner of the room, sitting at the far end of a table designed to accommodate twenty, surrounded by overflowing backpacks and the detritus of Eerie’s tech setup. The laptop in front of Eerie spilled out reams of monochrome text, and multi-colored LEDs on the face of the wireless router flickered irregularly. 
 
    “We all feel bad,” Vivik suggested. “Doesn’t make it your fault.” 
 
    “Shut up.” Katya’s eyes pinned him into place. “Just…shut the fuck up, okay? You have no idea.” 
 
    Vivik was intimidated into silence, while Eerie watched blankly, mouth slightly ajar. Derrida vocalized loudly, paws twitching above the tan fur of his upturned belly. 
 
    “I don’t mean that as an expression of guilt,” Katya continued, shaking her head. “I mean it literally. I started this whole fucking nightmare – though what I wanted was something else entirely. Guess you know all about that, Eerie.” 
 
    Eerie nodded, the faintest traces of a blush dancing across her cheeks and then disappearing before Vivik could be sure he had seen it. 
 
    “Wait,” Vivik interjected. “Do you know each other’s stories already?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head, while Katya winced. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Katya clarified. “There are points of interconnection. If you stop interrupting, you might learn something.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Vivik said, making a meaningless adjustment to the compression straps that crossed the backpack at his feet. “Shutting up.” 
 
    Katya looked out the window, which offered a view of the upper half of two stately broad-leafed elms, and the blue sky that could be seen from the Academy on nice days, but was invisible to the rest of Central. She put her boots on the table and clutched her knees to her chest. 
 
    “I didn’t have a lot of friends, growing up,” Katya said, her tone kept carefully neutral. “Hazard of the trade, I suppose, particularly when your parents ship you off to your cousin’s family so they can focus on more promising siblings. I had Timor, obviously, and Ana – but you can’t really call Ana a friend. I mean, she’s my fairy fucking godmother, I love her to death, but she has to maintain her reserve. It’s like trying to be friends with God. Love and respect, sure, but I can’t call her up to bitch about school or boys, you know?” 
 
    Vivik did not know. Anastasia Martynova was Katya’s cousin, and the inevitable head of the Black Sun Cartel. Vivik respected Anastasia – even had grudging admiration for her authoritarian-but-effective management skills – but he couldn’t conceive of forming a friendship with someone so Machiavellian. 
 
    “I knew some people, before my parents sent me away,” Katya continued, her gaze fixed on the window. “A few in Kiev and Moscow, and some in the states. Anastasia didn’t move in the same circles, so I lost contact with most of them. I did manage to hang on to one person, though. I suppose you could call her my best friend, though I don’t remember us ever talking about that sort of thing. She was one of dozens of cousins, but super distant. I only saw her at the big family events when I was kid. Once I started moving in Anastasia’s world, though, I started to see her more often – turns out her family was a sort of rival of the Martynova family; one of the Great Families, if you keep track of that sort of thing. They were part of the core of the Black Sun, and in the hierarchy of the cartel, they ranked just below the Martynova family.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Vivik said, forgetting himself. “Are we talking about the Rostov Cartel?” 
 
    Katya remained focused on the window, offering the slightest of nods. Eerie paused in the act of adjusting the knit cap that she had made for Alex, which partially obscured her unruly blue hair, and looked confused. 
 
    “Who is that?” Eerie asked. “Rostov?” 
 
    Vivik realized that he had interrupted again, and glanced at Katya in a panic. She hardly reacted, however, just resting her head on her folded knees and staring forlornly out the window. 
 
    “You tell her, Vivik,” Katya said quietly. “I’m suddenly really tired of talking.” 
 
    Vivik opened his mouth, and then hesitated. When it became clear that Katya was paying them no attention, he turned to Eerie and began unconsciously using the low and friendly tone he favored during tutoring sessions with underclassman at the Academy. 
 
    “The Rostov Cartel was important – second or third in the Black Sun, depending on who you ask. They contended for cartel leadership against Anastasia’s father, decades ago. It was the most bitterly contested selection in the Black Sun’s recent history. In the end, the Rostov Cartel was outmaneuvered and forced to submit to the Martynova family. Naturally, there was a certain amount of resentment...” 
 
    Katya cackled, but said nothing more. Vivik hesitated momentarily, then pushed onward. 
 
    “...which was assumed to guarantee another disputed selection when our generation came of age.” Vivik wondered if his explanation made any sense to the blank-faced Changeling, but her dilated eyes offered no clues. “The older families in the Black Sun generally preferred the Rostov family. A lot of smart people assumed that one of the Rostov children would eventually contend with Josef’s eldest son for leadership of the Black Sun. The Martynova family considered the Rostov Cartel their most dangerous rival, and there was a shadow conflict between the families for years.” 
 
    Vivik glanced at Katya for confirmation, but her attention was focused on the window, and the blue sky beyond it. 
 
    “Something must have gone wrong.” Vivik watched Katya out of the corner of his eye. “The conflict went hot. There was an assassination attempt on Josef Martynova that resulted in numerous casualties, including his own wife. The Black Sun went into lockdown, and everyone prepared for war. Then the Rostov family disappeared.” 
 
    Eerie had relocated to the floor, where she sat cross-legged, all the better to give Derrida’s belly the attention she felt it deserved. She looked at Vivik, obviously puzzled. 
 
    “Disappeared? That isn’t how I remember…” 
 
    “Just gone,” Vivik said, suffering a bit of the helplessness he felt any time he was asked a question to which he did not know the answer. “One day they were there, poised to start a civil war within the Black Sun, and then the next day the whole cartel was gone.” 
 
    “Not the whole cartel,” Katya corrected, her voice cold and clinical. “There was a survivor.” 
 
    “Survivor of what?” Vivik asked, unable to keep a lid on his curiosity. He would have bet that most of Central would have killed to hear the fate of the Rostov Cartel. “What happened to them?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Katya asked hollowly. “The Martynova family exterminated them. In one night.” 
 
    “How could that happen? The Rostov Cartel was supposed to have been quite powerful in their own right...” 
 
    “I don’t know the specifics. I was a kid when this happened, Vivik. Even if I did know,” Katya said, glancing curtly in Vivik’s direction, “I wouldn’t tell you. It’s not relevant to our purpose, and I’m not here to satisfy your curiosity.” 
 
    “Sorry, I just...” 
 
    “Okay, seriously, shut up.” Katya spun about in her chair so that she faced them. Her tone was harsh, but the expression on her face looked more like embarrassment than anger. “You need to understand that what I’m about to tell you will burden both of you for the rest of your lives. There are all sorts of powers involved, and any one of them would have your families tortured and killed if they thought it might make you talkative.” 
 
    “I don’t have a family,” Eerie said, toying with a tear in the white canvas of her Converse All-Stars. “I guess my mom is probably still around, but I don’t really care that much, and besides...” 
 
    “You shut up, too, Eerie.” 
 
    “Okay.” Eerie turned her attention back to Derrida. “Just saying.” 
 
    “I’m just saying – you don’t want to know what I am about to tell you.” Katya stood and paced across the length of the room nervously. “Don’t blame me when this shit bites you in the ass, okay? It’s haunted me my entire life, and I imagine it’ll get me killed one of these days. Probably you as well.” 
 
    “That’s...grim.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Eerie agreed, kneeling to inspect the code scrolling across the laptop monitor. “Maybe we should start with my story? It’s more cheerful. Nobody gets killed!” 
 
    “Your story intersects with mine,” Katya reminded her. “Your actions had consequences, Eerie. People died, you just didn’t know ‘em personally.” 
 
    “Oh. I see.” Eerie tapped the space bar a few times, scrolling text reflected in the enormous blacks of her eyes. “I’m making a lot of mistakes, aren’t I?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Katya said, sighing. “Just let me tell it, okay?” 
 
    Derrida uncurled from the floor, shook himself out, and then sniffed the air a few times with the manner of a sommelier inhaling the fumes of a ripened vintage. After a single bark, he hurried over and nudged Eerie’s arm with his large, bony head. Eerie paused and exchanged a long stare with the dog, while Vivik and Katya watched in puzzled amusement. Derrida spun around twice, then dashed beneath the table, emerging next to the club room door. He crouched there and growled, rumbling like an idled engine. Katya turned her attention to the window, pressing herself against the wall to avoid becoming a target while examining the grounds below the building for new arrivals. 
 
    “Make yourself useful, Vivik,” Katya commanded, peering down at the entrance. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Vivik mumbled, adjusting his turban and blushing with embarrassment. “Let’s have a look, then, shall we?” 
 
    Vivik closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to his temples. The air in front of him shimmered, and then dozens of tiny windows, bright and perfect, sprang into being about him. Vivik sighed and rested part of his weight on the table for a moment, before returning his attention to his Vigil Protocol. Katya abandoned her post to join him. 
 
    “Wow, Vivik!” Katya grinned at him. “You’ve been practicing.” 
 
    “I think some of it is Alex’s catalyst effect,” Vivik reminded her. “I can feel a difference. What about you?” 
 
    Her expression wavered briefly, before solidifying into annoyance. 
 
    “What’s your problem, Vivik? Can you please focus?” 
 
    “Right, of course,” Vivik said sheepishly. “My bad.” 
 
    The Vigil Protocol was the culmination of Vivik’s prodigious mathematical abilities as well as the manifestation of his protocol. From the day of his Activation, Vivik had the ability to open a silent and invisible window on the activities of anyone with whom he was personally acquainted. Vivik truly discovered the utility of the Vigil Protocol, however, when he began an intensive study of data systems, variability, and prioritization. 
 
    Out of a cluster of hundreds of points of view, Vivik focused his attention on a handful. 
 
    Amid an assemblage of prominent members of the Committee-at-Large, Anastasia Martynova listened attentively at her father’s side, seemingly amused by whatever she heard. She wore a black dress, as was her habit, with broad skirts, petticoats, and elaborate crimson needlework decorating the bodice. Part of her exquisitely composed and youthful visage was concealed by a paper fan, which she made a half-hearted attempt to use. 
 
    The window shrank away. 
 
    In a room Vivik did not recognize, Alice Gallow stood on a man’s neck, pressing his face into the stained concrete floor. Another tattooed man gripped the prostrate man’s head, eyes pressed closed. Alice Gallow grinned like this was her proudest moment. 
 
    The view shuffled. 
 
    Mr. Windsor was in his office, a room in the Administration building that Vivik had visited once before. It looked almost exactly as Vivik had last seen it– walls inset with bookshelves, filled and overflowing with leather bound books; an antique desk with heavy carved legs, the desktop covered in paper, Post-It notes, and engraved metal pens, a small laptop perched precariously above all that; a perpetual cloud of tobacco smoke hovering in the corners of the room, produced by the elegantly curved pipe that Mr. Windsor smoked. The teacher appeared lost in thought, his chair reclined and his hands behind his head. 
 
    Katya caught his arm, craning her neck to get a better of view of Mr. Windsor as the window diminished. 
 
    “Hold on,” she urged, squeezing Vivik’s elbow. “That one.” 
 
    “Mr. Windsor?” 
 
    The window swelled in prominence. 
 
    “Yeah.” Katya studied the window with a faraway expression. “Huh.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Vivik watched Mr. Windsor smoke and stare at the ceiling of his office, bewildered by what had caught the assassin’s attention. Katya’s expression was distant. Vivik waited for her to explain as long as he could stand to do so, his anxiety rising with Derrida’s steadily increasing growl. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Katya hushed him with a gesture. 
 
    “Give me a second.” 
 
    He gave her a minute. She showed no signs of explaining herself. 
 
    “Come on, Katya! What are you seeing that I’m not? All I see is our homeroom teacher smoking a pipe – which is technically against Academy rules, but not the sort of thing we’re concerned with right now.” 
 
    Katya shook her head slowly. 
 
    “Is that all?” She squinted at the window, then shrugged. “You’re right. My mistake.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Thought I saw something,” Katya said, punctuating the statement with a second shrug. “I was wrong. Carry on.” 
 
    Vivik stared at her for a moment in exasperated puzzlement before returning to his windows, aware that if Katya did not intend to tell him something, then she simply would not. Mr. Windsor’s window shrunk and drifted to the periphery of the cluster while another came into view. 
 
    Rebecca Levy was striding across the quad in front of the Administration building with a furious expression. The students who were enjoying the sun or eating lunch quickly found somewhere else to be, and something else to occupy their attention, though Vivik couldn’t say whether that was a manifestation of her empathic abilities or a sudden outbreak of good sense. Vivik felt a rush of pity for whomever might be the target of her legendary – albeit rarely seen – temper.  
 
    Then Vivik realized which direction she was heading in, and his stomach wound into a knot. 
 
    “Oh, shit!” Katya groaned next to him. “She looks pissed, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Vivik nodded queasily. 
 
    “And she’s coming here, isn’t she?” 
 
    He nodded again, although Katya had stopped paying attention to him. The tremble in Vivik’s hands was transmitted to the cloud of hovering windows, their precise boundaries shimmering irregularly. 
 
    “What do we do?” 
 
    Katya scrambled for her bag. 
 
    “We run,” Katya said grimly. “We’ve got a couple minutes. Try and get some distance on her. Buy some time for Eerie to...uh, Eerie? How much time do you need to send us to the Outer Dark, anyway?” 
 
    “I guess we could leave anytime,” Eerie said, absorbed in contemplation of a small window near the edge of Vivik’s cloud. “I’m all set.” 
 
    Katya missed a beat. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Eerie assured her. “I’ve been ready for a while.” 
 
    “Now you tell me,” Katya muttered, propping up her backpack on an adjacent chair. “Okay, then, let’s...” 
 
    “Vivik?” Eerie glanced from the window, and for a moment, Vivik could have sworn that he saw tiny golden lights, swirling like fireflies in the depths of her pupils. “Can you make this one big?” 
 
    It hardly took effort. The window jostled and expanded its way to the center of his field of view. 
 
    The window was utterly black. 
 
    Each of them was quiet, for their own reasons. The only sound in the room was the ticking of the institutional and largely unnecessary analog clock mounted on the wall. 
 
    “Is that...” Eerie paused, gulped, and then continued. “Is that Alex?” 
 
    Vivik nodded slowly, staring at the black. 
 
    “Yeah,” he admitted. “The window has looked like that since the Anathema took him. I don’t know why. Maybe that’s…what the Outer Dark looks like?” 
 
    Eerie reached tentatively toward the window, her fingers hovering over the illusionary surface, and Vivik almost told her to stop. He was too concerned with Rebecca’s imminent arrival, though, and curious as to how the Changeling had identified a black rectangle as being a view of Alex. 
 
    The tip of Eerie’s finger touched Alex’s window, and then she flinched, putting a frostbitten finger in her mouth, as a protracted display of brilliant light forced Vivik to cover his eyes. The light penetrated his eyelids, tormenting his eyes with a frigid, blue-white radiance. When the glow diminished enough to be safe, Vivik blinked open his eyes. 
 
    Each of the windows generated by his Vigil Protocol reflected the same view – a vista of pure black, visual echoes of the window that Eerie touched. The windows flickered in sequence, a wave of interference passing through each like a ripple in a pool of water, and then, for a moment, each window showed the ghost image of what might have been a face. The image was impenetrably dark, but it was the dark of an unlit night, not the blank void the window had stubbornly offered since Alex was taken. The features of the face were indistinct, intermittently illuminated by what might have been distant lightening, but the face could have belonged to Alex.  
 
    The windows flickered and went out, the Vigil Protocol shutting down of its own accord. Vivik and Katya shared an uncertain glance, while Eerie hummed happily to herself. 
 
    The Changeling reached for her laptop, tapped a few keys, and then looked at Vivik and Katya expectantly. 
 
    “You should probably know that this isn’t an apport,” Eerie said with a guilty look, “We won’t get there all at once. We’ll have to walk. A long way. I don’t know how long it will be until we finish, because that isn’t decided yet. I don’t know how to stop one of the trains, and I’m not sure that I would want to ride one, even if I did. This is all very strange, even for me. I don’t...I just wanted you to know.” 
 
    Katya glanced uneasily at the door, while Derrida trotted over to nudge Eerie’s hand. 
 
    “Not one bit of that made sense, Eerie. I’m not waiting around here for Rebecca to show up, though,” she said firmly. “Still in.” 
 
    “I wish we had more time.” Vivik shook his head. “I’d like to understand all this better. But I still want to go.” 
 
    Eerie nodded, and tapped her keyboard once more. 
 
    “Okay,” she said brightly. “We’ll finish the stories on the way!” 
 
    They packed rapidly and left with seconds to spare, leaving behind the faint smells of sandalwood and dog. The room sat silent for almost a minute, then the door burst open, and Rebecca charged in, red-faced and wheezing. 
 
    “They’re already gone,” she gasped, resting her hands on her knees. “Fuck this job.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 One. 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was something like darkness. 
 
    The long interval was nothing like sleep. It might have been something like death, but as he had no prior experience, it was impossible for him to judge. 
 
    He was at the shore of a placid ocean, standing on a shore of colorless sand. On the horizon, darkness gathered above the marine layer, ominous and distant. There was no sense of place, or of the passage of time, and for that he was grateful. 
 
    The faint aftertaste of nostalgia lingered, and he was occasionally struck with an inarticulate sense of unraveling, but he was not unhappy. His head was filled with a mystifying stew of brief impressions and unfocused longing; a terrible dread that evoked the primal fears of childhood, and worse, a pervading sense of vulnerability; a flight of Monarch butterflies beside the Pacific Ocean; the smell of sandalwood. 
 
    Some of these things belonged to him, he suspected, but the rest felt borrowed, or perhaps inherited. 
 
    It was difficult to formulate thoughts. He considered the darkness, and was relieved not to see much of anything. If the abyss looked back into him, like that Nietzsche quote, then it was likely no more impressed than anyone else ever had been with what it saw. 
 
    He was fine with that, too. Fine with whatever, really, if nothing was demanded of him, and none of it hurt. 
 
    Occasionally, he had fits. These intervals were immediate and catastrophic, an avalanche of disjointed impressions and sensory overload. He could make out very little of those intermittent episodes, and what he could recall he preferred to forget. They existed as brief spells of light and noise, viscera and blood; then they were over and he did his best to put them out of his thoughts, which were otherwise pleasantly empty. 
 
    He could not measure time in the dark, but to him it seemed that the episodes grew in intensity and frequency. He was troubled by the suspicion that, further into the darkness than he could see, something was growing – or perhaps emerging. 
 
    More episodes. Uncertain time. 
 
    He came to understand by degrees. This was an invasion. 
 
    He felt the edges of a presence, circling distantly around him, drawn as a shark to blood. The episodes came with increased clarity. He brought back things from the fits, talismans and omens, visions and portents. There was too much light, for an instant, and then it was gone so fast his pupils had no time to dilate. The blood on the stainless-steel tools that haunted his episodes looked fake, comically red. There was a persistent hum, like the sound of live electrical lines, and masked figures moved on the other side of a transparent shell with disquieting urgency. 
 
    He tried to hold on to the darkness, but it grew brittle and thin, collapsing beneath the weight of his visions and crumbling in his hands. 
 
    There were dim impressions of what might have been a surgical chamber, of cold and close confinement. 
 
    Fear washed over him, and he felt a maddening urge to shiver. 
 
    His mind did a trick, then, and he watched with the dumb appreciation of an audience at a magic show, amazed by the sleight of hand. The dark presence and the sense of invasion were banished in an instant. 
 
    He stood in Rebecca’s office. 
 
    She smiled and took his hands, squeezed them within her own. He hesitated, and then reached for her, and she immediately wrapped him in a tight embrace. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alex,” Rebecca said, fingers digging into his back. “I’m so, so sorry.” 
 
    He let himself be comforted, but knew immediately that it could not be real. The sweatshirt he pressed his face against held not even a trace of cigarette smoke. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They followed a rambling path through the Academy, following the woods on the edge of campus part way, and then entering the Main Library via a rear fire door, blocked from closing with a cardboard insert. They wound through obscure stacks and foreign language collections, descended into the basement, and then followed another set of stairs back out into a dim, cool courtyard, filled with broad ferns and lichen-coated rock. Tall, crimson-leafed maples filtered the sunlight, and scattered amongst the greenery, worn headstones peeked from beneath a carpet of bright green moss. Derrida sniffed at the stones curiously for a moment, then lost interest, sticking close to the Changeling’s heels. 
 
    “Eerie?” Katya bent to try and read one of the markers, but it was illegible, the stone softened with age and the inscription lost. “Where are we?” 
 
    “The library,” Eerie said, paying her very little attention. “A reflection garden.” 
 
    “I didn’t even know the library had a garden, and I’ve been here a million times,” Vivik admitted, hurrying after the Changeling. “Does it have a name?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eerie replied, leading them across the garden with an obvious lack of interest. “It has been forgotten, though, and I won’t remember it for quite some time.” 
 
    Hidden between two medium-sized boulders, Eerie led them to an inset stair, the concrete crumbling beneath their feet as they walked. They had to pick their way carefully, running their hands along the mossy rock, as the stair was only faintly lit by sunlight from above. The stair led to a modern looking door, kept from closing by a concealed scrap of cardboard, the same as the previous doors. 
 
    The hallway on the other side was modern, and they blinked in discomfort at the brightness of the interior lighting. The walls were painted beige while the floor was sticky linoleum. An illuminated sign at one end informed them that there was a fire exit on that side, and Eerie headed toward it. Katya hesitated a moment, hearing distant conversation from the other direction, and then hurried after. 
 
    “Eerie?” Katya called out. “Where are you taking us?” 
 
    “Fire exit,” Eerie said, pointing at the sign. 
 
    “I figured that. But next?” 
 
    “Fire exit,” Eerie repeated, pushing the door open and then holding it for Derrida, revealing a view choked with old-growth conifers and yellow pines. “Then a tunnel, then the woods. And on the other side of the woods, if we are lucky, the tracks.” 
 
    “I still don’t…” 
 
    “Come on!” Eerie hurried ahead of them. “It isn’t far. Or maybe it is. We should hurry, either way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You built this?” 
 
    “We built this, together.” 
 
    “In my head?” 
 
    “In your head.” 
 
    “I don’t remember that.” 
 
    “It’s deep work. Way down in your noggin. Not the kind of thing you can hold on to. Nobody ever remembers this, by design. Unless you need it.” 
 
    Alex inspected his hands. They were completely normal, but that felt wrong, somehow. 
 
    “I guess I need it now, huh?” 
 
    “I’m afraid so, kiddo,” Rebecca said, stroking his hair. “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “You keep saying that. Is it really so bad?” 
 
    She stopped to think about it. 
 
    “You promised you wouldn’t keep things from me, anymore. Remember?” 
 
    “Not really,” Rebecca admitted. “We must have built this simulation before that happened.” 
 
    He sat up, wiped his eyes, and tried not to look at the wet spot on the front of her UCLA-blue sweatshirt. 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on keeping any secrets, though,” Rebecca explained, grinning at him. “I don’t really know any.” 
 
    “Because you aren’t really you. You’re a telepathic simulation, implanted in my mind during one of our sessions.” 
 
    “Yes.” Rebecca nodded encouragingly. “The scope of the simulation is limited, but you’d be surprised what we managed to wedge into it. I know just about everything the real me knows – at least, I think I do – and I know all sorts of things about you.” 
 
    “What about outside this office?” Alex picked up a coffee cup on the low table in front of the couch and examined it. It was cracked, stained with a brown ring, and emblazoned with a Bruins logo – all as he remembered, down to the last detail. “What would happen if I went for a walk?” 
 
    “There’s nothing outside,” Rebecca explained, shrugging and getting up to wander the office. She seemed lost and weirdly naked without a cigarette in her hand. “Outside the scope, you understand. We can go for a walk, though, if you’d like. The simulation includes a couple different potential scenarios, though I think the beach is the nicest…” 
 
    The world shimmered. 
 
    “Maybe later.” Alex rubbed his left eye, which was watery and itched persistently. “I’m still trying to get a handle on what’s going on.” 
 
    Rebecca sighed and took a seat on the desk. 
 
    “Do you want me to just tell you?” 
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    “For sure? You might be happier, not knowing.” 
 
    “Now you have to tell me.” 
 
    “No, that’s not true. Even if I am just a simulation, I’m an empathic simulation. I can fix it so you won’t worry about anything…” 
 
    “Uh, no thanks. Not again.” 
 
    “You may change your mind,” Rebecca said. “This is a tailored example of a general-issue field implant. Every Operator working for Central receives one; safe to assume that the Black Sun and the Hegemony provide their own variants. It’s a failsafe, a psychic refuge for the Operator in trouble. It only activates in the event of capture and interrogation.” 
 
    “You mean torture, don’t you?” A surge of dread sickened him. “I’m being tortured again, aren’t I?” 
 
    Rebecca winced and looked away. 
 
    He started to wish that she would just light a damn cigarette. 
 
    “Not necessarily.” She pursed her lips, brushed at stray hair. It was difficult not to think of her as Rebecca. “You are definitely being interrogated. This simulation wasn’t the only thing we built in your head.” 
 
    “Oh. Great news.” 
 
    “Don’t be like that! It’s nothing sinister. We built a wall inside your head, Alex – not the telepathic barrier you already know about, you understand, but another one, much deeper. It triggered when you lost consciousness. You must have been injured when you were captured, or shortly after.” 
 
    He looked at his hands again, flexed his fingers. 
 
    Everything felt perfectly normal and utterly weird. 
 
    “I think maybe I was hurt,” he said slowly, brow creased with effort. “I think.” 
 
    “You were in the field, so...” 
 
    “Who took me prisoner?” 
 
    She smiled apologetically. 
 
    “No way of knowing, really. This simulation has no access to real-time information.” 
 
    “Right, of course. I’m sorry! It’s just that you seem so real.” 
 
    “Real enough,” she said, walking over to pat his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “This is so bad.” Alex covered his face with his hands. “Do you remember how bad it was for me, the last time I was captured?” 
 
    “I do.” Rebecca hurried over and sat beside him, stroking his hair. “Yes.” 
 
    “It’s not…do you think it’s Weir? Again?” 
 
    “I can’t answer those questions.” When Rebecca spoke, it sounded like an apology. “That doesn’t mean I can’t help you, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” Alex glanced at her uneasily. “You’re just a figment of my imagination, right? What the hell are you supposed to do?” 
 
    “Within my limitations, just about anything the real me could.” Rebecca scowled at him. “Up to and including beating the snot out of you if you don’t behave yourself.” 
 
    “Ah. Right. It really is you.” 
 
    “I told you,” Rebecca said, mussing his hair fondly. “I’m here to help, you little shit.” 
 
    “Okay, not to be a dick – but, really, what can you do?” 
 
    “I can help you calm yourself, help you face this situation with all the bravery and cunning that you can muster. I can teach you to ignore pain, to disregard fear and anxiety. I can provide you with the tools to survive, to hold on to your sanity, and to outwit your interrogators. We can work on your meditation, do some yoga, chat a bit; a little cognitive behavioral therapy never hurt anyone. Do you play racquetball? The simulation includes a racquetball court.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “The simulation includes a selection of the favorite activities of each of the Auditors, for recreational purposes.” 
 
    “You have to tell me,” Alex said. “Who plays racquetball?” 
 
    “It’s none of your business what Min-jun does in his free time,” Rebecca said, laughing. “The simulation does a decent lager, if you’re interested. Cannabis, Xanax, and bourbon, too.” 
 
    “What did you put in here for me?” 
 
    “You don’t seem to have many interests,” Rebecca said, with an uncomfortable shrug. “There’s one or two things, but the main thing we could come up with was sleep. You could take a nap.” 
 
    “Maybe later. I feel like I should be nauseous, you know…” 
 
    “…but the simulation doesn’t allow for it. Yeah, I know.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I get the point to all this.” Alex wrapped his arms around one of the couch pillows and held it to his chest. “This is just a dream, isn’t it? I’ll have to wake up soon. You said they are working their way past the shields you installed, right? Can’t be long.” Alex shuddered. “This is a fucking joke.” 
 
    “It’s a simulation, Alex,” Rebecca reminded him, tight-lipped. “Even if we only had a few seconds to work with, subjectively we would still have all the time in the world. The least of this is a pause button. You understand?” 
 
    Alex nodded slowly. 
 
    “Now, cheer the fuck up.” 
 
    Well-being flooded Alex chest like water from a broken main. He leaned the back of his head against the couch, and sighed with contentment. He gave Rebecca a sheepish smile. 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “Stop apologizing,” Rebecca said, with a wolfish grin. “Save ‘em for the real deal. Whatever it is that you’re up to, I’m sure that I’m gonna be pissed when I rescue you.” 
 
    “Rescue?” Alex perked up. “Do you mean it?” 
 
    “Of course,” Rebecca assured him. “We implanted a covert tracking protocol that went active after you failed to return to Central. Analytics will approximate your location, based on last known position and probability mapping. According to my last update, you were in training for Audits. Is that still true?” 
 
    “I think so.” Alex shrugged. “I think I also might wanna quit.” 
 
    “Everyone feels that way at some point. Don’t attach too much importance to it. What is important is that your status makes your recovery a priority Central. Every available resource will be dedicated to your liberation.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes widened just slightly. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. It would be bad for morale to do anything else.” Rebecca beamed at him confidently. “I’m sure there is a crack squad of Auditors hunting for you, even as we speak.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Eerie?” Vivik was breathless as they crested the hill; the view from the top provided an excellent vantage to observe the endless procession of trees in front of them, identical to all the other trees they had passed already. “I almost hate to ask, but do you know where we are?” 
 
    Eerie paused her clumsy and enthusiastic descent to glance at him, Derrida imitating her actions. 
 
    “Right now? I think these are the woods,” she assured him guilelessly. “What about you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Anastasia Martynova stood in front of the mirror and examined herself critically, clad only in black silk underwear approximately as expensive as a midrange sedan. Her lady’s maid, Mai Quan, watched from the corner of the room while Anastasia ran her hands across her chest and hips, turning this way and that to adjust her view of her reflection. These inspections were a monthly ritual and a closely held secret between Anastasia and Mai. They had been conducted in private for nearly two years, the measurements carefully noted in a diary that Anastasia kept locked in her desk, absent any form of context that might help an unwitting discoverer determine to what the numbers referred. 
 
    Mai loved her job, apart from this one task. She was equipped to deal with any eventuality, excepting only Anastasia’s disappointment. 
 
    Mai waited for Anastasia’s face to fall ever so slightly. The moment stretched out, Anastasia standing frozen in front of the mirror, staring down at herself instead of at her reflection. Mai grew concerned.  
 
    “Mai – the tape measure. Quickly!” 
 
    Mai hurried over and wrapped the tape around her mistress, simultaneously reinforcing the mental shields built to prevent telepathic or empathic eavesdropping.  
 
    She knew the diameter of Anastasia’s chest the way she knew the dimensions of the room she had lived in for the last four years. Despite her mistress’s excitement – and this was not the first time she had found some sort of encouragement – Mai knew that nothing would have changed. 
 
    She pulled the tape tight and read the number, and then very nearly dropped the tape measure. She checked the measurement several times before she trusted it enough to say it aloud. 
 
     “Two point eight,” Mai breathed softly, speaking the numbers with reverence. “Nearly two point nine.” 
 
    The color drained from Anastasia’s face, and her hands went automatically to her chest. Both women were silent as Anastasia leaned close to the mirror, a slight tremble running through her body. 
 
    “Milady,” Mai said carefully. “You have waited such a long time.” 
 
    Anastasia turned to examine her profile in the mirror. 
 
    “It is a rather unexpected development.” Anastasia’s tone betrayed a controlled giddiness. 
 
    At a wave of her Mistress’s hand, Mai hurried over with an argent shift. Anastasia raised her arms, and Mai tugged the garment gently over her head, careful not to disturb her meticulously styled hair, teased into curls by virtue of effort and patience. Anastasia smoothed the shift across her chest and smiled unreservedly at the results. 
 
    “At the very least,” Anastasia said brightly, “I shall have to inform my dressmakers.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord North accepted the driver his caddie offered and gave it a few experimental swings. He adjusted his white calfskin gloves and green-brimmed visor, and then studied the green in the distance, the Hanalei Bay sparkling at the edge of the course. He took a practiced stance, immaculate white shoes planted firmly on the verdant grass surrounding the tee. He stopped short, reset, and then drove the ball. 
 
    Three of the four men watched the ball sail through the air. The fourth did not bother, as he already knew that it would roll to a stop short of the green. 
 
    “Not bad.” Coming from Gaul Thule, it sounded like an admission. “Your game has improved, Henry.” 
 
    North returned the driver to his caddie. 
 
    “I’d hope so. I was still at the Academy the last time we played.”  
 
    The Lords followed a decayed granite path through the course, the caddies maintaining a respectful distance. At an even more respectful distance, two security details lingered and eyed each other, specially tailored suits heavy in the humid air of Kauai. 
 
    “I am not at my best, dealing with social affairs.” 
 
    “I have noticed that.” 
 
    Gaul adjusted his glasses, grimacing at the blue sky, which was decorated with slight wisps of marshmallow cloud. 
 
    “The last time we spoke personally…” 
 
    “…you threatened me with an Inquiry for rescuing Mitsuru Aoki and Alexander Warner, as I recall. It was easier to compel cooperation as the Director, I would imagine.” 
 
    “Yes.” Gaul shook his head. “Much easier.” 
 
    “Oh, do continue, Gaul – and stop looking so aggrieved. The day is beautiful, you have a stroke on me already, and I mean to at least hear you out.” 
 
    Gaul looked away shortly, and then nodded. 
 
    “You are right, of course.” 
 
    Lord North turned his attention briefly to the sea, as their path brought them to a hill overlooking a deserted white sand beach, not so much private as inaccessible from anywhere except the far end of the course. 
 
    “Your adopted father and mine were allies,” Gaul began. “Friends, as I recall.” 
 
    “Yes. Close friends.” 
 
    “Our own careers have been less amicable.” 
 
    “Quite so.” 
 
    “I would like to rectify that.” 
 
    Lord North looked amused. 
 
    “Does it not seem a bit late in the game? I would have thought you to be passed the age where one worried over such trivial matters, Gaul.” 
 
    “You have it all wrong,” Gaul explained, with a mournful expression. “Time has taught me just the opposite. In my previous capacity as Director, I have attended the funerals of many friendless men.” 
 
    “Along with those of any number of popular men, I would imagine.” Lord North took a cigar from the breast pocket of his pin-striped shirt, and then placed it between his exceedingly regular teeth. “Set aside your misplaced sentimentality. You did not remember it when the tables were turned.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Gaul’s face screwed up as if he had bit into a lemon. “I will be blunt.” 
 
    “You were rarely otherwise,” North said, with passing fondness. “Looks like I’m away, then, eh?” 
 
    Gaul nodded. His ball was a few centimeters on to the lighter grass of the green. The caddy hurried over to mark the spot and collect his ball, while North’s caddy handed him a wedge. Gaul watched with evident impatience while North prepared. Gaul envied the nonchalant grace of North’s form, even with a cigar clamped in his mouth. 
 
    The ball landed with a satisfying thud on the green, rolled directly toward the center, and then settled into the hole with a ceramic rattle. North grinned and spun his club, while the caddies offered polite praise. Gaul smiled thinly and waited. 
 
    The caddy hurried about his business. Gaul snatched a putter from his hands, ignoring the surprised look on the boy’s freckled face. 
 
    “May I continue?” 
 
    “By all means.” 
 
    Gaul took a practice swing, trying to conceal his agitation. This meeting was the kind of thing he preferred to delegate. 
 
    “My entire career, I have operated from a singular point of view; that is, Central would inevitably face a specific existential threat, and without proper intervention, this threat would actualize.” He took a few steps back, and changed his grip on the club. “I have known this threat since my Activation, the way a religious man knows God. I have dedicated the whole of my life to preparing for this threat.” 
 
    “Which you would be in a better position to meet as the Director of Central,” North pointed out. “What happened to your vaunted precognition there?” 
 
    “Nothing at all.” Gaul adjusted his glasses. “I maintained that role for as long as was possible. I am exactly where I need to be at present, Henry.” 
 
    “Well, that is reassuring. Do let me know how the whole nasty affair works out, then, won’t you?” 
 
    “You underestimate the scope and nature of the calamity,” Gaul said heatedly. “The coming wave will drown us all.” 
 
    They studied each other while their caddies circled nervously, just out of earshot, security details making more distant circuits. 
 
    “Won’t that be terrible?” North extracted the cigar from his mouth and examined the moist end. “I sense a sales pitch coming, Gaul. I have to warn you that I am very close to regretting accepting your invitation.” 
 
    “Regret on your part is inevitable.” Gaul gave the club another swing, and then frowned at it. “You are, for all intents and purposes, the present leader of the Hegemony.” 
 
    “The greater part of it, in any case,” North agreed, amused. “A controlling interest in an unruly mob, shall we say?” 
 
    “I need it, Henry.” Gaul’s voice was wooden, his tone tempered by downloaded mathematics. “The Hegemony, or as much of it as can be gathered in a short time.” 
 
    Lord North felt slightly unsteadied by the brazenness of it all. The wind carried a tropical bouquet, and the course beneath his feet and the sea beside it were like cartoon renderings, the colors ridiculously vibrant and rich. 
 
    “Is that so?” North chewed his cigar thoughtfully. “Whatever for?” 
 
    “To fight a war,” Gaul explained sadly. “The worst our world has ever seen.” 
 
    “Aha.” North looked out on the sea and tried to emulate its assured indifference. “I’ll pass, thanks all the same.” 
 
    “Henry, listen…” 
 
    “You’ve had your war, Gaul.” Lord North smiled indulgently. “You sat in your office at the Academy and saw into the future and plotted out designs to win the war with the Witches and the Anathema; to put an end to the conflicts between the cartels. You failed, Gaul. At every turn, your schemes did more damage than good.” 
 
    “You can’t see the whole picture, Henry.” 
 
    “The Anathema invaded Central.” Lord North shrugged. “They attacked the Academy and killed students. They attacked the Far Shores and stole a World Tree they can use to go anywhere they want. How much more war do you need, Gaul? How many more failures until you see that you are a poor general, foreknowledge be damned?” 
 
    “You are wrong. Each of the events you mentioned, tragedies though they may be, was the best of all possible outcomes. You would not want to live in one of the futures that I have prevented,” Gaul said mildly, suddenly calm and focused. “The game is not lost, Henry. I’m playing a longer game than any you can imagine. Accompany me, for our fathers’ sakes. Be beside me when I upset everything.” 
 
    “What do you…?” 
 
    “I mean to take all of it, Henry. We’ll run the table. We will unify the Hegemony, and then deal with the Black Sun. Consolidation will slow us at that point, obviously, but once their surviving troops are integrated among our own, we move on…” 
 
    “To the Anathema?” Lord North paled in the bright Hawaiian sun. “Do you mean to invade the Outer Dark, Gaul?” 
 
    “As a beginning,” Gaul said, with an assured nod. “The threat, however, is larger than the Anathema. I would deal with the tyranny of the Church of Sleep as well.” 
 
    “It is ill-advised to even speak of such things,” North said slowly. “Have you gone mad, losing the Directorship? In the name of the friendship your adoptive father showed mine, I feel obligated to assist you in finding help.” 
 
    “I am perfectly sane,” Gaul insisted. He stepped to the ball, and swung with reckless disregard, his eyes locked on Lord North. The ball went sailing, a hundred meters past the hole and more. “As I said earlier – I am simply playing a much longer game.” 
 
    Lord North stood in astounded silence, the damp cigar dangling from his fingers. The smile slowly returned to his face. 
 
    “You do realize you’ve lost a stroke?” 
 
    Gaul’s face reddened. 
 
    “That was hardly the point I was…” 
 
    “I do understand, but the loss of a stroke in a display of pith is a terrible means of persuasion – not to mention a striking metaphor for your own failures of vision. I believe you’ve lost track of the game, former Director.” 
 
    Gaul studied him warily. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your display cost you the lead.” North’s tone was jubilant. “We are tied, Gaul. For the very first time in the game, we find ourselves on equal footing.” 
 
    Gaul sighed, and the caddies paced in nervous agitation. 
 
    “You mean to oppose me,” Gaul concluded, dropping his club on the green. “You mean to fight. I will warn you once, Henry – do not do this. We may yet both live to regret it.” 
 
    “Shall we?” North tossed his cigar aside and offered his hand. “I think not. I look forward to whatever future comes.” 
 
    “Ignorance is bliss, Henry.” 
 
    Gaul took his hand. They shook and then walked away in separate directions, security details hurrying after them, leaving the caddies to puzzle over the remains of their game. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You have made this situation tremendously difficult for me.” 
 
    Vladimir nodded, milky eyes open hardly more than slits between drooping eyelids. Time in the room was punctuated by the chirps produced by a variety of arcane machinery that was attached to the seemingly old man, and a muted television broadcasting golf from Atlanta provided much of the light. 
 
    “Yes.” Vladimir’s voice was so thin that Rebecca almost put his oxygen mask back on. “For that, at least, I am sorry.” 
 
    “From my perspective, that pretty much removes any obligation on my part to go easy on you, Vlad.” Rebecca paused to give him a questioning look, and received a short nod and what she liked to think was an expression of regret on his creased and worn face. “This is going to be ugly. I’m not sorry, okay? I’m just not. This is a situation that you created.” 
 
    “I know, Becca. I don’t need you to remind me of it.” 
 
    The Director did not ask him how he was doing. Since Alistair had taken a metal pipe to Vladimir’s skull during the Anathema incursion at the Far Shores, the prematurely aged man had not left the confines of the infirmary, unable to even make it out of bed. Rebecca received daily updates from his physicians, and developments were rarely encouraging. 
 
    “I think you do, Vlad.” 
 
    Rebecca sighed, squeezed his brittle hand gently, and then dug through the bag resting against the metal frame of Vladimir’s hospital bed. She took out a small rectangular box, lined with copper-toned paper, and marked with a gilded logo. Rebecca set the box on the plastic tray beside Vladimir’s shrunken arm. His eyes widened, and then he launched into a brutal coughing fit. Rebecca averted her eyes until it was over, suppressing an urge to hit the call button, reminding herself that this was part of her job. 
 
    “Are you taking me seriously now?” 
 
    Vladimir nodded, eyes fixed on the decorative box. 
 
    “Is that what I think it is?” 
 
    Rebecca folded her arms and put her feet on the adjoining plastic chair, careful not to scuff the brand new, all-white trainers that she had bought on impulse online and already regretted. They were too expensive not to wear, but when she did so, Rebecca was tormented by the fear of smudging the snow-colored leather. She could not remember buying a pair of shoes in which she had taken less satisfaction. 
 
    “It is. Just got back from the city.” 
 
    Vladimir shook his head, clearing his throat several times before he managed to speak. 
 
    “You are a cruel woman, Becca.” 
 
    “Not really,” Rebecca corrected, untying the ribbon that held the box shut. “I’m just the Director, these days, and there are certain responsibilities that go with the title.” 
 
    It was hard to tell, but that might have earned a chuckle from Vladimir – or he was simply having more trouble than usual breathing. It seemed impolite – and thus far, unnecessary – to sneak a look at his thoughts, but Rebecca kept close tabs on his emotional state, ready to adjust as required. 
 
    It was not something she felt particularly good about, but feeling good was not a big part of the experience of being Director, at least as far as she could tell. 
 
    “You wouldn’t do this to an old man.” 
 
    Rebecca used her bitten fingernails to peel away the plastic that sealed the box. She had painted them reddish-purple just a few days before, but then ruined the paint by chipping away at it. 
 
    “I might. But you aren’t an old man, Vlad. You’re just a feeb.” 
 
    Vladimir sucked in air and glared. Sweat collected in the creases along his forehead. 
 
    “Surely my doctors would never allow you to…” 
 
    “I’m the Director, Vlad. What won’t they allow me to do?” 
 
    Rebecca took the lid off the paper box. Vlad jerked his head away, facing the room’s one small window defiantly. His fingers trembled against the plastic of the tray position beside his bed. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what you want to know,” Vladimir said, with difficulty. “There is no need for all this.” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head slowly, nudging the box along the tray until one corner was touching his shrunken, blue-veined hand.  
 
    “Sorry, Vlad.” She did not sound sorry at all. “This is the way it’s gotta be.” 
 
    “Come, now, Rebecca,” Vlad pleaded, his eyes creeping to the box beside his hand, examining its contents with obvious reticence. “We have been friends for a long time. You should be able to trust me by now!” 
 
    “I should,” Rebecca agreed. “You’re the one that brought us to this, Vlad. We both know this needs to happen. I can’t just trust you – I have to know.” Rebecca crossed her arms and gave him a stern look. “Let’s get on with it, shall we? Try and be a man about it.” 
 
    Vladimir glared at her, cursed in the guttural Siberian dialect he reserved for the worst circumstances, and then reached for the box. 
 
    His fingers shook as they hovered about it, his expression labored by indecision. 
 
    “C’mon, Vlad. I don’t have all day.” 
 
    “Be quiet, will you?” Vladimir muttered, biting his colorless lip. “I’m trying to make a decision.” 
 
    “It’s all the same in the end.” 
 
    “Insufferable woman,” Vladimir snapped, dipping his fingers into the box. “It matters a great deal.” 
 
    Vladimir lifted the truffle to his face, pausing to inhale the scent before biting it in half. He closed his eyes to chew, his face relaxing into a picture of weary happiness. Rebecca reached for the box quietly, glancing at the guide in the inside of the lid which identified the various chocolates. The truffles were hand-crafted, decorated with gold foil and pink Himalayan salt, hiding cores of burnt caramel, candied fruit, or nut-infused liquor. Naturally, they were outrageously expensive. 
 
    “Was that the cherry?” 
 
    Vladimir nodded. Rebecca pouted, and was ignored. 
 
    “There’s only one of those.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” 
 
    Rebecca picked out an espresso truffle with an expression of mild disappointment. 
 
    “You’re a dick, Vlad. You know that? A limp, wrinkled dick. First you lie to me, then you take my fucking favorite chocolate.” 
 
    Vladimir swallowed, then blinked his eyes open. 
 
    “I did not tell you any lies,” Vladimir objected, reaching for the box. 
 
    “You didn’t tell me things I needed to know!” Rebecca snatched the box out from beneath Vladimir’s hand and held it aloft. “Isn’t that right?” 
 
    Vladimir winced and turned away again, grimly contemplating the adjoining building, still very much under construction. One of Rebecca’s first actions after becoming Director was to begin the process of doubling the number of hospital beds in Central, along with additional surgical theaters and diagnostic equipment. The precognitive pool insisted that they would be necessary, even as the accountants howled over the expense. 
 
    “I suppose that I could have been more forthcoming,” Vladimir said slowly, licking his lips. “But I was obligated…” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head. 
 
    “You should have told me. Everything.” 
 
    “I couldn’t,” Vladimir said, his voice little more than a whisper. “You know that. He was the Director! Even when Gaul was in the wrong, I could not betray his trust.” 
 
    Vladimir’s battered demeanor pleaded for compassion, but Rebecca was unmoved. 
 
    “What about now?” 
 
    It was a long hesitation, full of implications and possibilities. 
 
    “Now, you are the Director.” Vladimir relaxed into the pile of pillows behind him. “Gaul Thule is a traitor. To Central, and all of us.” Vladimir frowned. “Myself included.” 
 
    Rebecca offered him the box. 
 
    “That’s a good start.” Rebecca waited patiently as Vladimir selected a fleur d’sal chocolate decorated with gilded flowers. “So, how long has Gaul had a source inside the Anathema?” 
 
    Vladimir popped the chocolate in his mouth whole and chewed slowly. Rebecca knew his doctors would be furious, but she figured that part of being the Director was not giving a shit about what other people thought. Gaul had always cultivated a perfect, have-no-fucks-to-give cool that she envied and strove to emulate. 
 
    “You knew about that?” 
 
    “No, but Alice suspected it.” Rebecca admitted, taking a caramel from the box and biting into it. “Thankfully, at least a few of the staff are kind enough to share thoughts like that with me.” 
 
    Vladimir smiled, his skin as thin as crepe paper. Rebecca wondered if she needed to worry about the machine behind him, which had started to beep more rapidly in the last couple of minutes. 
 
    “You have made your point, Rebecca. Can we not move on?” 
 
    “The source,” Rebecca reminded. “How long?” 
 
    Vladimir muttered something impolite under his breath. 
 
    “Very well. Quite a while – I believe he received his first report in the wake of the attack on Central. Do you remember the Witches that Gaul ordered Alice to capture? One from California, as I recall, and then another a bit later from New York.” 
 
    “Yeah. Alice brought them in for interrogation.” Rebecca’s expression turned grim. “I remember. They were put in your keeping, right?” 
 
    “Eventually, after Alice had asked her most urgent questions. I nursed them through their recovery, under Gaul’s orders, and made a rather thorough study of them as well. Not long after Alice lost interest in them, Gaul became a regular visitor.” 
 
    Rebecca put the box down on Vladimir’s tray, and he was immediately consumed by the trials of selection. 
 
    “Are you telling me Gaul turned a couple of Witches, and then sent them back to spy on the Anathema? That’s impossible in like six different ways, Vlad.” 
 
    “It was impossible,” he agreed, biting an almond cluster neatly in half. “Gaul designed something that he thought would act as goad, allowing him a high degree of control, and shielding them from the Witch hive mind in the process.” 
 
    Rebecca’s hand froze above the box of chocolates. 
 
    “How did he do that?” 
 
    “Ah.” Vladimir turned away, and his face creased with effort. When he spoke again, his voice was much smaller. “A tailored nanite implant. The design was extrapolated from his early work on his own implant, but with a very different intent. Control, rather than enhancement. It was not something he was proud of at the time,” Vladimir added, eyes tearing, “as I recall.” 
 
    Rebecca buried her head in her hands. 
 
    “You mean to tell me,” Rebecca said, watching him from between her fingers, “that Gaul injected two captured Witches with nanites?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh, God,” Rebecca moaned. “I never thought it would be that bad.” 
 
    “Rebecca...” 
 
    “That was reckless, Vladimir.” Rebecca sat up and fixed her ponytail. “I can’t believe that you would have had anything to do with it. I’m shocked that you would conduct experiments on prisoners at all, much less experiments that could have terrible consequences for Central and the Academy.” 
 
    Vladimir looked stricken. 
 
    “It was not my finest moment,” he admitted hoarsely. “You make it sound worse than it was, though...” 
 
    “What if Gaul had been wrong? What if the implant had empowered the Witches you had just finished torturing? They were right in the middle of the Academy, Vlad. What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    “We were losing the war with the Witches, Rebecca. That’s the truth. They were bleeding us, slowly but surely. We needed an advantage,” Vladimir insisted, bowing his head. “I shared your objections, but we were in dire straits, and Gaul is a precognitive. I trusted the assurance his foreknowledge gave. It was foolish, yes; reckless, as well. At the time, however, Gaul believed that it was necessary, and I trusted him.” 
 
    “But not me,” Rebecca reminded. “Thanks for the vote of confidence. Can I expect the same sort of slavish obedience now that I am Director?” 
 
    Vladimir’s breathing was heavy and ragged. Rebecca was still angry, but she reminded herself to reign it in. She certainly didn’t want Vladimir to die. 
 
    “Whatever time I have left,” Vladimir rasped, his chin nearly resting on his chest, tears running down his cheeks and getting lost in the wrinkles, “I will spend in your service, Director. With some time set aside to regret many of my actions, of course.” 
 
    Rebecca felt a little bad. She made a production out of finding some tissues, to give him time to compose himself. She could have simply inspired the guilt he deserved empathically, of course, but that wouldn’t have been cathartic for either of them. She needed to inform Vlad of her disappointment, and he needed to seek her forgiveness. 
 
    Human nature, and all that fuckery, Rebecca thought, licking chocolate from her fingers. 
 
    “Here,” she said, nudging the box in his direction. “Cheer up.” 
 
    Vladimir blew his nose, which sounded like he had invented a new and very shrill woodwind, and then munched on a truffle flavored with burgundy, looking a bit lost. 
 
    “Are these implanted Witches still in place?” Rebecca prodded gently, turning the conversation away from blame and toward practicality. However immoral their construction, Rebecca fully intended to make use of any tools Gaul had left to her. “Do they report to him directly, or through channels at Analytics?” 
 
    “Wait, you misunderstand.” Vladimir lifted a finger to stop her. “There is only one Witch in the field. The other died.” Vladimir’s mouth twitched. “During the procedure.” 
 
    “Great. One less to worry about, I guess.” 
 
    “As for the remaining Witch, she is still in place. You have read the action reports from the Ukraine, correct? From before the conflict with the Anathema?” 
 
    She appreciated the way Vladimir worked around mentioning the author of most of those reports. The day was difficult and depressing enough as it was, without discussing poor Mitsuru Aoki. 
 
    “Yes. Everything.” 
 
    “Much of the intelligence came from a Witch who has become something of a folk-hero for those of her kind who remain outside of the Anathema’s control.” 
 
    “Wait a minute...code name Yaga, right? Like Baba Yaga, that old Russian folk tale. That’s her? Gaul’s inside source?” 
 
    “Yes,” Vladimir acknowledged, lips stained with berry preserve. “Not all the Witches under the Anathema banner are puppets. Some retain a degree of independence, and they use the hive mind to feed intelligence to those who are still free, helping them keep one step ahead of the Anathema soldiers. Yaga – she called herself Evelyn, actually – has access to this information, and the loyalty of those Witches, thanks to her own ability to thwart the Anathema...” 
 
    “Back up a minute, there,” Rebecca said. “What sort of ability are we talking about?” 
 
    “The procedure,” Vladimir said regretfully, “was not without unintended consequences…” 
 
    “I knew it!” Rebecca cried out, slapping her palm against the over-starched bed sheets. “What happened?” 
 
    “Yaga – Evelyn – suffered greatly during the procedure.” Vladimir blinked several times, breathing heavily, while the machine to his right beeped a bit more insistently. “She was in coma for several days. I assumed that she would die, as the other Witch already had by that point. Instead, she woke from the coma lucid and changed.” 
 
    “Changed how?” 
 
    “You are familiar with the workings employed by the Witches?” 
 
    “All too familiar,” Rebecca said, frowning at the memory. “Like our protocols, basically.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Vladimir said. “At best, the workings are parasitic.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, Vlad.” 
 
    “There are many theories, but I personally subscribe to the idea that Witches transform empathic energy into kinetic...” 
 
    “Not now, Vlad. What happened to the Witch?” 
 
    “Witches cannot perform workings without access to stored energy. Most of that energy needs to be stored in organic material. Witches generally store it in their hair and clothing, as well as the ornaments they wear. Evelyn’s head was shaved when she was captured, her clothing and jewelry destroyed, and her fingernails removed, rendering her powerless.” 
 
    “That’s ugly, Vlad.” 
 
    “It was necessary. After the procedure and the coma that followed, however, Evelyn discovered that she had access to a limited range of workings, without the need for external energy. Over several weeks of observation, it became clear that her implant was powering her workings, without the need for any sort of emotional input. She had become a Witch with no need to prey upon humanity, and therefore a potential agent.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Rebecca walked across the room and forced the small window open. Two plastic bracers snapped, and it seemed likely that it had not actually been designed to be opened. “Really. I’m thrilled.” 
 
    “Gaul designed and implanted a goad in her, a sort of psychic regulator,” Vladimir said, mouth full of green-tea infused milk chocolate. “Evelyn’s every move is monitored and recorded, and she can be made to suffer debilitating pain, should she disobey an order.” 
 
    Rebecca stuck a cigarette in the corner of her mouth, then lit it with a small pink lighter that she didn’t remember buying, but had found in the pocket of her jeans that morning. 
 
    “What good news! How often do you have to do that?” 
 
    “Once every other week, to make sure the system functions as intended,” Vladimir said, wiping chocolate from his fingers on the bed sheets with casual disregard. “Her performance has always been flawless, her compliance absolute. We have never had cause to complain.” 
 
    They were interrupted by the smoke detector’s loud protests. Rebecca had to climb up on a chair to disable it, and was still there, cigarette in her mouth, pulling the battery from its housing, when a pair of horrified nurses burst into the room. Rebecca tugged the battery free, and the room was finally quiet. 
 
    “Director, I really must insist that you put that cigarette out,” the older of the nurses said, the color rising in her cheeks as anger replaced confusion. “This is a hospital, and our patients are vulnerable.” 
 
    “You don’t get to insist on anything,” Rebecca explained cheerfully, climbing down from her unsteady perch. “I’m in charge of this place now. I’m afraid that you’re going to live with it.” 
 
    “This is outrageous,” the nurse gasped. “Your authority does not supersede the needs of our patients, Director.” 
 
    “That’s funny,” Rebecca said, pausing to take a drag. “I’m pretty sure it does. Why don’t you go find the administrator in charge of the medical division and confirm that? I’m not going anywhere for a little while. You can come lecture me later, should it turn out that I’m not your boss.” 
 
    The wiser of the nurses disappeared so quietly that Rebecca failed to notice her departure. The other continued her uncertain face-off with Rebecca, unwilling to speak or leave. 
 
    “Go on!” Rebecca barked, pointing at the door. “Get out of here!” 
 
    The nurse fled, and Rebecca and Vladimir listened to the clatter as she dropped her clipboard in her haste to be elsewhere. 
 
    “She’s right, you know,” Vladimir observed. “I’d rather you didn’t smoke here. Why is that? I’ve never minded your smoking before, not once.” 
 
    “You noticed, huh?” Rebecca stared at the smoldering cherry at the end of her cigarette. “I haven’t been bothering to make it socially acceptable. I could make everything right with empathy, but then again, why bother? It’s a good opportunity to set boundaries and remind everyone that there has been in change in management. I can’t be everyone’s big sister and the Director at the same time.” 
 
    “So you say,” Vladimir sniffed. “You will continue to worry over the students and guide them, whether you wish to or not. That is in your nature. Empathy is less a protocol and more a fundamental aspect of your character. Now, if you would, Director, kindly manipulate my feelings so that I do not resent your disgusting cigarette.” 
 
    Rebecca looked sheepish. She moved to the corner of the room next to the broken window frame, blowing her smoke out of the gap between the window and the wall. 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry.” 
 
    Vladimir smiled and settled back into his pillows, his features softened by a flood of dopamine. 
 
    “Quite alright, Rebecca. Power corrupts and all that.” 
 
    “Don’t lecture me. I’m still mad at you, Vlad.” 
 
    “Perhaps you will be less angry if you know that I harbored secret worries over Gaul’s pet project,” Vladimir admitted, eyeing the partially-depleted box of chocolates. “He does not have control over Evelyn’s actions, nor even a means of direct communication. I told him this was necessitated by the boundaries of the technology, and it was his own failing as an engineer that he did not see through a lie that should have been obvious. No one aside from myself can communicate with Evelyn, or activate her neural goad.” 
 
    “You’re right. That does make me less mad.” 
 
    “If I were to share the secrets of communication and control? What might our standing be at that point?” 
 
    “Better.” Rebecca flicked ash on the floor. True to her word, Vladimir did not mind in the least. “I might let you finish the box.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Vladimir said, helping himself. “You know that I’d be devastated if you were to remain angry with me.” 
 
    “Of course,” Rebecca said. “No one can stand to be on bad terms with me.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant!” 
 
    “Yeah. It is. You said it yourself, Vlad. Empathy colors my entire world, our relationship included. You can’t get mad at me, not for long. Nobody can hold a grudge against me. My disapproval would bury you, Vlad. God help the man I develop a crush on. As you said, it’s my nature.” 
 
    “You have a point,” Vladimir admitted, peeling open a foil wrapper. “Very little tact, however, and a poor attitude.” 
 
    “I can’t dispute any of that. Now, Vlad; you said you had a secret for me?” 
 
    Vladimir paused, holding the candied fruit he had unwrapped, but making no move to eat it. 
 
    “I have two secrets.” Vladimir spoke slowly, his speech muddied more than usual by the accent of his childhood. “You have wondered where Gaul got the idea to introduce nanites into a Witch?” 
 
    “I have many things to wonder about, and a million questions in need of an answer,” Rebecca said impatiently, grinding out her cigarette on the windowsill and then tossing the butt out the window. “If this one is of special significance, then I’d appreciate hearing about it in an expedited manner, please.” 
 
    Vladimir seemed to shrink down into himself, looking particularly fragile surrounded by the universal white and rounded edges of the hospital bedding, equipment, and accessories, dwarfed by his bed and the mountain of pillows, skin thin to the point of translucence. He worked a bit of the red foil from the candy wrapper between his fingers. 
 
    “It wasn’t Gaul’s idea originally.” Vladimir’s words were slurred like those of one just woken from sleep. “He reverse engineered his own method and implant. He knew it could be done, though, because it had been done – at least once before. He had an example to work from.” 
 
    “Who?” Rebecca demanded, fists balled at her sides. “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    Vladimir gave a slight shake of his head. 
 
    “You know already,” he told her gently, finally looking up at her. “It is entirely obvious.” 
 
    It all came together, like a headache building in the back of her skull. His expression said that he was sorry for that, sorry both for telling her and not telling her sooner, but it was too little and way too late. Rebecca left the room without a word, trying to decide what to tell Alice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” Alice leaned close, tipping down her sunglasses to look over them. “Are you not having fun?” 
 
    Xia made a small adjustment to his dust mask. The beer on the table beside him was untouched. 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Alice threw her hands in the air, splashing the sand around them with beer. “This place is great! What’s your fucking problem?” 
 
    Rosarito baked in the afternoon sun, heat radiating from whitewashed ceramic walls and two-decade-old cars. The beach was white and long, the Pacific blue and sluggish, the vendors working the beach somewhat less emaciated than the diapered horses they offered to let tourists ride. 
 
    They sat beneath a thatch roof in a cabana, beachside, serviced haphazardly by a series of enthusiastic young waiters, locals who brought Coronas in buckets of ice with bowls of lemon and salt. Each of them made the time to flirt with Alice in playful Spanish, her response varying on a case-by-case basis. There were two buckets filled with Alice’s empties beneath the table that no one ever thought to take away, and plates of steaming crabmeat and fresh tortillas on top of it that they had not ordered. 
 
    “Why are you being such a drag?” Alice grumbled. “I set this whole thing up so we could come here together, just like the old days.” 
 
    Xia picked specks of sand from the arm of his jacket, which he wore zipped tight, with the collar up, despite the heat. His lacquered hair wilted in the heat, his face flushed beneath his goggles. 
 
    “You used to like the beach.” Alice shook her nearly empty beer. “You used to like to watch me swim, remember?” 
 
    Xia brushed away a drop of sweat that emerged from his drooping hairline. 
 
    Alice grinned and untied the towel around her waist, letting it drop to the sand. 
 
    “I could do this assignment without wearing a bathing suit, you know,” she teased, crossing her legs. “That was a decision I made for your benefit. The least you could do is appreciate it.” 
 
    She laughed and reached across the table for the most recent bucket, lingering over her choice of sweating bottles. Little patches of sun snuck through the thatching and dappled the Tree of Life tattooed on her spine, the canopy covering her shoulders, the furthest branches reaching the beginnings of her ribs. The suit was a relatively modest swimmer’s spandex two-piece, but Xia’s eyes were drawn nonetheless. 
 
    Alice laughed as she used the lip of the table to knock the cap from another bottle. 
 
    “You’re damn right,” she said approvingly, doing a little turn. “That’s a lot of time in the gym, you know.” 
 
    A new waiter arrived to sing Alice’s praises. She shooed him away with tolerant laughter, while Xia scooted his stool back to the deepest part of the shade beneath the canopy. A small group of children set up nearby, intent on getting a pair of plastic kites in the air, while vacationing students and American retirees occupied the cabanas around them, getting drunk in the shade and relative cool of a wicker shelter. Alice forced a wedge of lime down the neck of her beer, added a dash of salt, and then hesitated. 
 
    Xia glanced in her direction. 
 
    “What? No. I’m okay.” Alice frowned and pitched the lime rind on to the sand. “Just feeling a little down, I guess. This whole thing with Mikey…” 
 
    He leaned forward, just slightly. 
 
    “…yeah, I know. You told me not to. You were right – I admit it. Mikey deserves better than me, and I know it, and trying to live up to his expectations is exhausting.” Alice laughed joylessly. “We’re fucking idiots, you know, Xia. Me and Mikey both. Why the fuck do we keep doing this?” 
 
    Xia made no obvious reaction. 
 
    “I suppose I shouldn’t expect sympathy from you,” Alice said, finishing her beer. “I dug the hole, right?” 
 
    Xia nodded. 
 
    “You’re a smartass today, you know?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A bright interval. 
 
    The simulation included a stretch of beach in Santa Monica where Rebecca had apparently spent a great deal of time as a student at UCLA, within sight of the Ferris wheel and the pier. Alex preferred it of the three available venues, so they spent most of their time there. The sun was brilliant, the air smelled of salt water and car exhaust, and the sand was warm and surprisingly clean beneath his feet. The beach was dotted with people – families, surfers, girls working on their tans – but if he looked too closely, they faded and become two dimensional, so he didn’t pay the crowds much attention. 
 
    They did hours of yoga, his feet slipping in the sand and sweat rolling into his eyes, until he was too tired to worry over anything. They swam in the ocean, bathing suits mysteriously provided, and made giant bonfires at night, cooking steaks and drinking ineffectual beer. Alex walked with Rebecca along the pier, the wind steady and mischievous, eating Churros and chatting about his anxieties in a manner that did not feel very much like therapy. They did their best to fly a kite, and then laughed uproariously when the endeavor failed. The sun would occasionally set, but it was never night for long, and there was no sensation of the passage of time. 
 
    They practiced breathing exercises and protocol activation routines. She read to him from a Hemingway novel that seemed to be mostly about drinking and watching bullfights. He learned techniques to tolerate pain, mental exercises to control anxiety and awareness. Rebecca taught him to visualize, to retreat into his own head. They did sun salutations before a prolonged dawn and then sat in the sand, practicing something like meditation, though Alex felt too restless to achieve emptiness. 
 
    They mostly walked on the beach, though, hiking from the tide pools at one end to the pier and faded amusement park at the other, deep in conversation. 
 
    “This can’t last forever…can it?” 
 
    Rebecca shook her head, the ball of the sun a pink sphere reflected in both lenses of her sunglasses. 
 
    “No. You’re experiencing time dilation – the simulation makes a few seconds feel like years – but nothing lasts forever, Alex. Even this.” 
 
    Alex shivered. 
 
    “And then…whatever is waiting for me. The Weir.” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s Weir,” Rebecca said, looking like she didn’t know what to do with her hands without a cigarette. “For one thing, the last thing you remember is deploying against the Anathema…” 
 
    “…pretty sure.” 
 
    “…and for another, based on your description, a telepath is trying to worm their way into your head. The Weir don’t have telepaths, and neither do the Witches.” 
 
    “The Anathema?” 
 
    “Best guess? Yeah.” 
 
    “Huh. Is that…bad? I don’t really understand the Anathema.” 
 
    “Nobody does, unless they understand themselves.” Rebecca kicked at the sand. “They went into the Outer Dark of their own volition. They seem to think of death as a stage in evolution. That’s pretty incomprehensible.” 
 
    “At least they’re human, though, right? Better than one of those wolf monsters.” 
 
    “Not exactly.” Rebecca’s lips were pressed together into a thin, colorless line. “The best you can say for them is that they used to be human. They are something less than that, now.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Of course not. I’m just giving you my opinion.” 
 
    They started to walk again, their backs to the Ferris Wheel and its candy colored lights. Alex watched the waves arrive in orderly sets, disintegrating against the shore into spray and sea foam. 
 
    “You said something about the Outer Dark…do you think that’s where I am? I’m not…I don’t get it. Is that a place, like Central, or…?” 
 
    Rebecca tripped unexpectedly in the sand, going head first into the shoreline. For a long, alarming moment, her face remained firmly planted in the sand. 
 
    “Rebecca?” Alex grabbed her by her shoulder, and found it slack. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She mumbled something inarticulate. He helped her clumsily to her feet, and then discovered that she was bleeding from the nose. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Alex flitted around her in a panic. “I thought you were a simulation! Why are you bleeding? Did you hit your head?” 
 
    Rebecca slowly wiped the trickle of blood from beneath her nose. She stared at her reddened finger in apparent amusement, and then wiped her hand clean on her sweatshirt. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Rebecca said, her voice muddy. “Nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Alex studied her in concern. “Your voice is all…” 
 
    “Problems with the simulation,” she said, with an odd expression he had never seen before. “Your mental defenses are under tremendous strain.” 
 
    “Oh. Shit.” 
 
    “Yes.” Rebecca seemed to compose herself. “Now, what were we discussing?” 
 
    “The Outer Dark,” Alex said, scratching his head. “The Anathema. You were gonna tell me…” 
 
    “I’m a simulation,” Rebecca said brusquely, with a strange, clipped intonation. “I have very little to offer in that sense, and I’m afraid our time together has grown short.” 
 
    Alex dropped into a squat, his hands resting on the sand. 
 
    “Oh, God. Can you…can you stretch this out? Give me some more time? I’m not ready…” 
 
    “We are past that,” Rebecca said curtly. “We must discuss this quickly; we have little time. Review your memories, Alex, and search your thoughts. Are any of them not your own?” 
 
    Alex was busy trying not to vomit, and did not make a response. He was willing to bet regurgitation was not included in the simulation; nausea, unfortunately, was included. 
 
    “There is something hidden within you, something of great importance,” Rebecca explained, her phrasing weirdly precise. “I do not know what form it might take, but I am certain that you would recognize its alien and unfamiliar nature.” 
 
    Alex hesitated. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Becca?” Alex ran his hands through his hair. “Why didn’t you bring this up before now?” 
 
    “We had other priorities,” Rebecca said, obviously annoyed. “I am a simulation. My priorities are externally derived.” 
 
    “Right. A simulation,” Alex said, letting sand fall between his fingers. “What are you looking for, again?” 
 
    “A memory, most likely. Perhaps a thought in a foreign language, or a dream that you never had, or a book you never read.” Rebecca gave him an urgent look. “Do you know what I’m talking about?” 
 
    Alex gave her an unhurried look, and then turned his attention back to the escalating surf. 
 
    “I think so. I didn’t at first, but I think I know what you’re after.” 
 
    “We have little time. Let us begin!” 
 
    Alex poured sand from one hand to the other. 
 
    “So, you want me to, what; just describe it? Some of this stuff isn’t even words…” 
 
    “No. You need only to think it, and I will…” 
 
    Rebecca’s expression wavered. 
 
    “Alex?” 
 
    His eyes remained on the flattened surf, and the legion of new waves forming in the deeper water, beneath the black clouds. The dark front seemed to have advanced while he was distracted. His fingers dug down into the sand around his feet. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You just cut off my access to your mind,” Rebecca said softly. “Why did you do that?” 
 
    “You were a little obvious.” 
 
    “Ah. Was I? I see.” 
 
    Alex stood, brushing sand from his hands, and turned to face her. Rebecca’s eyes glowed an unearthly green, radiant as precious stones, as did the columns of Chinese-looking text inscribed beneath either eye. 
 
    “Are you one of the Anathema?” 
 
    “Not even slightly,” Not-Rebecca said, with a sneer. “We have already met. You don’t remember…? Ah! I see. This is a trauma reduction implant, is it not? One moment.” 
 
    Alex felt the peculiar horror of someone riffling through his mind like fruit at the grocery store. 
 
    “Hey! Get out of…” 
 
    He fell to his knees, and seized his maimed right hand, moaning. 
 
    “There we are,” Not-Rebecca said, with obvious satisfaction. “Is it all coming back?” 
 
    Fragments of memory, sharp as broken glass. Alistair, laughing and mocking him, while cutting him to pieces. The ends of his fingers rolling across the floor. His leg, pierced to the bone. His ruined, violated eye. 
 
    Alex covered the space where his eye had been, afraid to touch whatever remained.  
 
    “Yeah. I remember.” 
 
    “Good! Then we don’t need to bother with introductions.” 
 
    “Actually, I, ah…don’t remember your name.” 
 
    Not-Rebecca’s eyes narrowed, and then she smiled evilly. 
 
    “Give me just a moment,” she said, digging her fingers into her brown hair. “Perhaps this will jar your memory.” 
 
    Not-Rebecca tore her scalp in half, tugging at the end of the flesh until it ripped away on long strips, like wallpaper. Alex watched, transfixed, as the Yaojing peeled away Rebecca’s face like a snake molting, casting aside pieces of unwanted viscera with a mortifying nonchalance. Her clothing tore just as easily, and once she made it down to her torso, the remainder of her flesh seemed to slough off, her outer layer discarded on the sand like an ill-fitting suit. 
 
    Samnang Banh smiled and adjusted one of the wooden combs that held her elaborately arranged hair in place with jeweled fingernails. The characters inscribed on her cheeks beneath either eye gleamed. She wore white skirts and a robe whose colors mimicked the sunset, an interwoven pattern of gentle yellows and pinks that softened to deep red around the hem.   
 
     “My name is Samnang Banh, but you may call me Samantha, should you prefer. I am an Artificer in the service of the Church of Sleep; a Yaojing, by birth,” the southeast Asian woman explained, with an air of relaxed contempt. “You are Alexander Warner, or so you’ve been told. I believe that you harbor intentions toward my younger sister.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emily followed the slanted stairwell of the Inverted Spire down, past the dormitories and the manufactories, the prisons and the Etheric Furnaces, deep beneath the sterile crystalline surface of the Outer Dark. She paused occasionally to allow teams of laborers and emergency crews to pass her, working her way around the maintenance staff frantically attempting to brace and shore the threatened structure. The air became polluted with sulfured steam as the Spire narrowed, the darkness broken by a series of mournful LEDs strung overhead. 
 
    She hummed the Rite of Spring to herself as she went, a cheerful bounce to her steps, pretending not to notice the lingering looks that some of the workers gave her, when they thought her safely past, their halos ruddy with lust. The Inverted Spire had been a construction site since the base of the building had started to list – due to exceptional, Alex-related circumstances – and Emily was deeply glad to live with Marcus on the fringe. 
 
    The bottom of the Spire was traditionally reserved for those who would never return from its depths – corpses were brought here, for burning, and prisoners, for interrogation. Emily visited only of necessity, preferring to send representatives or read reports over the visceral nastiness of the interrogator’s art. This was only the third time she had descended this far, but the view had changed considerably since that time. 
 
    She halted at the last guard post, ignoring the nervous guards stationed there, and leaned over the railing to get a good look at the bottom. 
 
    The whole final level of the Spire, and a considerable amount of the space above it, had collapsed, putting tremendous strain on the outer walls of the structure, which were cracking and tilting more radically every day. The list continued to worsen, the mass of the Spire tortured by a strange gravity in its basements, slabs of broken stone and concrete grinding slowly into gravel. Brilliant white chunks of ice were scattered throughout the debris, the product of broken water pipes. The cold radiating up from the lower levels was so substantial she could feel it on her cheeks, even from a distance. 
 
    “Oh, hello, Emily!” The man standing on the top of the miniature landslide called out to her. “Come to mock my failures?” 
 
    Emily sighed, and climbed down the final accessible section of stairs, holding tight to the railing to avoid tripping on the slick coating of ice. She slipped off her heels carefully and left them at the base of the stairs, continuing barefoot to join the man on a treacherous surface of broken stone and ice, where he mournfully contemplated the lost interrogation level. 
 
    “No, Alistair,” Emily said glumly. “To commiserate, perhaps. I could even be helpful, should the mood strike me.” 
 
    Alistair looked surprised. 
 
    “Oh? I wouldn’t expect to benefit from that sort of charitable feeling.” 
 
    “We may have had very different intentions, but certainly no purpose is served by neither of us having access to poor Alex. Tell me – did the surgeons have time to stabilize him, before…?” 
 
    “…he hollowed the base out of the Spire?” Alistair offered grimly. “The engineers say it’s going to fall over, you know, even if we figure out how to make that twerp shut off his protocol. The only habitable structure in the Outer Dark, and your boyfriend destroys it.” Alistair rubbed his forehead. “Anyway, the first thing we did was stabilize him. We had Alex in a forced evolution chamber, and were still working out exactly how much patching up we needed to do, to get him awake and talking…” 
 
    “Which wouldn’t have been necessary, if you would have exercised a little self-control.” 
 
    “None of this would have been necessary if that Yaojing bitch hadn’t dragged your ex-boyfriend back here instead of the Changeling, as we had all agreed.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she would let you near Alex, after you butchered him at the Far Shores. I had thought the Church of Sleep would want the first crack.” 
 
    “You and me both.” Alistair tapped the toe of his boots against an outcropping of ice that blocked the descending stairway into the frigid basements, brilliant white and jagged. “The Yaojing didn’t make a peep, though, while we worked on Alex. Just sat there next to the chamber, eyes closed.” 
 
    “Sounds like telepathy.” 
 
    “You really think that didn’t occur to me? I was monitoring the entire time, and anyway, we didn’t even have time to take down his mental shields. The doctors were worried his mind might go if we steamrolled his defenses. There’s no way she was doing anything psychic. I’d swear the bitch is still asleep, down there.” 
 
    “Samnang Banh is a Yaojing, though, so…” 
 
    “…who knows. I get it. You just here for the view, or what?” 
 
    “The view is nice, but I have a message from John Parson, as it happens.” Emily gave him a telepathic prompt – almost like knocking on a door – and Alistair opened his shields just wide enough to accept the coded transmission she offered. “He has a job for you in Las Vegas. A Black Sun technical facility to be raided for equipment, I believe. You’ll be operating well within the realm of enemy surveillance.” 
 
    Alistair’s eyes grew distant while he reviewed the dossier. 
 
    “Is this really something I need to handle personally? The archive duplication is an interesting project, I’ll admit, but this is the sort of thing I would normally delegate. I don’t even really see why we need it – don’t we have everything we need in Busan?” 
 
    “The perils of precognitive advisors, I suppose,” Emily commiserated, smiling demurely. “John feels that we will need a backup of the archive, and the facility in Busan was designed for study, not replication. The data contained in the archive is best thought of as corrosive, and any housing requires special fabrication. You know as well as I do that the Auditors have raided most of our industrial base. Why attempt to build a new factory in secret when we can just steal everything we need from the Black Sun?” 
 
    “The Black Sun will be upset,” Alistair pointed out, reviewing the mission briefing. “They aren’t going to like losing their site.” 
 
    “Of course! That’s why John wants you to handle it. No need to keep things quiet, but the purpose of the operation needs to be concealed. The raid should look like it was intended to destroy the facility. No witnesses. Take as much of what is there as is possible, to disguise what we actually wanted. You know the drill, Alistair. John’s been patient with us both. Who are we to argue?” 
 
    “But, in Korea…” 
 
    “Between you and I, the work there is already finished. The archive is complete and already moved offsite.” 
 
    “Since when?” Alistair looked dubious. “I thought it was supposed to stay in Busan until…” 
 
    “The Auditors are aware of Busan. At this point,” Emily said, enhancing her telepathic baffles, “the base in Korea is being maintained as a distraction, a trap designed for the Auditor’s benefit. The real work will be left to you in Las Vegas, once you seize the needed equipment from the Black Sun. The true archive will be transferred to you there, directly.” 
 
    “I still don’t like the idea of deploying myself, not now. There’s way too much going on here. I’ve got an invasion of Central about halfway organized, you know, and I’m dying to try out your trick for bypassing the barrier. The archive is a big deal, I understand, but I have people for this sort of thing, even if you and John don’t.” 
 
    “Oh, I have people,” Emily said casually. “I assume John does as well, though I’m hardly his confidant. I’m afraid that John wants you to do this yourself, though, and he wants telepathic silence until he contacts you to arrange delivery of the archive for duplication.” 
 
    “Fuck, this complicated,” Alistair groused. “Can’t he just make a damn copy?” 
 
    “The technical details are a bit beyond me,” Emily fibbed, “but as I understand, the lexicon John discovered has a nasty tendency to devour both servers and technicians. He designed and constructed the archive himself, as far as I know. I’m a little surprised it can be duplicated at all.” 
 
    “Are we sure a few trigger words and some weaponized linguistics are worth all the trouble?” Alistair reviewed the dossier behind closed eyes. “I don’t really think we need another advantage to take Central. The invasion would have been successful the first time, if Rebecca hadn’t woken up at the last minute…” 
 
    “I hope you’ve come up with some sort of plan to deal with her a bit more effectively. It was a tad embarrassing, the way your whole strike force turned around and walked away on command,” Emily smiled coquettishly, while Alistair’s halo shone with anger. “It isn’t just the Auditors and the Director, you know. We have the whole population of Central to contend with. I know you and John employed the lexicon to great effect last time. Why should this be any different?”  
 
    “Analytics says the duplication process might take a few days! A lot could happen in that time.” 
 
    “I doubt it very much,” Emily said, showing just a teensy bit of exasperation. “The World Tree won’t be fully rooted for another week, or so Talia says. The invasion force is not yet in place, but the mustering has begun. There is little to be done, aside from the work of the technicians.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Alistair admitted. “What of unfortunate Alex and the Yaojing, though? If something changes…” 
 
    “Then I will be here,” Emily explained, with a reassuring touch to Alistair’s shoulder. “John Parson sent me to take your place, Alistair, in the interval that you are gone.” 
 
    With obvious reluctance, Alistair nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll gather my people, and make for Vegas…” 
 
    “About your people,” Emily said, taking hold of his arm. “I need to borrow one of them.” 
 
    Alistair frowned. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Leigh Feld.” 
 
    “Again? Why?” 
 
    “Muscle,” Emily explained, with a shrug and an open smile. “I work intelligence, Alistair. The personnel I have at my disposal are spies and assassins, not fighters. Should something happen, I need someone who can handle an enraged Yaojing. Your vampire prodigy is the only one I can imagine standing a chance.” 
 
    Alistair studied her intently. 
 
    “If you must,” he said, relenting. “You owe me, though. Remember that.” 
 
    “As a down payment on that debt,” Emily suggested smoothly, “how about I provide you with one of our covert telepaths for the mission? I have prepared one of my best young psychics. He can passively monitor communications here in the Outer Dark, without giving away your presence, and in the event of an emergency, he has been implanted with an encrypted telepathic channel that relays to me directly, regardless of local suppression.” 
 
    Alistair thought it over. 
 
    “Yes, I might as well. How very thoughtful of you.” 
 
    “I recognize a man on the rise, Alistair,” Emily said, with a demure smile. “I’d like to stay on your good side.” 
 
    Alistair smiled and took her hand. 
 
    “Good to know,” he said, brushing his lips against her hand. “Let’s discuss this again, soon, shall we?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” Emily let him go with a warm smile. “Be safe, Alistair. Do not take this operation lightly.” 
 
    He grinned at her, amused, as he made for the stairs. 
 
    “Oh? Is that a premonition?” 
 
    “Call it woman’s intuition,” she said, with a wave and a smile. “If you like.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The sky was split by languid lightening, a massive forked bolt grazing boldly on the dark plain, extending energetic fingers and withdrawing them reluctantly, arrogant in its semi-permanence. It seemed like there should have been wind, but Alex felt nothing on his skin, not even a sense of temperature. The sky was black, punctuated by a single distant black star, so dark that it pained his eyes to look at it. 
 
    The ground was dead and broken, cratered and gouged like the surface of some lightless moon. A great broad plain extended almost to the horizon in three directions, frigid below a layer of mist the color of motor oil; in the fourth, foothills erupted from sterile ground, gradually giving way to unearthly mountain ranges whose peaks extended far past the thin atmosphere. Nestled deep within one of the larger craters, swaddled beneath a barrier, Alex saw what he initially thought was a conical building, but he gradually realized that it was in fact only the top few stories of a great building driven into the cold dust like a nail hammered deep into a board. 
 
    “Is this the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “A fraction thereof, yes.” 
 
    “This isn’t real.” 
 
    “No.” Samnang agreed. “This is a simulation of your current environs. I thought you might enjoy the scenery.” 
 
    Alex studied the distant vanguard of Horrors, luminous as jellyfish, migrating slowly across the sable plain of the sky. The great lightning bolt began its slow death, retreating to the dead ground; volunteers across the horizon jostled to take its place. Alex felt thunder in the hollow of his chest, and was troubled by issues of distance. 
 
    Across the plain, the dark mist shifted and swelled, though there was no wind. 
 
    “That’s…is that Ether?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Is something wrong with it?” 
 
    “It’s dead, Alex.” Samnang scattered the mists with a gesture of annoyance. “Depleted and disconnected. These are ruins, Alex, and they go on forever.”   
 
    He studied his hands, touched his eye. Everything was whole again, but he could remember the litany of injuries bequeathed to him, and how Eerie had screamed when Alistair cut him. 
 
    “We could have just taken a walk.” 
 
    “Not at present. You have complicated matters.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You have more steel in you, boy, then was expected.” Samnang peered at him like an unfamiliar animal at the zoo. “Or perhaps my sister found a way to intervene on your behalf? With the youngest, anything is possible. You exercised your Absolute Protocol, Alex. To an extent that you might have difficulty believing.” 
 
    Samnang gestured at the plug of a building that impaled the desolate plain, tarnished metal surface covered with a stone-fungus. 
 
    “The Inverted Spire,” Samnang intoned, revealing a cross section of the lower floors with a gesture. “One of the few inhabitable areas in the Outer Dark, as far as your fragile species is concerned. Built by the Great Race in their long flight from Yuggoth; seized from the Exemplars of the Fourth Assembly in the first year of the Anathema’s arrival. Lately crowned with a World Tree,” Samnang said, pointing at something that twinkled like a compressed constellation at the tapered base of the Spire. “You are at the bottom of a hole, Alex, and bury yourself deeper by the moment.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Alex made no effort to disguise his incredulousness. “You people captured me, you broke into my mind. Anything that’s happening to me is your fault.” 
 
    “Wrong on all counts,” Samnang said. “The Anathema did not capture you. I captured you in the interests of the Church of Sleep. The Anathema are, at best, tools. At worst, they are an incidental inconvenience. The precarious nature of your condition made them hesitate to physically interrogate you.” 
 
    “Is it – am I hurt that bad?” 
 
    “You were badly injured, though your condition has since been stabilized, if not actually rectified.” 
 
    “Was? Fuck, lady. Could you just tell me what happened?” 
 
    Samnang smiled at what she obviously considered a win. 
 
    “General repairs had been effected,” she explained smugly. “Bleeding was stopped, shock treated, and your pulse was stabilized. Options were under consideration for the repair of the more serious injuries to your eye and your fibula when you did something unexpected, and at this point, still unexplained.” 
 
    She waited until Alex was annoyed enough to open his mouth, intending to prompt her. 
 
    “You activated the Absolute Protocol,” she continued, infuriatingly. “That should have been impossible, given that you weren’t even conscious. Some of the personnel on the floors above managed to escape the frigid air, but everyone aside from myself in the room was killed instantly.” 
 
    “Fuck.” Alex’s hands shook. “That’s…” 
 
    “…not all!” Samnang snapped. Her voice was the opposite of her sisters – flat and lifeless, instead of musical. “The breach you made to the Ether is still active. The Inverted Spire is collapsing in on itself, and we are cocooned in a tomb of broken stone.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Alex threw his arms up in frustration. “That isn’t how this works! How could my protocol continue to work while I’m asleep? I mean, how does that even…” 
 
    He trailed off, thinking it over. A look of annoyance flitted across Samnang’s tattooed face. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Alex said obscurely, pinching his lip in thought. “Just a little weird.” 
 
    Samnang glared at him suspiciously, but Alex didn’t offer anything else, suddenly lost in thought. 
 
    “Weird is an understatement, in my opinion.” Samnang gestured, and the representation zoomed, until a single chamber was depicted. “You may have delayed the intentions of the Anathema, but your innate resistance to the effects of your own protocol will not be enough to stop you from being crushed to death by the collapse of the tower, or drifting into a coma and freezing to death. The first of three rather perilous dilemmas you find yourself in, I might add.” 
 
    Alex started to pace, his fingers interlaced in a knot of worry. 
 
    “That’s…fuck. Can’t they just shore up the tower, or something?” 
 
    Samnang’s smile expanded into neighboring real estate. 
 
    “They have tried, but the damage to the structure is already too great. Which brings us rather neatly to the second of your predicaments – despite being asleep, your protocol is still active...” 
 
    “You said that already.” 
 
    “…I’m not finished.” Samnang took evident satisfaction from his dismay. “You’ve been quietly converting the matter of the base of the Inverted Spire into nothing for days, expelling bedrock into the Ether.” 
 
    Alex’s face felt numb. 
 
    “That sounds…bad?” 
 
    “Very,” Samnang agreed. “Left unchecked, you will soon destroy the Inverted Spire. What happens after that, assuming you are not crushed or suffocated? Perhaps the current structure of the Outer Dark could even be altered?” Samnang appeared pleased at the prospect. “Incidentally, this debacle is forcing the Anathema to accelerate their invasion of Central, to acquire stable living space.” 
 
    Alex shook his head. 
 
    “The second dilemma you face is more personal in nature,” Samnang added. “Your protocol has been operating for days, Alex, and will continue to do so for the foreseeable future. You realize what that means?” 
 
    Alex froze in place, face rigid with panic. 
 
    “Need I remind you of the price you pay for operating your protocol? The sleep that you have earned will be very long this time. Think of the time just a few seconds of operation cost you. What is the rate of exchange? A moment of the protocol for a day of sleep? Do you think any of your friends will still be alive, when you finally wake up, years from now?” 
 
    “But…if I’m asleep now, then…” 
 
    “A drop in the bucket,” Samnang said indifferently. “Your current sleep might buy you a little time, perhaps a brief awakening, but your debt will not be paid so easily.” 
 
    He could not remember falling. He was sitting, without a memory of having done so, his forehead resting against his knees, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. The agony in his chest was unprecedented, a crippling mixture of fear, anxiety, and terrible grief. 
 
    “Do you think Eerie will wait for you?” Samnang whispered in his ear. “Do you think she will have the chance? The Anathema forces are camped beside the World Tree already, Alex. How do you think my littlest sister will fair, when they take the Academy? You have experienced the tender hospitalities of the Weir yourself. Do you think they will show her similar kindness, or greater?” 
 
    Alex moaned. He imagined that he could feel the weight of all that ice, the cold that it radiated; he pictured the bodies of the doctors, choked on supercooled air and crushed by the fallen ceiling, frozen corpses pinned to the floor by tons of debris. 
 
    “I told you that you had three problems, Alex. I have saved the very worst for last.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me! I don’t wanna know.” 
 
    “You already know, Alex.” Samnang crouched beside him, so that he could look into her verdant eyes, shining like lamps. “I am right there beside you in the ruins of the interrogation chamber, watching you sleep.” 
 
    Alex shook his head and tried to slow his breathing. 
 
    “You are perhaps familiar with the way that my sister manipulates the fabric of reality?” He looked at her in surprise. “No? How amusing. You have been the target of her manipulations more than any other, after all.” 
 
    He would have given anything to be sick. It would have been a relief. 
 
    “My own abilities differ, and are more limited,” Samnang explained ruefully. “It is in the nature of the Fey – the youngest among us is ever the strongest. I remember my own time as such, when in the green fields of Cambodia, I unmade the world…” 
 
    Alex closed his eyes. To his horror, it did nothing to prevent him from seeing. 
 
    “My greatest talents are reserved for dreams, Alex; the natural domain of a servant of the Church of Sleep. You, paramour of my sister, are very much asleep. Ériu requires contact; fortunately, I have learned to make do with proximity. It seems only fitting that we have this opportunity to get to know each other, given your interest in my sister. As her concerned family, I will obviously want to get to know you better.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Objectively speaking, the courtyard was perfect. 
 
    The dimensions were precise and regular, the perfect length to pace beneath the soft shadows cast by the feather-leaves of the Japanese maples. The white stone perimeter was well-raked, each stone chosen for its brilliance and pleasing roundness, and the gentle mound in the center of the ground was covered in exactingly trimmed, lush grass, crowned with a twenty-year-old Weeping Plum. The fences and the markers along the path were cut from fragrant cedar, and in the far corner of the garden, beneath the bows of a particularly formidable maple, was a small pond lined with blue rocks, the brilliant hues of the Koi fish beneath the water mimicking the fallen leaves that floated in the water. It contained elements of traditional and modern gardens, blending the elements of both that he enjoyed into a comfortable unison. 
 
    The gate was hand carved, also of cedar, with images of demons from the residents of the various Buddhist hells, capped with a portrait of the single-eyed ogre, Hozuki, wielding his massive iron club. The arch above the gate was inscribed with a forgotten and potential heretical sutra favored by a clan of half-Korean mercenaries generally thought extinguished in the Edo Era, the long arc of wood strung with tiny brass bells that made soft and melodic music from the gentle wind off the nearby mountains. 
 
    The man who had built the garden sat beside the Weeping Plum tree, which, even at twenty years, was only just tall enough for him to fit beneath – but the blossoms were indisputably handsome. He took in the whole of the scene around him, the chosen examples of nature he had trained and arranged, and could find no fault. 
 
    It was a good place, whatever the outcome, he decided. He took a pack of Chinese cigarettes from his Italian blazer, along with an ungainly metal lighter designed by Rolex three decades earlier, but set them aside when a pleasing trill from the brass bells warned him that his guest’s arrival was imminent. He folded his hands in his lap and waited. It did not take long. 
 
    The woman made no noise when she walked. She wore the sort of tank top he forbade his daughters to wear, with spaghetti straps that left the bra strap exposed, emblazoned with an upside down cross and two lines of unintelligible text he assumed was English. Beneath that was a heavy leather belt with an engraved antique buckle he admired, along with tight, well-worn black jeans and biker boots with polished metal toes. Her sunglasses sported reflective lenses set in gun-metal frames by Porsche. He recognized them because one of his associates, a television producer in Tokyo who specialized in promoting idols, wore them habitually. Her hair was in disarray, and greasy, looking like she hadn’t washed it in several days. The honeysuckle fragrance of the garden was overwhelmed by the scents of dried sweat, earth, and gunpowder that she brought with her.  
 
    “Gonna give you a chance, Jin. For old time’s sake. Nobody’s seen that crazy ass letter you wrote but me, and I burned it. Tell me it was a temporary case of insanity and I’ll forget about the whole thing. I’ll walk into your shadow and out of your life. Okay?” 
 
    “I am afraid I cannot do that, as much respect as I have for you, Chief Auditor.” He brushed his hands across the grass on either side of him, enjoying the sensation along with the awareness that it could well be the final time. “With all due respect, you have failed in your mandate to protect Central – repeatedly – and more importantly, you have failed in your responsibility toward the safety of the students at the Academy. I cannot allow the wellbeing of the children of the Matsumoto Cartel, Chief Auditor, and I will not have them imperiled by your recklessness.” 
 
    The Chief Auditor came to a halt at the edge of the grass, the white stones crunching and scraping beneath her boots. She tracked something tarry and black that marred the perfection of their whiteness, and that was something else from which he took a perverse satisfaction. Jin was a Christian, after all, and the stain from outside marring the perfection of the garden was symbolically satisfying. 
 
    “I get what you’re saying, Jin. I do. I’m, you know, about fifty percent sympathetic. But none of that shit happened on my watch – so relax. We’ve gone back over everything, rectified the mistakes and made improvements. Your kids are gonna be fine.” 
 
    “They are,” Jin said, with a respectful nod. “Because they will not be at the Academy.” 
 
    “Jin, don’t be an ass. This is stupid. You are bound to the Charter, the same as everybody else. Your kids saw the precogs and got the injections. Now they need to attend the Academy. You knew all this going in.” 
 
    “That is true, and it troubles me. I apologize. The welfare of the children must take priority, however.” 
 
    Alice Gallow studied him, a truly unnerving experience, and then grinned. 
 
    “Cut the bull. Since when are you a devoted family man, Jin? You’ve sent three kids to the Academy already, and then let them in on your cartel’s little wars after graduation. Didn’t you bury your second-eldest, a few years ago?” Alice scratched her head. “Pretty sure I remember that.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jin said stiffly. “Satsuki. She died valiantly, defending the cartel’s honor.” 
 
    “Is that what you call it?” Alice grinned. “Like I said. Doesn’t make any sense to me. I don’t remember you as particularly bereaved at her funeral. If I recall correctly, you pulled the stone-faced Asian routine.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is simply how I express grief?” Jin suggested, returning her manic grin with a thin smile of his own. “We are not confidants, Auditor.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alice said doubtfully. “You strike me as a crier, Jin.” 
 
    “Perhaps that is merely racism on your part?” 
 
    “Not possible. I’m sleeping with a black guy.” 
 
    They both laughed, Alice uproariously, Jin to cover his discomfort with the Auditor’s vulgarity. He was hardly a traditionalist, allowing the women in the Matsumoto Cartel to hold positions of power and serve in combat forces. It appalled him, nonetheless, to hear the Chief Auditor speak so crudely. 
 
    “Your lack of propriety does you no credit, Auditor.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Alice said, following the white stone path around the garden to the sliding wooden door that led to his study. “I don’t remember, myself, but I hear you’re an Operator from way back. Ice water in the veins, or so I’m told.” Alice’s grin widened another notch. “What’s really going on?” 
 
    Jin smiled back, this time with a bit more enthusiasm. Truly, he was never one for subterfuge, given the choice. He was prepared for any outcome, and this path only played to his strengths. 
 
    Even if she was an Auditor. 
 
    That was the important bit, Jin remind himself, weaving a telepathic net and then casting it in the area about his home. He was always watched. If he was not successful in drawing out all his watchers, then this exercise would be worse than fruitless. Nothing less was demanded than a flawless performance. 
 
    “Is that so? Do I truly seem so ruthless?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Alice confirmed, pushing the sliding door open a few centimeters and peering inside. “You seem like a total bastard. Takes one to know one, I suppose.” 
 
    “You might be right, Chief Auditor.” A search of the area turned up not a living soul, and the telepathic trap Jin had laid around the house remained undisturbed. “If a bit forward.” 
 
    The Auditor slammed the door and then marched recklessly across his garden, scattering white pebbles and trampling green grass. 
 
    “Aw, Jin.” Alice hooked her thumbs behind the steer skull belt buckle. “Are you tryin’ to fuck with me?” 
 
    “Nothing so vulgar,” Jin said, enjoying the moment as he dragged it out, employing his protocol to its utmost, sweeping their surroundings for the Auditor who simply had to be nearby. “It’s just good to see you again, Ms. Gallow.” 
 
    “You get one warning,” Alice said, planting her feet. “Watch your fucking tone with me, Jin, or I will make this conversation a whole lot more unpleasant.” 
 
    “You said something similar years ago, when we met last,” Jin said, his voice light and amused. “As it turned out, I went relatively unharmed. Not that I would expect you to remember.” 
 
    The Auditor’s smile wavered momentarily. Jin pressed his advantage. 
 
    “You were lost, the last time we spoke, Ms. Gallow,” Jin said softly. With the utmost caution, he added just a slight suggestion of authority to his words, a blend of empathy and telepathy to giving them added depth and impact. “Have you found yourself, since?” 
 
    “You sound like some loser in a bar,” Alice said, with noticeably less bravado. “Planning to woo me with compassion and tales of our past adventures?” 
 
    They both heard an engine downshifting and the laboring of overheated breaks from the front of the house. Jin sighed, wondering exactly how much of his painstakingly maintained frontage had just been destroyed.  
 
    Alice Gallow’s fingers twitched and her pulse accelerated. Jin explored the neglected edges of her psychic defenses with psychic kid gloves. The fortifications were top quality, but installed by an outside telepath, rather than self-generated. There were always mistakes to take advantage of in that scenario, particularly for a telepath of Jin’s stature. 
 
    “That is not my intention,” Jin assured her. “I simply needed to distract you long enough to locate your friends, or for mine to arrive. One of those eventualities has just been realized.” 
 
    Alice Gallow dropped abruptly into a crouch, reaching into her shadow, arms disappearing to the elbow. They came back cradling an automatic shotgun with a toothy muzzle break and a stiff metal plate along the base of the stock. 
 
    They watched each other warily, each unwilling to be the first to show their hands. Jin found a seam, a place where the Auditors own innate defenses interfered with the arbitrary structure of the implanted psychic shield. He proceeded cautiously, careful not to alert Alice Gallow, or any potential telepaths who might be monitoring the encounter, but the first, probing contact provoked no reaction. Jin was emboldened. 
 
    “Nobody’s dead yet, Jin.” Alice shouldered the gun, but did not level the barrel at him. “Obviously too late to keep this from becoming a thing, but it doesn’t have to be a massacre. Do the right thing for your cartel, and back down.” 
 
    The overlap was tailor-made for intrusion. Jin slid past her defenses with an effort, then turned his attention to the core sequence implanted by Central’s telepaths, gingerly disassembling various key processes. 
 
    “I prefer not to.” Jin stood slowly, trying to avoid aggravating the disc he had herniated in his back, moving the stones around the pond a few months earlier. “Would you consider taking your own advice?” 
 
    Alice Gallow sighed and clicked the fire selector on her shotgun to semi-auto. 
 
    “Last chance, Jin.” Alice trained the gun on his chest. “Your people are gonna die if we do this.” 
 
    The fencing collapsed, wooden debris flying in all directions. 
 
    “Oh no!” Jin put his fingers to his temples. “I told you – not until I gave the sign. My poor fence!” 
 
    Alice Gallow shifted her footing slightly, but she kept the gun on him. She snuck occasional glances at the Operators who had flanked her. Jin gestured to indicate the seeming gargoyle to her right, moving slowly and minimally to avoid getting shot. 
 
    “This is Hyun-Li Matsumoto, my associate, who has provided close protection for myself and my family since we graduated the Academy together.”  
 
    He was massive, employing the Medusa Protocol to transform his epidermis into a rough, rocky exterior. His exterior was deep grey, mottled with blue and green inclusions, with an arrangement of spars around the top of the head that resembled a crown. The hands that had effortlessly splintered the fence were massive, large enough to wrap around Alice Gallow’s head like a baseball. 
 
    “And his cousin and subordinate, Takahiro Matsumoto,” Jin added, indicating the man standing nonchalantly in the ruin of the fence to her right. “Occasionally a bodyguard, but more frequently an assassin.” 
 
    “I know, you tiresome bastard,” Alice griped. “Obviously. Chief Auditor,” Alice said, taking her hand from the trigger to tap her chest, “remember? We have files on this bunch back at Central. The Director frowns upon keeping your own little kill squad handy in the best of circumstances. This bunch has had a bad reputation since that stunt in Hong Kong.” Alice slung the shotgun over her shoulder and walked over to where Hyun-Li stood, massive stone arms crossed. She tapped the stony exterior of his knee with the attitude of a researcher performing an experiment. “That was an ugly business. Now that I think about it, shouldn’t there be three of you bastards?” 
 
    Alice wandered back toward the center of the garden, adjusting the sling on her shotgun so that it rode level with her waist. The wind rang the brass bells, the pond rippled, a flock of pigeons wheeled directly overhead, oblivious to the impending conflict below. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s how I remember it,” Alice said, affirming it with a nod. “Let’s see...you must be the one who punches holes in things.” Alice indicated Takahiro with the barrel of her gun. “Telekinetically augmented combat, right?” 
 
    Takahiro shifted uncomfortably, glancing at Jin several times, waiting for an order that Jin was in no hurry to give. With great care, he started a covert memory download into the Chief Auditor’s mind.  
 
    “Obviously, you’re the living statue,” Alice said, with a contemptuous jerk of her thumb at Hyun-Li. “Don’t worry much about collateral damage, do you? Even the kids?” 
 
    Hyun-Li glowered and ground his fist into his palm, a thin stream of sand piling on the ground beneath. 
 
    “Gonna take that as a yes,” Alice said, with a sly grin. “Very subtle.” 
 
    Stone ground against stone. Hyun-Li waited with barely restrained fury. Jin knew that if he didn’t give the word shortly, Hyun-Li would act without it. The pigeons made another pass and then settled in the rafters beneath the roof. 
 
    “The telekinetic, the pet rock...where’s your other friend? What was his deal again?” 
 
    It happened quickly. There was a blur of motion behind her – that must have been Masahiro, using his active camouflage protocol to get beside the Auditor and looping a piece of wire around her neck. Alice Gallow fell backwards, dropping to the ground between Masahiro’s legs before he could strangle her. The shotgun discharged, tearing meat from his left calf from the bone. Roiling with the recoil, she slammed the reinforced stock into the side of his ankle. 
 
    To his credit, Masahiro made no noise, toppling over a meter or so away from Alice Gallow and curling into ball, clutching his maimed leg with a horrified expression. Alice rolled to her feet before anyone could think to do anything, pulling the trigger several times in quick succession, each slug tearing through the bulletproof vest Masahiro wore and bursting from the padding in the back. Masahiro opened his mouth, but all that came out was a whispered sigh, and a trickle of deep red blood. 
 
    “I’m sort of insulted.” Alice blew a stray lock of hair out of her eyes. “The guy with the stealth protocol is supposed to just sneak up next to me? God, you are a bunch of assholes. I read the files, you know. Kinda saw that one coming when, oh, I don’t know – everybody on file showed up but him?” 
 
    Alice kicked one of the spent shell casings in Jin’s general direction, advancing slowly. 
 
    “Was that it? The best you can do?” 
 
    “No. This is.” Jin took a deep breath, raised his voice, spoke with Authority. The strain thinned his blood and caused his heart to flutter, but it was a crucial part of the performance. Alice Gallow, you have no protocol. 
 
    Jin clapped. Hyun-Li and Takahiro charged forward, but Hyun-Li moved with fury, plowing aside soil and grass as he made a bee-line toward Alice Gallow. The Auditor dove for the lacy shadows beneath a middle-aged maple, hitting the ground like she did not expect it to be there. Hyun-Li swept one massive stone hand like a cat pawing at a mouse, and Alice rolled with the blow, catching his jagged stone fingers on her shotgun. Hyun-Li roared and tore the gun from her hands, bending the barrel and then tossing it aside as Alice scrambled away. 
 
    “Shit! C’mon!” Alice backed toward the near corner of the garden, not far from the sliding door that led into the house. “Hayley? You having any luck with these assholes? ‘Cause three on one is a little...” 
 
    “Takahiro!” Jin called out. “Pacify the Auditor!” 
 
    Jin turned his attention to Takahiro, as did Alice Gallow. He was crouched, with his hands on either side of his head, rocking on the balls of his feet and muttering to himself. The seconds ticked by. Hyun-Li circled the perimeter nervously, trampling what little remained of the garden. 
 
    “Takahiro? What is wrong?” 
 
    The muttering got louder, but there was no intelligible response. 
 
    “Takahiro! I need you to engage the Auditor. She is helpless, for god’s sake.” 
 
    “Yeah, Takahiro,” Alice said, with a smirk. “Engage me. Hear I’m helpless.” 
 
    “Would you all please be quiet?” Takahiro stood slowly, his hands clutching his head. Jin could not remember ever hearing Takahiro say “please” before – or speaking English at all, for that matter – and found the development concerning. “I’m trying to get things sorted over here.” 
 
    “Don’t let me hurry you,” Alice said, rubbing her scraped palms against her thighs. “I’m only your fucking boss.” 
 
    “What is this?” Jin demanded, taking a step toward Takahiro. “Some sort of betrayal?” 
 
    “Not really.” Takahiro lowered his hands slowly. “There’s not much consent on your friend’s part.” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Takahiro? Have you gone mad?” Jin asked, shaking his head. “Hyun-Li, put the Auditor down.” 
 
    The statue advanced, crushing vegetation beneath massive, blunt feet. 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Hyun-Li rumbled, “but I cannot guarantee her survival.” 
 
    “I bet you say that to all the girls,” Alice said, cracking her knuckles. “Hayley, dear, I’d rather not punch a giant talking boulder.” 
 
    Hyun-Li charged like a landslide, gradually gaining momentum. 
 
    “A telepath?” Jin speculated, trying in vain to force his way into Takahiro’s head. “Are you being controlled, Takahiro?” 
 
    Takahiro stepped directly in Hyun-Li’s path. In a feat of strength, the stone man paused, two massive arms looming over a man who stood with not a care in the world – or more precisely, as if his attention was focused on some momentous internal dilemma that consumed his entire being. His face was screwed into a fantastic grimace, riddled with tics and dripping sweat, his body language jerky and off-balance. 
 
    Hyun-Li glanced back at Jin. Alice started to laugh. Jin gave the stone man a nod. 
 
    “Aha.”  
 
    Takahiro flexed one hand, forming a fist with a look of strained concentration on his face. 
 
    “Got it?” Alice called out, leaning her back against the stained wood exterior of the house. “Hope so!” 
 
    Takahiro pulled his hand back and swung, smashing his fist into Hyun-Li’s stone midsection. There was a tremendous splintering sound, then vivid blue telekinetic energy tore out of Hyun-Li’s back, blood pouring from cracks in the splintered rock. Hyun-Li toppled over, shaking the ground and rattling the debris of the garden, whether from shock or injury, Jin could not say. 
 
    “Yeah,” Takahiro said, turning over his broken fist wonderingly. “Think so. Kinda.” 
 
    His hand was ruined, fractured bone protruding from split knuckles, fingers and thumb bent and twisted in unnatural ways. It was painful simply to witness, but it did not appear to affect Takahiro in slightest, except to surprise him. 
 
    Alice nudged the statue’s inert head with the steel toe of her boot. 
 
    “Seemed like his protocol worked okay.” 
 
    “I think his protocol is supposed to protect him, too.” Takahiro studied his mangled hand and his unmarred one with equal confusion. “Some sort of telekinetic barrier that I can’t figure out, Ms. Gallow.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Hayley.” Alice waved her hand dismissively. “This doesn’t need to be pretty.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Takahiro gave his hands one last, glum look. “What now?” 
 
    “We know what we needed to know,” Alice stepped on top of the fallen stone man, following the exaggerated curvature of his spine. She hopped down in front of Jin, landing so close that he had to take a step back to keep their heads from colliding. “The telepaths can tear whatever else they need from your puppet’s mind, once we get back to Central. All that’s left is for Jin here to tell us how he wants to die.” 
 
    Takahiro shook his head and lowered his eyes, disappointed by the news. 
 
    Jin cleared his throat, settling back beneath the weeping plum, which had miraculously survived the otherwise total destruction of the courtyard. 
 
    “There is a sword, in the library...” 
 
    Alice hooted with laughter. 
 
    “I knew it! You fucking Japanese. Nothing ever changes. It’s always gotta be a sword. If you wanted, you know, I could just strangle you with your favorite waifu body pillow.” 
 
    He ignored her, but felt the color rise in his face in response to her casual vulgarity. 
 
    “…it has been in my family for generations. It is the only appropriate instrument.” 
 
    “Oh, fine.” Alice rolled her eyes. “Hayley, can you find it for me?” 
 
    Takahiro nodded, then struggled to open the sliding door with only one working hand. He managed it eventually, leaving Jin and Alice Gallow to regard each other, surrounded by the fragmented remains of the garden. 
 
    “This was a crazy risk, Jin.” Alice appeared captivated by the stately procession of the clouds across the unsettled sky. “My diary says that isn’t like you.” 
 
    “My hand was forced,” Jin answered honestly, pinching one of the curved leaves from the plum and toying with it. “I am frankly dissatisfied with my own efforts.” 
 
    Alice slapped him on the back, chuckling to herself. 
 
    “Eh, don’t worry about it!” Alice punctuated the sentiment with a second cheerful slap between his shoulder blades. “We all have off days. You’re still a total bastard in my book, Jin.” 
 
    “I am glad to hear it. I would hate to think this experience had diminished me in your eyes.” 
 
    “Aw, Jin,” Alice cooed, batting her eyes. “Nothing could diminish you in my eyes.” 
 
    Takahiro emerged from the house, shuffling along clumsily, his body language so wrong and unfamiliar that he almost looked like a different person. The Auditor telepath – Hayley, was it? – was merciful, putting her victims to sleep before she hijacked their bodies. If it had been Jin, he would have kept them conscious, to witness the destruction of their life and betrayal of their loyalties at their own hands. He could accept that another telepath would do otherwise, but he would never understand it, subscribing to an elegant sadism that his family had indulged for generations. 
 
    There was, he reflected, no accounting for taste. 
 
    Takahiro handed the sword, still in its ornate sheath, to Alice Gallow, who looked it over with a chuckle. 
 
    “If it’s okay with you, Ms. Gallow, can I skip this part?” 
 
    Jin was stunned. He had suspected an overabundance of compassion in the invading telepath, sensed hints and indications of her qualms, but he had profoundly underestimated the extent. It took only the smallest nudge from Jin to have her scrambling for the exits. 
 
    “Okay, kiddo,” Alice said, with a shake of her head. “You can bounce. Chike is waiting for you at the extraction point. Walk the meat on home and then go take a shower.” 
 
    Takahiro nodded in the informal American style, which still looked extremely odd, spared a weepy glance in Jin’s direction, and then hurried out the door, as clumsy as a ten-week old puppy. They waited in silence until the sound of his footsteps faded, and then a little while longer while Jin made certain both Takahiro and the Auditor possessing him were gone. 
 
    Alice Gallow grinned as an Isolation Field separated them from the afternoon sounds of Osaka. 
 
    “You must have really wanted to talk,” Alice observed, sitting down in front of Jin, so close that their knees were almost touching. The sword lay in the marred grass beside her thigh, water beading on the leather wrapped around the haft. “I hope it was worth it.” 
 
    “The matter is urgent,” Jin confirmed, shifting to lessen the strain on his back. “I apologize for the circumstances.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for killing everybody,” Alice said, with a wink. “Hope they weren’t friends of yours.” 
 
    “Hardly,” Jin sniffed. “The Matsumoto family are little better than thugs, and those you killed watched over me as much as they served me. It was my misfortune to be adopted into such a poor excuse for a cartel. If it weren’t for thriving business of importing prostitutes from the Philippines and Vietnam, the cartel would have been dissolved long ago.” 
 
    “You could have written a hell of a resignation letter,” Alice observed. “Just sayin’. What’s so damn important, Jin?” 
 
    He paused for a moment, scanning the perimeter of the Isolation Field, stiffening his defenses to the utmost extent of his abilities. 
 
    “Several years ago, the Matsumoto cartel was approached by the Anathema...” 
 
    “I know. I told you, I read the files.” 
 
    “...with an offer of cooperation,” Jin continued, choosing to ignore the Auditor’s impatience. He didn’t trust her memory enough to omit any detail. “After much debate, the offer was accepted. This was before my ascent to power, so I could do nothing to prevent it. A few years later, however, I was able to arrange a diplomatic mission to Central, and covertly informed Rebecca Levy of the cartel’s potential defection.” 
 
    “Not the Auditors, though,” Alice said, picking at the remaining grass around them. “Why?” 
 
    “Lack of trust,” Jin admitted. “The Anathema were far too informed as to events from within Central. I knew that they must have had agents within Audits somewhere. I knew Ms. Levy personally, however, and reasoned that if she had been turned, then the battle was lost already...” 
 
    “Solid choice, given that Alistair turned out to be a dickhead,” Alice observed, scattering torn leaves of grass on the ground. “Go on.” 
 
    “At her request, I remained with the cartel. My advancement was assured, thanks to Rebecca Levy’s covert assistance. In truth, the Anathema asked very little of the Matsumoto Cartel, aside from funding and the occasional recruitment of cartel children. Nothing so pressing that I felt compelled to stop it. I merely relayed the information and watched.” 
 
    “Then they asked for something bad, right? What was it?” 
 
    “The cartel. The whole of it,” Jin said, trying very hard to ignore the destruction of his garden. “The Matsumoto Cartel is to be absorbed into the Anathema. Starting, I believe, with the children. I am fortunate that my own are grown, and able to fend for themselves.” 
 
    “Damn.” Alice’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a request, or an order?” 
 
    “An order disguised as a request.” 
 
    “How soon?” 
 
    “The coming weeks. That isn’t all...” 
 
    Alice swore and grimaced. 
 
    “Oh, great. What else?” 
 
    “The other cartels,” Jin explained, “turned by the Anathema. The two of which I am aware...both received the same notice. The Anathema are preparing to absorb the remainder of the renegade cartels. You know what that means.” 
 
    “Tell me anyway.” 
 
    “Invasion,” he said flatly. “They no longer feel they need agents on the inside. They are preparing to take Central. This time, they will come in force.” 
 
    “They did last time, too,” Alice protested. “We took care of it.” 
 
    “That was little more than a scouting expedition,” Jin scoffed. “Weir and renegade Operators thrown into a meat grinder to see what might come out the other side. The main body of their force waits in the Outer Dark.” 
 
    “Still…” 
 
    “That isn’t all,” Jin admitted. “Do you recall the attack on the Hegemonic Council, during the Anathema invasion of Central?” 
 
    “I wasn’t there, but I’ve read the reports, if that’s what you…” 
 
    “The lexicon, Ms. Gallow. The words that command and those that consume. There is more. An entire vocabulary.” Jin looked truly shaken, skin ashen and eyes fixed on the grass between his feet. “Extracted from artifacts in the Outer Dark, I assume. John Parson himself made a study of the language, or so the rumor goes. There is a database, a linguistic archive. The first step toward large-scale utilization and deployment.” 
 
    “Jin, no offense, but how would you know any of this?” 
 
    “They asked to take possession of the archive, for duplication and backup. Our facility in Korea has unique technologies and machinery that could be adapted for the task. Our technicians began the preparatory work several weeks ago.” 
 
    Alice Gallow’s face was abruptly mirthless. Jin was slightly taken aback. 
 
    “That’s not good news. Why you gotta ruin my day, Jin?” 
 
    “The archive will be reproduced in a matter of days, and then there will be no hope of containing it,” Jin insisted. “Central is woefully unprepared.” 
 
    “You sure you aren’t underestimating the Auditors?” Alice looked at him quizzically. “I’ve tangled with the Anathema before – the real deal, fully transformed and dead as a fucking doornail. I came out the other side. Most of them didn’t.” 
 
    “What of your losses?” Jin reminded her, despite the impropriety. “The Auditors and Central both suffered in your previous encounters. That is without a language of command and destruction at their disposal. The Anathema will make puppets of us all.” 
 
    Alice spat and cursed, embarrassing him. 
 
    “Our intelligence corroborates some of what you’re saying,” Alice admitted. “Not everything, mind you, but...” 
 
    Jin saw his opening, and made his approach. 
 
    “Forgive me, but I must ask after my family’s welfare,” Jin said, forcing his voice to remain calm. “My daughters and their families, they are known to the Matsumoto Cartel. They will move against them as soon as my actions are revealed...” 
 
    “No one likes to be betrayed,” Alice agreed. “Don’t worry, Jin. As soon as Haley is back in Central with Takahiro, I’ll have Chike collect your personal effects. You can even bring the tentacle porn. Just don’t tell Rebecca. She’s sensitive.” 
 
    “You are as maddening as I remember,” Jin said respectfully. “I have never met another Auditor like you.” 
 
    “I’m confident you won’t.” 
 
    “I appreciate your attention to my interests,” Jin said, supplementing the statement with a small bow. “My concern, however, is solely for my family. You know as well as I do how this encounter must end.” 
 
    “Don’t be an ass, Jin. I’d only hang you out to dry if there was something to be gained from it.” 
 
    “There is.” It all felt like a dream to Jin. “Should you embrace a known traitor, none of the cartels will trust you again. I knew when I contacted you that this would be the cost, and I am prepared to pay it.” 
 
    Alice Gallow used the heel of her boot to dig another divot in the remaining tuft of grass. 
 
    “Jeez, Jin. You’re a real downer,” Alice complained. “Now I’m all depressed.” 
 
    “I apologize, then,” Jin said, with sincerity. “I have become weak and feeble in my old age. I only wish I could offer you some form of repayment.” 
 
    Alice’s smile was abruptly resurrected. 
 
    “The job is its own reward,” she said, lifting her gun from the grass nonchalantly. “Shotgun okay?” 
 
    “The manner of my passage doesn’t concern me,” Jin said, vaguely irritable. “I only wish to assure that…” 
 
    The shotgun discharged, punting most of Jin’s head across the garden, fragments splattering the otherwise still surface of the koi pond. 
 
    “Tiresome motherfucker,” Alice said. “I have other things to do today, you know?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to distract you, Eerie.” Vivik picked his steps carefully to avoid the puddles of rust-colored water that impinged on the path, which was itself barely visible in a light not unlike that of dawn. “I was just wondering how you navigate, if you don’t know where we are...?” 
 
    Eerie paused to glance back at him over her shoulder. From the right angle, he could see currents of golden light that swirled about the Changeling like myriad wings, shimmering iridescent bones underneath a shifting surface of golden dust. The same metallic highlights gleamed in the depths of her dilated pupils, partially hidden by sweat-damp bangs. 
 
    “Don’t need to, really. These are places that aren’t anymore, or never quite were.” Eerie turned her attention back to the narrow trail they followed across the ridge. “A map or atlas wouldn’t help. This is the back way around, kind of.” 
 
    “That doesn’t...” 
 
    He was not sure exactly what went wrong. One step was fine; the next, his ankle bent in the wrong direction. Vivik lost his footing on the loose volcanic scree, lurching forward as the stone slid beneath his boots. He tumbled toward the sheer slope to their left, a curving face of brittle rock that dropped for hundreds of meters to disappear in a thick mist, the spurs glistening like great black teeth. As Vivik lurched sideways, Katya seized the hood of his nylon jacket, yanking him backwards and giving him a case of whiplash. The sound of stone scattering over the edge of the ridge was oddly distinct, like the ringing of leaden coins falling to the ground. The fabric of his jacket tore, and the zipper dug into the soft skin of his neck as his hood stretched in Katya’s fingers. In one explosive movement, Katya wrenched him over and then down to the path. Vivik cried out as he hit the stone, the basalt slicing into his palms and fingertips. 
 
    “Less conversation,” Katya gasped, bent double with her hands on her knees. “More not dying.” 
 
    Eerie did a little dance of concern, while Derrida watched their slow progress with anxiety. 
 
    “Oh. Um. Sorry. Are you...okay? Vivik?” 
 
    Vivik studied his mangled hands sorrowfully. He was not ready to stand up quite yet, not while his legs were still quivering uncontrollably. Derrida trotted over to him and whined, pressing his cold nose to Vivik’s sore neck until Vivik broke down and petted him. 
 
    “I’ll live. Thanks to Katya.” 
 
    “Shoulda stuck with killing people.” Katya took several deep breaths. “I don’t understand how I came to be a professional babysitter.” 
 
    “You’re really out of breath,” Vivik observed, standing slowly back up. 
 
    “You’re really bad at not falling off the ridge,” Katya countered furiously. “Yet I don’t criticize.” 
 
    “That’s not what I...Eerie? Are we at altitude?” 
 
    Eerie studied their surroundings, trying to glean their elevation by studying the air. They had encountered the path somewhere in the cool of the pine forests behind the library, and then followed it as it wound higher into the mountains. 
 
    That bothered Vivik a little, because he knew for a fact that the peak above the Academy was the highest point in Central, by a comfortable margin. The slope continued to become steeper, however, despite Vivik’s objections. 
 
    “I guess. It’s pretty high.” 
 
    “That explains the headache,” Katya said. “How high are we right now?” 
 
    “I don’t know exactly,” Eerie admitted. “I’ve never been here before.” 
 
    “Goddamn it, Eerie!” 
 
    “Pretty high, I mean! That’s the only part of here that’s left. The mountains. The rest of it was swallowed.” 
 
    Vivik leaned cautiously to his right, trying hard not to panic at the view that he had so recently almost become intimate with, trying to get a closer look at what he had assumed was mist, hundreds of meters below. 
 
    “Is that the Ether?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Eerie said, with a short nod. “The Ether has a kind of...density? There was a flood, maybe, or something like that. This is what is still exposed.” 
 
    Vivik considered it for a moment. Still recovering from his near-death experience, he was surprised that he still had the capacity to be shocked. Then again, serious conversations with a member of a different species could have that effect. 
 
    “The Academy is near the top of a mountain,” Vivik said numbly, glancing up at the anemic sun in the sky above them. It was nearly half again the size of the one he typically saw in the sky, and several shades redder to boot, but it produced little light and less heat. “We can see the sun there, on a good day, but Central is lower...” 
 
    “So the sun never breaks through,” Eerie said, nodding. “Much of what disappeared into the Ether is lost. Central is special, but not unique. An anomaly. Do you see?” 
 
    “Not even slightly. Look, can we get the fuck off this mountain?” Katya asked irritably. “I feel like shit, and I’m hungry.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Vivik agreed. “We need to rest. Is there some place we can camp? Somewhere lower?” 
 
    “Probably! I mean, there has to be, somewhere.” Eerie pirouetted about like death wasn’t centimeters to either side of the path. “Onward and downwards!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Not what I was expecting,” Katya said, her expression migrating from wariness to grudging appreciation. “Not bad, either. Like strawberry, but…a little spicy? What is it?” 
 
    “A fruit? Except, it’s kinda of like a nut, too. It’s lumpy on the outside, you know, but on the inside it’s all green and wet...” 
 
    “Sorry I asked! Don’t say anything else until I’ve finished eating it, okay?” 
 
    Eerie nodded, poking aimlessly at the campfire with a stick. 
 
    “I thought you said you’d never been here before,” Vivik said, holding his hands close to the fire. “How did you know the fruit was edible?” 
 
    “I just...knew? As soon as I saw it, I remembered. I think that’s probably it.” 
 
    Vivik made a face, then shrugged and let it go. Closely questioning Eerie ran the risk of upsetting her, so he turned his attention elsewhere. 
 
    “Katya?” 
 
    Katya glanced at him and made an interrogative noise, her mouth stained forest green by the strange fruit. In the purple-tinted half-light beneath the spindly and fibrous trees, Katya’s eyes had a peculiar reflective quality, not unlike those of a cat. Whether the sheen was the result of a chemical treatment or mechanical adulteration, Katya operated as confidently as Derrida in low light. 
 
    Of course, Derrida was a dog, so that, at least, was consistent with Vivik’s expectations. 
 
    “You never finished your story,” he reminded her, adding another handful of twigs to the fire. “Back at the Academy. You were telling us about the Rostov Cartel, for reasons that I still don’t understand.” 
 
    The wind picked up briefly, rattling the heavy dry seed pods that hung from most of the branches of the weird trees they camped beneath, creating a sound like the rattling of numerous dice in a ceramic cup. The trees had velveteen violet bark and leafless branches that twisted like roots. The wind was cool, and Vivik and Katya edged closer to the fire. Eerie remained at a small distance, jabbing at the flames with the blackened end of a stick, unaware or indifferent to the chill. Derrida curled beside her, snoring loudly. 
 
    “You sure you wanna know?” Katya scowled. “You’re better off not hearing it, believe me.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” Eerie called out cheerfully, waving her stick frantically back and forth to put out the flame that threatened to consume it. “We all decided already. Right, Derrida?”  
 
    Derrida sleepily announced his agreement, a disconcerting habit he and Eerie had been showcasing all day. 
 
    “Eerie is right. We’re already in this together.” 
 
    Katya laughed humorlessly. 
 
    “Not even close,” she said, sighing. “If you had any idea...never mind. Sure. Your funeral. Course, I don’t exactly remember where I left off.” 
 
    Vivik gave her a moment while Katya dug a flask out of her frame backpack and took a short, sharp hit off the bottle, wincing as she swallowed. 
 
    “You said something,” Vivik prodded gently, “about a survivor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I called in a favor. No, that isn’t right – I begged Ana for help, when she didn’t owe me a thing. The opposite, really. What can I say? Leila was my friend. I didn’t want her to have to die for her family’s ambitions. I was so naïve that it never even occurred to me that those might be her ambitions, too.” 
 
    Katya tossed a twig into the fire, watching it curl and then burn. 
 
    “It was a big thing to me, at that point, to have a friend at all. You see, even before I was Activated, and my joke of a protocol become public knowledge, the Black Sun already had violent designs for me. Aptitude and personality, you know?” 
 
    Katya laughed shortly, then slowly extracted a single dehydrated peach slice from a foil packet, chewing thoughtfully and swallowing before she continued. 
 
    “It was no kind of secret that I was gonna be some sort of goon when I grew up. The other kids tended to shy away, because I might be called upon to harm them or their families someday. Leila Rostov, though, she didn’t give a shit about anything; even at thirteen, she was a total badass. She was tall and scrawny, like Alex, and pretty – same eyelashes, you know? – and popular, too, among the Black Sun. She would have been a total diva if she had gone to the Academy, but they held her back to do finishing school and she never made it. Leila could light up a room, though.” 
 
    Katya sighed heavily, then produced a framed photo from her bag, the kind of thing someone might put on their desk at work. She handed it to Vivik without a word. While he studied the photo, he was vaguely aware of Eerie standing behind him, peering over his shoulder. 
 
    The photo was a low-resolution relic of the early cell phone era. It showed two teen girls doing their best moody expressions, complete with skate t-shirts and Japanese denim. The girl on the right wore a biker jacket with Cyrillic text on the arms and an endearingly goofy combination of a toothy smile and freckles. She had her arm wrapped around the girl beside her in a sisterly way, her other hand throwing up a peace sign at the camera. The girl beneath her arm was a young Katya, sporting a pixie cut, enormous hoop earrings, and unclouded brown eyes. 
 
    This created a sort of dissonance that occupied Vivik’s remarkable visual memory for several moments, while he confirmed that Katya’s eyes were, in fact, a fetching shade of green. 
 
    “Katya, your eyes...” 
 
    “A girl can’t make a change?” Katya shook her head ruefully, holding her hands closer to the fire. “It’s not such a big thing.” 
 
    “Contacts, then? I’ve never seen you take them out, though, or use drops, or…” 
 
    “Yeah.” Katya frowned. “Not contacts.” 
 
    “So, what, then?” Vivik asked. “Eye color doesn’t just change.” 
 
    “Mine do,” Eerie interjected helpfully. “All the time!” 
 
    “Right.” Vivik sighed loudly. “That means it’s definitely not normal. No offense, Eerie.” 
 
    “Huh? I don’t…” 
 
    “There was a thing, okay?” Katya’s tone was reticent and tinged with resentment, her face set in firm, unhappy lines. “A long time ago. I had some surgeries. Some of them were on my eyes. I’d really rather not talk...” 
 
    “Katya.” Vivik said her name with quiet authority, like it was a magic word by which he might command her. Eerie watched with obvious concern, a trail of smoke coming from the blackened end of the stick she held. “Are those your real eyes?” 
 
    “They are now.” Katya’s voice was flat, without a trace of hostility, but Vivik could feel the implicit threat buried beneath her mask of disaffection. “Why the fuck is any of this your business?” 
 
    Under normal circumstances, this would have been a good time to reevaluate his intentions and back off. These, however, were not normal circumstances. 
 
    “Just wanted to know who was watching.” 
 
    Katya frowned, sifting the soft ash at the edge of the campfire between her fingers. 
 
    “You have some fucking nerve, Vivik. When did that happen? I used to think of you as one of the nice ones.” 
 
    “Maybe you misjudged me.” Vivik shrugged wearily. “Go ahead. Finish your story. I won’t interrupt again.” 
 
    “So you say.” Katya settled back against the decaying bulk of the mossy fallen tree that constituted one-third of the boundaries of their campsite. “I went to Ana and begged. Even cried! Eventually she relented. It wasn’t a little thing – she wasn’t indulging me. She wasn’t even involved with the effort to wipe out the Rostov Cartel. It was all her dad, back when he still had balls. Ana moved heaven and earth to make this happen for me, and I fell so far into her debt that I will never be free of it. I didn’t think that much of it at the time, I was so wrapped in the idea of saving Leila, but I came close to getting Ana in trouble, the kind of trouble that could have cost her rank and title. It was treason, and I asked for it without a thought to what that would entail for her. I was a dumb kid.” 
 
    Katya grimaced at the fire, her face twisted with regret and shame. 
 
    “Of course, Ana figured it all out for me. It took god-only-knows what kind of influence, but we had a plan to save Leila. Anastasia organized the operation personally, and wrangled most of the outside help…” 
 
    Eerie nodded seriously. 
 
    “I remember that. She was scary.” 
 
    Vivik studied the Changeling in confusion. 
 
    “I don’t understand. Why do you know anything about this, Eerie?” 
 
    “Not now,” Katya snapped, glaring at both in turn. Vivik could not help but pay extra attention to her green eyes. “Let me finish. Then you go, Eerie. Okay? Just shut the fuck up for five seconds.” 
 
    “Sorry.” Eerie looked genuinely remorseful. 
 
    “Sorry,” Vivik echoed falsely. 
 
    “Just be quiet,” Katya said firmly, setting her chin on her balled fists, elbows resting on her knees. “My job was to maneuver Leila into the right place at the right time. That was tricky to pull off, because Leila wasn’t dumb, and I couldn’t be explicit and risk exposing the plan to attack her cartel. Who knows? Maybe she knew what her cartel had planned, and that might have made her wary. I persuaded her to rent a dacha – like a vacation cabin, okay? – in Crimea for a weekend. She was meant to arrive on Thursday evening, and I told her I would arrive later that night, but not to wait up. Ana’s unit would scrub her security, grab Leila, and bundle her off to a safehouse in Oregon until the bad shit was over. That was the idea.” 
 
    Vivik had all sorts of questions. He wanted to know how the Black Sun had intended to explain away the death of the Rostov Cartel to Leila, how Anastasia intended to ensure the loyalty of someone who would likely blame her for the death of her parents. He wondered how Katya prevailed successfully upon Anastasia, and why Anastasia would risk exposing a critical cartel action to appease her less-capable cousin. He wondered if he was being told the truth. He kept his mouth shut, however, because Vivik could not risk making Katya any angrier.  
 
    “Leila must have seen it coming,” Katya said dully. “I wasn’t combat capable, so I had to sit around and wait for Ana to tell me what happened. The Rostov Cartel put up more of a fight than expected, and it took the better part of a day before she had time to make a phone call. She gave me the address of a temporary safe house in Poland.” 
 
    Vivik fed the fire, which was again ebbing to coals.  
 
    “When I got there, the operators Ana assigned were in a panic.” Katya smiled to herself, but the expression was poisonously bitter. “They thought Ana would punish them for failing.” 
 
    “They didn’t save your friend?”  
 
    Eerie looked genuinely concerned. 
 
    “No.” Katya shrugged off the interruption. “Oh, they saved someone, you understand. They broke into the dacha in the middle of the night, grabbed the person sleeping in the guest bedroom, bagged ‘em and dragged ‘em off. It wasn’t until they were on the road that they realized they didn’t have Leila.” Katya shrugged. “They had her little brother.” 
 
    There was a brief silence, while Vivik connected the dots. 
 
    “That was Alex?”  
 
    Katya nodded, her face composed and unreadable. 
 
    “Yeah. Leila must have figured it out for herself. My best guess is that she decided to pull a switch, sending her brother to safety with me while she stayed back in Moscow with her cartel and fought.” Katya’s expression was stoic, but she wrung her hands as she talked. “Judging by the hard time the Rostov Cartel gave Ana that night, Leila must’ve figured out enough to warn her family. She knew there was something wrong with how hard I pushed her to join me in Crimea. She sent her brother Alexei, with a note saying she forgave me, and that she would follow in the morning if she could. The whole thing was supposed to be quiet, you know? The Rostov Cartel was meant to die in a night, quick and quiet, a reminder that the Martynova family had no rivals. Instead, it got loud and ugly, and Josef had to get involved to make sure things didn’t spill over.” 
 
    “Oh,” Eerie said quietly. “Dear.” 
 
    “Exactly. Anastasia was humiliated and furious,” Katya said. “I lost my shit, too. If the Rostov Cartel hadn’t been extinguished completely, I don’t know what would have happened, but Josef put them down, fucking fortunately. After that was finished, though, Ana and I had an eleven-year-old boy to deal with in secret, and a whole bunch of plans intended for Leila. The cover we designed, the new life we built, the transit arrangements – everything. All useless. Worse…” 
 
    Katya swallowed hard. 
 
    “I didn’t want him.” Katya bowed her head. “He wasn’t my friend. He was my friend’s little brother, an annoying cousin who would never leave us alone, who followed us everywhere and wanted to be involved in everything we did. That wasn’t the plan. It wasn’t worth the risk.” 
 
    He sensed that Katya needed a moment, so Vivik went to the nearby pile of wood they had collected before dusk, selecting two good-sized branches to add to the flames, Derrida tagging along forlornly. Eerie was focused on the reddening tip of the stick she had plunged into the depths of the fire, while Katya was lost in contemplation of a past she did not want to remember. 
 
    He had never been on a camping trip before, but Vivik still thought that this one was going particularly badly. 
 
    Vivik returned to his seat as Katya took her sleeping bag out of her backpack and laid it out too close to the fire for his tastes. 
 
    “I’m tired,” Katya stated, her face nearly invisible in the advancing gloom of the night. “That’s probably more than I should have said, anyway. You two can tell your stories tomorrow.” 
 
    It wasn’t that much, Vivik thought, in a sort of a daze. Only a hidden chapter in the war between the cartels, and the revelation that his friend was the sole survivor of an exterminated cartel, as well as a one-time threat to Anastasia’s succession, saved by none other than Anastasia herself. 
 
    Then there were his questions about Katya’s eyes. Where they had been acquired, for example, and who exactly might be watching them through those eyes. 
 
    He need some time to take it all in. 
 
    “Sure,” Vivik agreed, faking a yawn that no one else noticed. “Good night.” 
 
    He laid out his bag, brushed his teeth, and relieved himself in the woods. When he finally closed his eyes, resting his head on a pillow made from his spare laundry wadded into a pillow case, the last thing he saw was Eerie holding her burning stick, watching the flame with the rapt fascination of a child. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His first thought was that the stars had come out. And that they were very bright, even with his eyes closed, and therefore making it hard to sleep. They seemed to be very close, for stars... 
 
    Vivik woke with a start and kicked himself free of his sleeping bag, the nylon exterior damp with condensation accrued during the night. Somewhere to his right, just beyond the dying fire, he could hear muffled curses and the rustle of clothing. He needed a moment to locate his hiking boots, still unpleasantly humid from the day’s efforts, and another to loop the laces around his ankles, then he scrambled across their makeshift camp toward the lights that had woken him. 
 
    Derrida met him halfway. It took several seconds before it registered, but Vivik was startled by the awareness that, though he could see Derrida bark, he heard nothing but a sound like a powerful wind through dry branches. Vivik rushed past the panicked dog, patting his head in a distracted and largely-unheeded manner. He had no comfort to offer, in any case. Vivik broke through the brush into an expansive clearing, and then froze. 
 
    Eerie stood in the center of the meadow, intertwining rings of golden light radiating from a point somewhere within her. She held one hand straight up in the air, and that arm was coated with a golden liquid that dripped like candle wax. Above her, a trio of Horrors clustered, looming like amorphous and malevolent storm clouds; too many eyes at the confluence of a wriggling mass of dull-colored tentacles, a thousand arms stretching toward the Changeling. There was a sound like the ringing of a chorus of discordant bells, intertwined with the death-struggles of a vast aquatic beast. The air was rank with the smells of ammonia and burnt carbon, with puzzling hints of sandalwood and cut-grass beneath it. The weeds around Eerie’s feet bent and withered in a widening and perfectly concentric circle, while bits of char and ash settled on the waxen skin of her upturned face and inside of her open mouth. 
 
    The Horrors wailed like misshapen banshees, but beneath the clamor and discordance, Vivik thought he could hear the slightest melody. 
 
    “What the hell?”  
 
    Vivik spoke without prior thought, uncertain of what he might be asking, or of whom. It wasn’t so much a lack of understanding, he knew, as a refusal to accept. There must have been something he should have done – some assistance to render, a harm he could minimize – but instead Vivik stood, rooted to the dusty ground, blinking at the pulsating light which obscured the imminent dawn. 
 
    The wail of the Horrors threatened to tear his head apart, to carry important parts of himself away, forever lost to the night. Beneath that auditory weight, however, Vivik was faintly aware of a melody that he could almost recognize.  
 
    Something dark snaked out of the bulbous clutch of Horrors overhead, crude and unformed and very, very fast. Vivik was briefly aware of a tentacle coiling about his neck, the texture and wetness reminding him of the scales of a recently caught fish, and then he was suddenly torn from his feet and pulled upward, breath and blood flow obstructed by the tremendous force exerted upon his neck. His throat made a noise like the gurgling of an obstructed pipe, and when he opened his mouth, a surreal amount of saliva poured out. Vivik clutched at the tentacle around his throat, digging fingernails into the scaly flesh and attempting to peel it from his skin, as rough and inflexible as an old tree branch. He felt pressure building behind his eyes, like they were bulging from his head, and his vision began to flicker. 
 
    There was a sound like ripe fruit hitting concrete, and then wetness on his hands, seeping into the sleeves of his jacket and leaving an oily residue on his fingers. Vivik tore at the suddenly limp tentacle around his neck, gasping for air through his bruised throat. Katya arrived a moment later, still wearing flannel pajama bottoms and a backwards t-shirt, and helped to free him. 
 
    “Fucking hell!” Katya put a hand on Vivik’s shoulder to keep him from standing. “Stay down, already.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Vivik said, his voice hoarse and hardly audible. “I was…” 
 
    “I saw. Horrors. What the fuck?” 
 
    “I don’t know! I just woke up, and…” 
 
    One of the Horrors emitted a horrible shriek, shuffling between ear-splitting shrill tones and infrasound, tonal fluctuations synchronized with the disquieting biological pulses that regularly deformed the Horror. Serpentine arms the pinkish color of internal organs burst wetly from abdominal recesses, each crowned with a single cruel point of bone the width of Vivik’s index finger. The Horrors writhed and cried out, pummeling his eardrums and tainting the sky. 
 
    The air shimmered and danced at the edge of Eerie’s outstretched fingers. The Changeling’s face was red and beaded with sweat. Vivik watched her mouth move, the sound lost to the wail of the Horrors. 
 
    The Horror’s scream was abrasive, the sound ringing in Vivik’s ears and exciting the nerves at the roots of his teeth, recalling the sensation of chewing on a piece of aluminum foil. Each of the clawed arms tore itself free of the Horror’s belly with an individual struggle, mutilating the leathery underside of the creature and unleashing a downpour of blackened pus that smelled of molding hops and burned Vivik’s skin on contact. 
 
    Dimly, Vivik realized that Eerie was singing. 
 
    The combined sound was enormous, even with hands clamped over his ears. As the air steamed and smoldered, bearing the burden of the shrieking horrors, toothed limbs multiplying from distended bellies, shrinking like punctured bladders as substance drained from them. Eerie dug in her heels, squinted, and raised her hands until it appeared she was holding the Horrors aloft, mouthing words that Vivik could not hear, but almost understood.  
 
    Vivik thought he could make out a faintly glowing framework about the Changeling when he strained his eyes, oriented toward the far horizon like an illuminated compass. The Horrors went silent, and the only sound was that of Eerie’s song. Vivik knew, instantly and with conviction, that he would spend the rest of his life trying to recall those few seconds of melody, the words in a foreign language that was as familiar as his mother’s curry. Even as he listened, the tune drifted away from him, leaving behind a premature ache in his chest, and a painful sense of unspecific nostalgia. 
 
    Around Eerie, the faint golden lattice meshed together like clockwork.  
 
    “What the hell is happening here?” 
 
    Vivik turned his attention shortly from his panicked attempts to wipe the noxious fluid from his skin to glance at Katya, who watched the scene with a puzzling thoughtfulness. There was no trace of fear or caution in her posture or stance, no visible reaction to the ear-piercing wails of the thwarted Horrors. As far as he could tell, her question was rhetorical; it wasn’t in Vivik’s nature, however, to allow a question to go unanswered. 
 
    “I don’t know…but I don’t think anyone knows very much about Eerie at all.” 
 
    Katya spared him an amused glance before she returned to her contemplation of the Horrors circling overhead like impatient vultures. The furthest extension of the ghostly golden structure now scraped their distended bellies. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” 
 
    Vivik was about to say something about the Changeling’s physiology, and the classified work that the Academy’s Biology program had done with a sample of her blood, which indicated the presence of an organism whose properties closely mimicked those of inert nanites. That was all swept away before he could verbalize it; as Eerie’s song swelled into a crescendo. There was a great sound, like the sky had been struck a resounding blow, followed by a deafening rush of wind as the atmosphere rushed to fill a void. A metallic radiance that temporarily dazzled Vivik was followed by a sensation of radiant heat that left his skin aching with an instant sunburn. He did not realize that he had closed his eyes until after he had opened them again. 
 
    The song ended in a drawn-out harmony, that drew the scream of the Horrors and Eerie’s melody into a graceful concordance. The golden matrix moved about the Changeling like a vast clockwork engine. Then, as sudden as they arrived, the Horrors were gone, seeming to deflate and flatten, moving along an invisible plain as they receded into the Ether. 
 
    Eerie dropped to her knees with a small noise, and then toppled over and lay motionless. Katya and Vivik exchanged a look, and then hurried forward to her aid. 
 
    “The Horrors!” Vivik shouted, earning a glare from Katya. “Sorry. They’re gone!” 
 
    Katya shook her head, fighting a smile that made it through anyway. 
 
    “Christ, Vivik!” Katya slid down the dusty slope to where Eerie had collapsed. “With you here to point out the obvious, maybe we don’t need to rescue Alex at all.” 
 
    “How did she do that?” Vivik scrambled to keep up with Katya. “Was that a protocol?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Katya said, skirting a thorn bush. “Hopefully Eerie is still alive, so we can ask her.” 
 
    Vivik tried to evade the thorn bush and failed spectacularly, gravel rolling beneath the soles of his hiking boots and sliding him into the barbed branches. He extracted himself carefully, grimacing as he tore his skin free of the thorns. 
 
    Eerie lay on a small island of scorched grass in the center of the clearing, the remainder coated with ash and reduced to bare land. Katya hurried to Eerie to check on her with Vivik limping after her, pulling thorns from his hands and feeling sorry for himself. 
 
    “Eerie? You okay?” Katya sat down beside Eerie, sliding an arm beneath the Changeling’s neck and helping her into a sitting position. “Not to be ungrateful, ‘cause I’m glad they’re gone, but what the fuck did you do to those Horrors?” 
 
    The uncanny illumination was gone. Eerie appeared drained and even paler than normal beneath an even dusting of black ash. Her arms hung limply, but Vivik could clearly see a reddening burn on the palm of her hand, already sprouting a corona of tiny white blisters. Eerie needed Katya’s support just to keep her head from lolling back, and her eyes were dull and flat with pain. 
 
    “Oh. Uh. Oops,” Eerie hummed quietly. “Did you guys see that?” 
 
    Vivik was initially relieved to hear Eerie’s odd, melodic voice. Then he wondered what he had expected instead. 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Katya said, brushing Eerie’s hair from her steadily leaking eyes. “Hard not to see it.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” Eerie said, with a weary bob of her head. “Let’s never talk about it again, okay?” 
 
    Then she tumbled out of Katya’s arms and into the dust. 


 
   
  
 

 Six. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Maybe this is something we can work out?” Alex was surprised by the optimism in his tone, likely emotional residue of his time in the simulation. “You haven’t even told me what you want to know.” 
 
    Samnang made no response, her eyes gleaming like gelled spotlights. 
 
    “Look, you can’t make me say anything,” Alex continued, with considerably less self-assurance. “I didn’t say shit when the Weir captured me. You know that, right? Not a word.” 
 
    It was technically true, even if that was mostly because he had not known the answer to the only question they asked him, and had spent most the experience with his head held underwater. In his opinion, all that mattered was he had kept his mouth shut. 
 
    “I didn’t know that,” Samnang said dully. “I am not of the Anathema. The activities of the Weir and their ilk are none of my concern.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Well…” 
 
    “There is nothing you know that I wish to know as well,” Samnang said, never blinking. “You do not consciously hold the memory that I seek, and it seems unnecessarily complicated to inquire with you directly. Even if I were to make you talk, how could I believe anything you said?” 
 
    “That’s, ah, a fair question, actually.” 
 
    “Interrogation of the sort to which you are accustomed is inefficient and barbaric theater.” Samnang sniffed. “You have nothing to fear along those lines.” 
 
    “That’s good. Right?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Samnang said, her body language disconcertingly still. She lacked even the most basic of mannerisms. “I have no intentions of doing you any kindnesses, Alexander.” 
 
    “Alex.” 
 
    “You are dating my little sister, are you not?” 
 
    “I thought you said you weren’t asking me questions?” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Samnang’s face was nearly inanimate; Alex found himself hunting for signs of respiration. “I will satisfy my own curiosity.” 
 
    He lacked the vocabulary to describe the transformation. The trappings of the simulation, the rooms and the bodies, disappeared without any lingering sense of presence. There was a befuddling shuffle of sensory data, a kaleidoscope of sights and sensation, blurring with a mutability that seemed unremarkably natural. There was a sense of rapport as he became aware of how intimately their minds were intermingled. Alex tried to recoil, to flinch reflexively from the exposure, but found himself helpless. 
 
    Samnang riffled through his memory like an overeager collector at a record sale, not worrying about leaving the stock in disarray. Alex experienced the oddity of involuntary memory recall. 
 
    Entangled on the couch in her room, strands of her dyed hair in his face, the weight of her thigh thrown over his leg. He breathed in the smell of sandalwood and the spray of the ocean, felt her cool fingertips on the nape of his neck. Beneath her shirt, he tentatively ran his hand across the arc of her lower ribcage, gradually creeping upward when she didn’t object… 
 
    “Stop it!” Alex demanded. “This is private.” 
 
    “Eerie is my sister,” Samnang reminded him. “I don’t recall you asking the family for permission.” 
 
    “What family? She never even mentioned you!” 
 
    “Well, we’ve only really met the once,” Samnang admitted. “She is very young, and I have been dreaming. Propriety is less flexible than you believe, however, circumstances aside.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His awareness was muddled, his mind and senses in conflict as to his status and position. A darkness that was not the night, a cold that did not chill him, the gleam of his interrogator’s eyes – there was little else, even of that which he called himself, save only the memories, like slides placed before an invisible projector. 
 
    “Do you love her?” 
 
    Alex remembered his conversation with Therese, on the balcony at the Muir residence in Central, and felt a dizzying rush of déjà vu. Then he remembered the bitter ending of that story, and felt sick with guilt. 
 
    “I see that I am not the first elder sister to become involved in your romantic life,” Samnang observed, without a hint of warmth. “My concern is not with Ériu’s well-being, however, or whatever tenuous virtue she might still possess. I am simply concerned with something she has hidden, and her relative value to you.” 
 
    “What do you…?” 
 
    “I have come to retrieve Ériu’s consciousness for the Outer Dark,” Samnang said. “She has hidden it, to delay her return.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The core of her. My sisters and I are not at all like you barely-evolved apes,” the Yaojing explained, her voice flat to the point of preternatural boredom. “We can choose to store our important bits elsewhere, for convenience or security. You might consider what I’m looking for to be Ériu’s soul, if you are religiously inclined…” 
 
    “I’m not,” Alex said, shaking his head. “This all sounds like a bunch of crap to me.” 
 
    “Your opinion on the matter is not my concern,” Samnang said. “I knew from the moment that I saw my sister that she had hidden it somewhere. Could you not see the hollow in her head?” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “It is so large that I would expect the light to shine through,” Samnang said. “As I said, I knew she had hidden it from the first. I have begun by looking in the most obvious place.” 
 
    Alex glanced around him, like he expected to find it sitting beside his feet. 
 
    “Okay…and?” 
 
    “You are the obvious place.” 
 
    “You know what, Samnang? You’re fucking crazy, and I have no clue what you are going on about.” 
 
    “Eerie destroyed your original memories, and then manufactured a new identity for you, whether you realize it or not.” Samnang’s glowing eyes were so close to his face that they were like two great planets illuminating the night sky. “It would have been a small thing indeed to hide a single piece of herself in the process. Tell me truthfully, Alex – do you have any memories that are not your own?” 
 
    Alex laughed ruefully. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right? I barely remember anything, and what I do is all…” 
 
    “There is something you remember,” Samnang insisted. “Something you know does not belong to you. A memory of someone you do not know, perhaps? Or, perhaps a place you have never been…” 
 
    He was about to answer contemptuously, to snarl, to remind her that this was all nonsense…and a passing thought drifted through his head. A great orange butterfly, buffeted by coastal winds, against a backdrop of cerulean sea, crowned with rolling white breakers. 
 
    Trying not to panic, Alex employed the self-defense routines that simulation-Rebecca had implanted, filling his head with competing nursery rhymes and commercial jingles, meaningless psychic noise. 
 
    “You thought of something,” Samnang stated, studying him closely. “What is it?” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Alex said, scrambling. “I was just thinking that you were talking a bunch of bullshit, honestly.” 
 
    “You are a terrible liar,” Samnang said evenly. “Have you ever recalled anything in a dream, Alex? Memories lost to you in every other way can reemerge there, you know, from the depths of a sleeping mind. Give proper direction, who knows what you might remember in sleep? Let us began, then. Perhaps with the first time you met my sister?” 
 
    Alex was braced for pain, but none came. He did his best to seize what felt like an opening. 
 
    “Ah, okay. I can do that. Let me see…oh yeah! We were in the dining hall, and Steve…” 
 
    “Not that rather crass reintroduction Ériu stage-managed,” Samnang said contemptuously. “The first time you met.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. That was the first…” 
 
    “You do understand. You don’t remember, but that isn’t much of an obstacle.” Samnang brushed her fingers lightly across his eyelids, which obediently closed. “Sleep, Alex. Let us explore the matter in a dream. Or, perhaps a nightmare?”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The girl settled on the bed beside him. He stared in disbelief as she took his hand between her own, warm and small. She is deeply familiar; Alex knows that she has been here before. He also knows that he forgets, every time, right after she leaves. Her eyes peaked through the strands of her straw-colored hair, and Alex fancied that he could see golden lights dancing in the engorged black of her pupils. 
 
    “Have you missed me? Have you counted the days?” 
 
    “I…I think I forgot your name. Do I always forget your name?” 
 
    “My name is Ériu, but you have trouble with that, and this isn’t really about me. Not yet, anyway. Call me Eerie, please.” 
 
    She gave him a sly look. 
 
    “You always do.” 
 
    He smiled hesitantly. 
 
    “Eerie, then. Who are you?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it is far too soon for that sort of talk. This is both a favor and a selfish act, for the sake of a child and her whims. I apologize; then again, I believe you will find the experience satisfactory.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I am sorry, Alex,” she said, ruffling his hair. “This is very difficult for me, being here, right now. We are still very far apart, and it is hard for me to reach across such a distance. I’m afraid we’ll have to make do until things are properly different.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. Are you here to question me about the fire? I can’t tell you anything, because I don’t remember.” He pulled his hand away, and felt instant regret. “I don’t care what you do to me.” 
 
    “You don’t?” She blinked in surprise. “Oh, good! Then that will make this so much easier.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You know that’s just an expression, right?” 
 
    “I know that now.” 
 
    “That’s a very convenient misunderstanding. One of many.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Your deficiencies. The language issues, the confusion, your cute little speech impediment – it all seems to work out in your favor, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Eerie shrugged. 
 
    “It isn’t easy, walking forward while looking backward. I’ve messed up plenty of times.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” Katya smiled to herself. “Always at somebody else’s expense, though.” 
 
    Eerie was quiet for a while, watching the water the way an infant watches television. They had taken refuge from the brutal midday sun beneath something that looked quite a bit like a willow tree, deep red leaves aside, adjacent to a burbling creek that Eerie proclaimed safe – based, as far as Vivik could tell, on nothing at all. Only Derrida trusted her enough to drink, wading in until his blue-toned nose was just above the level of the water. 
 
    “You don’t know what this has cost me,” Eerie hummed quietly, eyes on the creek. “You can’t.” 
 
    “Maybe we should take a break,” Vivik suggested, with forced cheer. “Take a minute for everyone to calm down, and then…” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Vivik.” Katya didn’t even bother to glance in his direction. “I mean it.” 
 
    He believed her. 
 
    As of sometime earlier that morning, when the ladies started to bicker and snipe, Vivik had come to a grim conclusion – he had agreed to take a long trip with two women who hated each other. Vivik wasn’t prone to despair, but any other reaction seemed hopelessly optimistic. 
 
    He had to consider the possibility that this was a punishment. His sins weighed upon him even more since they left Central. Vivik almost wanted it to be his turn, just to get it over. He had a schedule to keep and obligations fulfill, though, so he kept it to himself. 
 
    Derrida burst from the water and bounded over to them. Katya cried out, but it was too late. The dog shook himself dry, drenching all three of them with the resulting spray. The dog then snuggled in beside Eerie’s leg, grunting cheerfully. The Fey petted him obligingly, seemingly unbothered by his wet coat. 
 
    “Do you want me to finish?” 
 
    Vivik did, in fact, want to hear the rest of Eerie’s story, but was afraid to speak up. He wasn’t sure exactly when he became aware that Katya and Eerie didn’t like each other. It was more of slow realization than a sudden revelation, punctuated by snide remarks and long silences. Their hostility bubbled just beneath the surface of every interaction, but they had started to go at each other in earnest shortly after they started walking this morning. The heat and the bleak salt flats that stretched out to the horizon did nothing to improve their dispositions. 
 
    Finding the creek at the end of the day was a relief, after hours of punishing desert sun. They set up an early camp in the shade of one of the handful of trees, and Vivik went downriver to bathe for the first time in days, leaving the girls to get a fire going. He came back half an hour later, clean and jubilant, to find a roaring fire and equally lively confrontation in process. He suggested that Eerie tell her part of the story to distract them from each other. 
 
    That was apparently a grievous mistake, the ramifications of which were still unclear. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me try?” Katya’s smile was saccharine. “Ana brought you in, on contract, to wipe Alex.” 
 
    “Why Eerie?” Vivik asked, risking life and limb. “The Black Sun has plenty of telepaths.” 
 
    “Sure, but telepathy wouldn’t cut it.” Katya shrugged, apparently unruffled by his interruption. “It wasn’t enough that Alex not remember who he was; we needed everyone to believe that he had died.” 
 
    “You can’t…” Vivik looked closely at the Fey, who had her back to them, facing the river. “Can you do something like that, Eerie?” 
 
    “Back then, I could.” It sounded like an admission of guilt. “As I age, I weaken. I used most of it up fixing Alex.” 
 
    “Making Alex into what you wanted,” Katya corrected sternly. “You didn’t just remove all traces of Alex’s existence. You built something new to replace it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Eerie turned to face Katya, her expression remote. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Yes.” Katya nodded. “That’s why I got curious. Ana kept me away from Alex for almost a year, you know. Didn’t even tell me he was in Central until right before she called me back to watch over the spoiled brat. I was ready for it to be weird, you know – I was ready for him not to remember me.” 
 
    Vivik was hardly convinced by Katya’s tone, but he kept that to himself. 
 
    “What I wasn’t ready for,” Katya said, her voice sharpening, “was for Alex to be a completely different person.” 
 
    Eerie just stared at Katya and gently petted Derrida’s damp head. 
 
    “Let me tell you about my cousin, Alexei.” Katya used the trunk of the willow tree to stand up, and Vivik grew more anxious. “He was smart, like his sister, and funny. I mean, he was an eleven-year-old boy – he didn’t bath enough, and he was too loud, and he always wanted to tag along whenever Leila and I did anything. That aside, he could make you laugh with his antics, and he was brave enough.” 
 
    No one said anything. Vivik couldn’t imagine what he might have offered. Katya leaned against the tree and folded her arms. 
 
    “Yeah,” Katya said, smiling nostalgically. “Smart like Leila. Secretly ruthless, too.” Katya’s voice went dead. “Just like his sister. The whole Rostov clan were tough as fucking nails – elite Operators within the Black Sun since before the merger with the Triad.” 
 
    Katya stomped over to Eerie, looming over her and glaring furiously, hands on her hips. Derrida whined and nudged Katya’s leg, while Eerie looked up blankly. 
 
    “Alex is a fourth-generation Operator, descended from one of the founders of the Black Sun Cartel. His grandfather oversaw the expansion into the mainland and the absorption of the Han Combine. Alex’s father avenged his own father’s assassination, murdering the successive heads of the Han Combine until the cartel dissolved, and stood against Joseph Martynova for leadership of the Black Sun.” 
 
    Eerie offered nothing in response. Katya’s mouth twisted into a snarl, while Derrida hurried over to the safety of Vivik’s pack, watching worriedly from behind their gear. 
 
    “Kirill Rostov was man enough to take the measure of Ana’s dad and not back down. He was a nice guy, liked to sing opera, but the last man in the world you wanted to mess with. You understand what I’m saying? Alex’s father decided he didn’t have quite what it took to take down the Martynova Cartel, but he was sure that his kids had it in ‘em. Smart money was on his daughter, Leila, but things happened.” 
 
    Vivik tried to match that up to the sleepy, self-centered boy that he knew, and couldn’t make it work. Eerie’s expression never changed. 
 
    “Generations of badassery,” Katya emphasized, leaning close. “That sound like anyone you know? What happened to that Alex?” 
 
    “Anastasia told me to get rid of him,” Eerie explained flatly. “He’s gone forever. Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
 
    “No!” Katya clenched her fists by her thighs. “That’s not it! He was just supposed to forget. No one said anything about him becoming someone else. You saw the situation, and you took advantage. I want to know why.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Eerie said, with a shake of her head. “You don’t understand the deal I made with Anastasia. I did what was asked of me.” 
 
    “Maybe we should let Eerie finish her story,” Vivik suggested quietly, fully expecting to be ignored. “Or maybe take a break and have dinner?” 
 
    He was ignored. 
 
    “What deal? Ana paid you to wipe Alex…” 
 
    “With what?” Eerie asked softly. “How do you think she paid me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Katya growled. “Not sure I care.” 
 
    “I told her,” Eerie explained. “When she called me. Anastasia, I mean. She asked what it would take, and I told her what I wanted. She wasn’t happy! Tried to give me something else, but I wasn’t interested.” Her tone grew shrill, while the words came faster. “I told her. Anastasia gave him to me. I didn’t do anything wrong! I told her…” 
 
    “You told her what?” Katya demanded. “What did you tell her?” 
 
    “I wanted someone who wouldn’t break or run away.” Eerie shivered and sank deeper into her hooded sweatshirt. “Rebecca told me that I was dangerous for normal people. Everyone left, or made fun, or took advantage. I fixed that. A lot of other things, too.” 
 
    “Oh God.” Katya covered her mouth. “Tell me you are joking.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. It’s the truth. I had a long time to work on him, after all.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Katya froze in place. “Are you saying you were in contact Alex after he was wiped? You were visiting him, when he was supposed to be hidden from the entire world?” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Eerie confirmed proudly. “I visited him as often as I could arrange it. It would have been mean to leave him alone.” 
 
    “Eerie!” 
 
    “Anastasia knew! It was only when he was alone!” Eerie insisted defensively. “Alex never remembered anything. I need to touch him! That’s how my protocol works!” 
 
    “I bet it does,” Katya sneered. “Are you telling me you wanted a sleepy halfwit as a boyfriend?” 
 
    “His protocol isn’t my fault!” Eerie wrung her hands. “I would never have given him something like that. That was the Church of Sleep, I bet, interfering. They are so mean! You wouldn’t believe how mean they are. They wanted me to come back, for the first time, but I don’t want to, no matter what. So, they decided to use Alex to get to me, which isn’t fair, because I worked really hard to make Alex just right!” 
 
    “Just right?” Katya stared at her incuriously. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “You’re being mean because you’re jealous!” Eerie pointed at Katya. “Alex loves me, or he will love me, which is the same thing! He doesn’t even remember you. You are old, and alone, and lonely, and that is why…” 
 
    “The Horrors,” Katya said, taking a step forward. “You never explained. What was all that?” 
 
    “Obstacles, put in the way of any who might seek the Outer Dark,” Eerie said. “They would have stopped us, so I had to arrange it so that we never met them.” 
 
    “But we did meet them!” Katya cried out. “Or, you did, at any rate.” 
 
    “Not really,” Eerie said. “Not anymore.” 
 
    “What does that mean? What did you do to the Horrors, anyway?” 
 
    “Nothing! Well, a little something. I moved them. To where they should have been. Where they already were. Where they are now…” 
 
    “You are really pushing it,” Katya said quietly, practically leaning her forehead on Eerie’s brow. “If I decide that you are a threat to Alex’s wellbeing, I will kill you, Eerie. I will fill your brain full of needles and leave you to be eaten by whatever the fuck kind of buzzards this sandy hell offers. I’ll tell Alex you fell into a pit or something, and you know what? He’ll be bummed out. He’ll cry about it for a couple of months, because he’s a melodramatic kid. And then he’ll get over you.” 
 
    “No.” Eerie shook her head sadly. “He’ll die.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “He will die.” Eerie shrugged, as if it were a tragic inevitability. “If we don’t find him pretty soon, Alex will die for sure.” 
 
    “Why is that, exactly?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Vivik thought Katya would hit her. Instead she threw her hands into the air in frustration. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think? Why would Alex die if we don’t find him in a month? It’s been weeks already.” 
 
    “Exactly. There are enough of my cells in his system to last about a hundred days, give or take. His system will purge them eventually, though, and then…” 
 
    Eerie looked away. 
 
    Katya seized her by the chin, and forced Eerie to meet her eyes. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “My whole body is a drug,” Eerie said, with a defiant shrug. “Alex is an addict. It’s so not my fault.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He is not meant to be in solitary. Alex has done nothing to merit it; worse, even the staff would agree. It is an administrative mix-up, a legal confusion that they are hurrying to correct, he was assured, when he was first transferred. H has since languished in a cell the size of a bathroom; sleeping on a thin mattress on a concrete shelf, using crude plumbing that frequently backed up, and eating three bland meals a day. 
 
    There are no visitors, or he is denied the privilege – this is never made clear. Every other day, he is escorted to an enormous shower room, where he showers alone and quickly. Once a week, he is taken to a courtyard with a pull-up bar and just enough space to pace in the sun, and given a few hours to exercise. 
 
    Sleep has become irregular beneath the perpetual glare of the fluorescent lights, which are dimmed for eight hours, but never turned off. He speaks aloud or hums occasionally, to remind himself that he has a voice and the gift of language. He cannot remember when he last heard a human voice, except for the commands and announcements that crackle from the overhead speaker. 
 
    The isolation and the lack of sleep eat away at him. The lights buzz and his back aches and water drips from the back of the toilet into a small puddle, and the time will not pass. Nothing changes. 
 
    He closes his eyes and keeps them that way until he can no longer stand it. 
 
    When he opens them again, hours or minutes or days later, nothing has changed. Beneath the stark lighting, Alex has the pallor of a ghost, of the corpse that he has begun to suspect he has already become. 
 
    There is nothing to miss – no more home, no more family. There is no future ahead of him, but he is filled with dread nonetheless. 
 
    The only thing he possesses is time, each moment exactly as the last. He is unsure when he arrived, or how long he has been in this cell, but his conviction that he will never leave it grows with the agonizing march of seconds. The puddle behind his toilet never seems to grow, despite the steady drip. The lights flicker occasionally, but never die. His meals arrive on trays, pushed through a slot by a hand he never sees. Perhaps he tries to say something – a greeting? A cry for attention? – but he is not certain. In any case, there is no answer. 
 
    The time will not pass. 
 
    Alex stares at the lights until his eyes hurt, holds himself on the tips of his fingers and toes until he falls to the cement floor of his cell. He paces the tiny space between his cell door and the toilet in three shuffling steps, counts until he loses track of the numbers. He closes his eyes, shut tight, and remains like that, face down on the mattress. 
 
    He exhales, rolls over, and then cries out and recoils, pitiful as an injured puppy. 
 
    Perhaps he falls asleep. He gradually comes to the awareness that he is no longer alone. 
 
    A girl is perched at the edge of the concrete sleeping platform, knees together, looking nervous and claustrophobic. He breaths in, and there is a hint of spice in the air, and it makes him want to weep, the change is so beautiful. She watches him curiously, but without any evident fear in her saturated eyes. He attempts to speak, and the words emerge in a hesitant jumble, misshapen products of the rusty machinery of his linguistic center. 
 
    She is patient, waiting silently for him to collect himself. This does not come as a surprise. 
 
    “Did you miss me, yet? Are you happy to see me? I can’t wait for that part.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    It is the wrong question, and he knows that before he finishes the sentence. She shakes her head and he is entranced by the movement of her blonde hair, the fragrance of sandalwood she emits. He is so desperate to talk to her that the words are crowded out of his mind. 
 
    “My name is too hard for you to say, and you always forget it, anyway,” she explains softly, golden fireworks in the black sea of her pupils. “You like to call me Eerie.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vivik took a cautious step forward, his hands open and visible, his voice pitched low and soothing. 
 
    “Why don’t we just calm down, ladies?” 
 
    Katya ignored him and continued to shake Eerie. She had grabbed the Fey by her oversized hoodie and had her pressed up against a tree trunk, subjecting the Changeling to frequent rattling. 
 
    “How many times?” 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    “Fuck you!” Katya shook Eerie like she expected prizes to fall out. “How many times did you visit him?” 
 
    A slow smile crawled across Eerie’s face, and Vivik knew that things were about to get a lot worse. 
 
    “Whenever I felt lonely,” Eerie said, with bright-eyed conviction. “Are you jealous?” 
 
    Katya’s eyes blazed. 
 
    “Why the fuck would I be jealous? You broke the deal you made with the Black Sun, Eerie. Alex was supposed to disappear.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh! Anastasia knew. Now put me…” 
 
    Katya sneered, and Eerie tumbled from her hands, landing with a thud on her backside. 
 
    “Ouch! You dropped me!” 
 
    “You told me to,” Katya growled, pacing like a tiger confined to a cage. “You keep saying Ana knew. Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Eerie said, perplexed. “It would make things easier?” 
 
    “Don’t play dumb. What sort of deal are you claiming Ana made?” 
 
    “Anastasia knew about my project,” Eerie said, rubbing her lower back resentfully. “She agreed to my terms. Why did you think I was helping the Black Sun?” 
 
    “Project? You mean Alex? Anyway, I have no idea why you got involved! I figured money, or favors, or something.” 
 
    “I was twelve, Katya.” 
 
    “I said I didn’t know!” 
 
    “I’ve never wanted much of anything,” Eerie said. “Anastasia told me that she doesn’t like to work with me, because I’m hard to pay.” 
 
    “She mentioned that to me, too,” Katya admitted reluctantly. “What kind of project were you working on?” 
 
    Katya’s tone was dubious. To Vivik’s surprise, Eerie’s cheeks evidenced the slightest blush, her eyes floating aimlessly. 
 
    “Oh, you know. Personal stuff. Private stuff.” 
 
    Vivik opened his mouth, but some measure of self-preservation kicked in, and he shut it without saying a word. 
 
    “No way.” Katya approached the Fey with renewed menace. “It’s not your private business anymore, not if Alex is involved. He’s my cousin, and this whole thing is my responsibility.” 
 
    “Big deal,” Eerie scoffed. “He’s my boyfriend. That trumps cousin.” 
 
    “You think that’s still the case, after all this shit?” Katya eyed the Fey in a manner that disquieted Vivik. “We’ll see. What did Ana give you, in return for your help?” 
 
    “Not telling.” Eerie stuck her tongue out at Katya. “Ask her yourself.” 
 
    Vivik braced for the worst. 
 
    When the worst did not arrive, he decided instead to be daring. 
 
    “Eerie, that’s not fair,” he reminded, with an apologetic smile. “We promised to share with each other.” 
 
    “Easy for you to say!” Eerie did not break away from her staring contest with Katya. “You don’t have any bad secrets, Vivik.” 
 
    Vivik coughed, and both girls turned their attention to him with wondering expressions. 
 
    “Really? You too, Vivik? What sort of secrets could you…?” 
 
    Katya looked perplexed, while Eerie seemed intrigued. 
 
    “I’ll level with you guys next,” Vivik, promised, wondering if the timing would work out. “It’s Eerie’s turn now. C’mon, guys. We made a deal.” 
 
    “I know,” Eerie said. “It’s just…” 
 
    “I get it,” Vivik said. “I absolutely understand and agree.” 
 
    “Understand what?” Katya scratched her head. “What are you two talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Vivik said. “Eerie, I think you should answer her question.” 
 
    Eerie bit her lip and said nothing for a long while. Then she nodded slowly, giving Vivik a view of the blond coming in at her part. 
 
    “Okay.” Eerie glanced at Vivik, and he was possessed by the notion that there was something wrong with her eyes, and the tone of her voice – in that nothing was currently wrong with either. “No questions, though. Let me tell it my way.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The girl sleeps beside him at times, though he never remembers her arrival, and she is always gone before he wakes in the morning.  
 
    On occasion, waking from dreams of terrifying and mysterious import, Alex will find himself held. The girl spoons him, her body nestled against his back, her hair on his face, breathing soft words into his ear, whispering in an unfamiliar language that he understands intuitively. When he wakes from those nightmares, his mouth filled with the taste of aluminum, his head buzzing with conflicting memories, she comforts him; drawing him into her gentle warmth and the scent of sandalwood, melting against her like a pat of butter. 
 
    He always falls back asleep before he can ask questions or act, secure in her arms. When he wakes to the morning alarm over the PA, he will be rested and calm, not quite certain if he dreamed it all or not. Careful to first turn his back to the camera, he covertly sniffs his pillow, where her head lay, for confirmation. 
 
    A few times, he finds a stray hair attached to his pillow. Often, the fine, straight hair is blond. Occasionally, the strands are an improbable shade of blue. 
 
    These are his favorites, but he saves each hair pressed between the pages of a bible that he does not read. Though he does his best to avoid it, he will sometimes open the pages of the book and inspect those half-dozen strands, wondering at their significance. During one inspection or another, the hair disappears, and Alex feels a sense of loss wildly out of proportion to the circumstance. 
 
    The time between her visits is dull and featureless, and he starts to doubt her reality. The hours pass slower, hope propping his eyes open. His pacing takes on a frantic, restless character; he gives a guard an evil look in return for an offhand shove on the way to the showers and receives a clinically administered beating in return. 
 
    Nursing a separated shoulder, tongue exploring the chip on his upper right bicuspid, Alex hopes for nightmares, because sometimes, when the dreams are particularly bad, she likes to sleep beside him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You bitch,” Katya said breathily, shaking her head. “You selfish brat!” 
 
    “Hey!” Eerie sounded genuinely wounded, wet eyes reflecting the firelight. “That’s mean!” 
 
    “I wanted him to have a life.” Katya leaned her head against the trunk of the tree behind her and closed her eyes. “Just a normal life, you know? Typical shit, none of this cartel crap. A life as far away from Central as the Black Sun could provide. Something safe and boring.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault,” Eerie protested. “You should blame Anastasia. She made the deal.” 
 
    Vivik stirred the water he was boiling over the campfire and measured out dehydrated bouillon cubes for dinner. 
 
    “Yeah. You keep saying that.” In the gloom of deepening evening, Katya’s doubt seemed real enough to Vivik. “Convenient that I only find all this out after I can’t ask her myself.” 
 
    “Why would I lie?” 
 
    Eerie shrugged. Katya grunted and closed her eyes. The wet wood crackled and spat protestations as it burned. In the near distance, Derrida barked avidly, having departed in gleeful pursuit of some unknown animal. Completely unsure of their present whereabouts, Vivik wondered about the possibility of predators, but Katya and Eerie evidenced no apparent concern. 
 
    Vivik waited until he had a rolling boil, and then he added the bouillon cubes and reduced the heat. They still had a couple ramen packets left, but Vivik was saving them for future use, so dinner was hot broth and a protein bar, split two ways – Eerie would instead eat a handful of high fructose corn syrup, in bear or worm form. 
 
    His stomach complained at the very thought. 
 
    “You said you were programming him, right?” 
 
    “I said I was shaping him,” Eerie corrected. “It’s gentler.” 
 
    “Whatever. You told me you wanted someone who wouldn’t run away, someone who could handle your bullshit. I get that. You were trying to make him into something…” 
 
    Katya trailed off. Eerie stared at the fire. Vivik rolled the foil packet the bouillon powder came in between his fingers, making a ball of it. 
 
    “…so what went wrong?” 
 
    Eerie’s eyes flicked briefly away to the fire, to Katya. 
 
    “What? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The sleeping thing aside,” Katya said, rubbing her eyes. “Alex is, like, half a person. He’s nervous and uncertain and fearful. He has no interests, no hobbies, no talents. If he didn’t have terrible taste in women, I’d worry that he didn’t care about anything at all.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “C’mon, Eerie. Even you have hobbies. You’ve been in the Sewing Circle for how long, now?” 
 
    “Eight years.” 
 
    “You see? And you’re always listen to music. Margot used to complain about the bass through the walls.” 
 
    Eerie’s voice ratcheted up, in pitch and tension. 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “That’s not even including computers. Then there’s boys,” Katya said, looking up with an evil grin. “I heard some stories about you from a few years ago.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So you have interests,” Katya said. “Fuck, girl. You’re only part human, and you’re still more of a person than Alex.” 
 
    Vivik portioned the broth out into two of the three stacking aluminum cups that were their only dishes, but held off on passing them out. He did hope that they would finish soon; it had been a long day, and Vivik was hungry. 
 
    “I wasn’t…very confident. Back then. When I started to nudge Alex along.” Eerie spoke gravely, surprising Vivik with her solemnity. “I didn’t…I didn’t think…that is, I was worried…” 
 
    “Oh, my God,” Katya said, with a peculiar mixture of joy and horror. “You wanted a boy who was only interested in you. That’s it, isn’t it?” 
 
    Eerie hung her head, and they all had their answer. 
 
    “You silly bitch!” Katya took a flask from her bag and shook it, clearly disappointed by the results. “Why didn’t you just say so?” 
 
    Eerie looked up in surprise. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s the first thing you’ve ever said that made a damn bit of sense to me,” Katya said, upending the flask into her mouth, and then tossing it over her shoulder into the brush. “I mean, it’s a messed up story, but it’s not altogether impossible to relate to.” 
 
    Eerie nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “So we’re friends?” 
 
    “Not hardly,” Katya said, with a grin. “But I’ll consider not making Alex break up with you.” 
 
    “Yay!” 
 
    Eerie leapt for Katya, who neatly sidestepped her attempted hug. Derrida burst from the underbrush and barked at everyone. The leaden sky rolled over them without comment, featureless and slate-grey. 
 
    Vivik used the opportunity to serve the soup, and waited until everyone was eating, until he was sure that everything had calmed down. 
 
    “I appreciate you both sharing your stories,” Vivik said, nervous the moment both young woman turned their attention to him. He focused on Derrida and his amiable, panting face instead. “I think I understand a little better now. If it’s not too much trouble, though…could you just tell me what happened?” 
 
    “We did,” Katya said, with her mouth full. “All day.” 
 
    “Right,” Eerie affirmed. “With words.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “But what? You haven’t told us anything, yet,” Katya said crossly. “Why should we have to explain more?” 
 
    Vivik faced a suddenly formed unified front, Eerie nodding firmly in agreement. 
 
    “Because I don’t understand what happened at all,” Vivik admitted, with a tentative smile. “Your story missed every important detail.” 
 
    “Oh, fine,” Katya said, holding out her empty bowl for a refill. “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything important, really.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help.” 
 
    “Okay...let’s start with the obvious. How did the Black Sun manage to rescue and replace Alex without anyone noticing?” 
 
    “You’ve got it wrong,” Katya said, licking her spoon clean. “The Black Sun was too busy murdering the Rostov Cartel to help. Anastasia had to outsource the whole job. It was the Sewing Circle that managed the whole rescue operation.” 
 
    Vivik nearly dropped the bowl of ramen he was handing Katya. 
 
    “Hey!” Katya called out, snatching her hand out of the way of slopped broth. “Watch it!” 
 
    “Sorry,” Vivik said hurriedly, setting the bowl on the ground in front of her. “Do you mean the club at the Academy, or…?” 
 
    The disbelief must have shown on his face, because his response inspired gales of laughter from both of his companions. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Katya said, regaining her composure. “You don’t wanna underestimate the Young Ladies Sewing Circle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I don’t see why I have to do that,” Rebecca complained, sulking with a cigarette dangling from her left hand. “I’ve known some of them for years. I counseled the rest at the Academy.” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure why I’m here myself,” Gerald Windsor pointed out gently. “I’m just making the best of the situation.” 
 
    “You’re here because the new Board the Committee-at-Large assembled is a load of bullshit.” Rebecca kicked at the unused chair beside her in frustration. “I only get to pick one member, when Gaul got to select all of them? And then they saddle me with North and Martynova? No, thank you. This incarnation of the Board will probably never meet. As a result, I’m a little short on advisors at the moment.” 
 
    “What about the Chief Auditor?” 
 
    “Alice Gallow?” Rebecca snorted. “She’s fucking useless when it comes to this stuff. She’s got…what’s the opposite of empathy?” 
 
    “Disdain?” Gerald Windsor caught the bartender’s eye with a gesture, subtly indicating that another round was required at their table. “Savagery? Contempt?” 
 
    “Yeah. All those.” 
 
    Gerald Windsor sighed, then offered a polite smile to the harried server, who rushed two more pints of Belgian Ale to their table, dropping them off in such a hurry that beer splattered the scarred wooden table. There was a definite shortage of bars and pubs in Central; so The Duck and Rose was almost always crowded. It was not the location Gerald would have picked for a confidential meeting, but given Rebecca’s empathic abilities, he supposed that their privacy was assured, regardless of locale. None of the bar’s staff and patrons seemed to realize that the Director herself occupied one of the battered old tables in the rear of the common room – or that she was smoking, in clear violation of local ordinances and general custom. 
 
    “If I am truly the best you can do for advice,” Gerald said reluctantly, “then I can offer nothing better than my original suggestion.” 
 
    “What the hell am I supposed to do with a bunch of Auditors?” Rebecca cried out, running a hand through her disheveled hair. “My degree is in child psychology, Gerald. I wanted to be a preschool teacher!” 
 
    “Play to your strengths,” Gerald suggested, lifting his pint in a half-salute. “Improvise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice stuck her head in the doorway, rapping lightly on the doorframe to announce her presence. Rebecca did not bother to look up from the fantastically opaque set of financial documents that she had been studying for the last several hours. She was required to provide either approval or rejection, and thus far had not been able to admit to the bookkeeping staff that she found it incomprehensible. 
 
    “Boss?” Alice grinned as she took a seat opposite Rebecca’s desk, clutching a steaming mug that, for some reason, was printed with the phrase World’s Greatest Dad. “You did want to see me, right?” 
 
    “No.” Rebecca flicked ash on the paperwork in front of her. Alice’s smile widened and she moved to leave. “Wait. Yes. Stay there.” 
 
    “Fine, sure, whatever,” Alice grumbled good-naturedly, as Rebecca shoved the offending paperwork into a vacant desk drawer. “Waste my time. Wasn’t like I was doing anything important.” 
 
    “This is important, too,” Rebecca said, grinding out the stub of her cigarette on the sole of her shoe, because the ashtray was too full. “Way important. Maybe.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” Rebecca said, resting her forehead on the desk. “Pretty sure I’m just making shit up at this point.” 
 
    “Is it really that bad?” Alice’s smile wavered. “You look tired.” 
 
    “I am so tired.” Rebecca felt a flood a relief. “This job is insane! Did you know that Gaul only slept two hours a night? His implant allowed him to multitask! He could literally think about more than one thing at a time, according to the documentation. That makes for a hard act to follow. Administration is set up to work on a twenty-hour day, for one thing, and scheduling has been a nightmare.” 
 
    “Crazy bastard,” Alice muttered, folding her legs. “Can I kill him yet?” 
 
    “No.” Rebecca sat back up, and checked her pack of cigarettes. Discovering that only two were left, she decided to wait. “Not yet.” 
 
    “Are you going to open an Inquiry, at least?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rebecca confirmed sourly. “Soon enough. There are…political concerns, I guess.” 
 
    Alice rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Glad that’s your headache,” she said, toying with the laces on her blunt-toed boots. “You bring me here just to chat, or what?” 
 
    “No.” Rebecca grimaced, her hands straying back automatically to rest on the blue pack of American Spirits. While Rebecca personally found the idea of organic tobacco hilarious, they had also somehow become her brand of choice in the last couple years. “There is something we need to talk about.” 
 
    Alice raised an eyebrow and leaned forward, intrigued by Rebecca’ serious tone. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rebecca said, leaning her chin on her fists, her elbows planted on the desk. “Why don’t you tell me?” 
 
    “What?” Alice blinked in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s been a while since we talked,” Rebecca said brightly. “Why don’t we catch up a little?” 
 
    “Are you on drugs?” Alice’s eyes narrowed. “More drugs, I mean?” 
 
    “No!” Rebecca recoiled, scandalized. “A little stoned, maybe. But that has nothing to do with it! I’m doing my job.” 
 
    “Your job is asking me how things are going?” 
 
    “My job is convincing myself, and then the rest of the world, that the current crop of Auditors will keep them safe.” Rebecca slid the penultimate cigarette from the pack, and then let it hang from the corner of her mouth, unlit. “More specifically, I must persuade Central that you are not an unhinged, homicidal maniac, placed in charge of a small collection of poorly trained students, former criminals, and partisan operators.” 
 
    “Oh.” A range of expressions crossed Alice’s face, but none of them stuck. “When you put it that way.” Alice scratched the side of her head. “Curious, though…pretty sure I should have found that little speech offensive and condescending, but I’m not upset at all.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s me,” Rebecca confirmed. “I’m not letting you get pissed. We are doing this heart-to-heart shit whether you like it or not.” 
 
    Alice hesitated momentarily, and the women studied each other across a meter of stained birch wood. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Alice said. “If that’s the case…” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “What do you wanna know?” 
 
    “Oh, the usual.” Rebecca gestured vaguely. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine, I guess. Mikey’s kinda a pain in my ass…” 
 
    “I’d imagine.” 
 
    “…and sometimes, I wish I’d never agreed to try dating. I mean, why are we even doing that?” Alice threw her hands in the air in exasperation. “I keep fucking up, and then I have no idea what to tell him, so I just don’t say anything at all. It’s so stupid! Why can’t we just fuck occasionally and let that be it?” 
 
    “Because you are both dumb as dirt.” Rebecca sighed, her exhaustion on full display. “You’re an idiot who cannot just admit that she is polyamorous by nature. He is an idiot who keeps taking you back, because he thinks he can change you into someone else. It’ll end badly, the same way it always does. Then you’ll forget about it, and we’ll start the whole thing over again.” 
 
    “I get the feeling you just called me a slut in the most backhanded way possible.” 
 
    “Oh, I doubt it.” Rebecca smiled back. “Are you sure you and Michael are okay in the field? I don’t need your affair causing some sort of cartel incident. Maybe we should consider pulling him back to the classroom for a little while…” 
 
    “We’re fine in the field, and in bed,” Alice said, with a grin. “The rest of the time…not so much.” 
 
    “Operationally, though?” 
 
    “Oh, were golden,” Alice said. “He’s great with the kids. He’s good at keeping up morale. He can absorb attacks that would kill nearly anyone else. He’s a walking artillery piece.” 
 
    “You mean in the field, right?” Rebecca shook her head. “Don’t answer that.” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    “I said…” 
 
    “I heard you.” 
 
    “Great.” Rebecca sighed, and lit her cigarette with a frustratingly undersized Bic. “What about the kids? How are they holding up?” 
 
    “Good, all things considered. Losing Alex wasn’t much of a blow, but Katya running after him…” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that.” Rebecca’s voice took on a slight tone of authority. “The remainder, please.” 
 
    “Hayley seems a bit distracted, and her loyalties are anybody’s guess, but she’s surprisingly capable. Seems to find a new way to use her protocol every week,” Alice said, her demeanor impatient and disinterested. “Min-jun is a fuckin’ rock. If I had a dozen Auditors with his disposition, maybe I could actually get something done…” 
 
    “I’m working on it,” Rebecca said earnestly. “I hope to find you more help shortly. The current class at the Academy has a few interesting prospects. What about the newer recruits?” 
 
    “Hmm? Oh, you mean Chike?” Alice shrugged. “He’s good. Too nice to be an Auditor, if you ask me, so I try and keep him out of the line of fire. No complaints, though – he follows orders, makes good decisions, and his apport range is staggering, if a bit limited by that point-to-point restriction.” 
 
    “You still think you need a second apport technician?” 
 
    “Fuck yes. I’m not a damn moving service. Still think you need to ask me a bunch of stupid questions?” 
 
    Rebecca sighed, pulling the trash can over so she would have a place to flick her ash. 
 
    “Fine. What about Karim? His history still gives me pause…” 
 
    “I don’t know why. He has a history of shooting people. That’s what we recruited him to do.” Alice made a face at Rebecca. “What exactly is the problem?” 
 
    “He was a contractor, a mercenary. I’m not sure how much trust we can place in him.” 
 
    “Alistair betrayed us, and he was the Chief Auditor for years,” Alice said, with a sneer. “I don’t think tenure is a guarantee of loyalty.” 
 
    “True. You trust Karim, then?” 
 
    “I understand him,” Alice snapped. “Better than you, anyway. Talk to him yourself. You’ll see that you have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    “Okay. I will.” Rebecca sighed, and then tossed the burning end of her cigarette out the open office window. “What about Xia?” 
 
    “Mouthy,” Alice said, with a wry grin. “Always talkin’ my ear off.” 
 
    They both laughed harder than the joke merited. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Michael was easy to find. Though his duties as an Auditor were consuming, he always found time for the gym, even after she was forced to officially forbid him from leading his beloved P.E. courses. He was fond of the main gym at the Academy, despite the excellent facilities available to Auditors at the Far Shores – and the time he found just so happened to be the open gym session favored by his former pupils. 
 
    Rebecca thought it was the cutest act of official defiance she had encountered, and overlooked it. 
 
    Michael’s eyes widened in surprise when he saw Rebecca enter the gym, wearing an Adidas workout top and yoga pants that had lived in a drawer for nearly two years, since Mitsuru gave them to her as birthday present. The synthetic fabric was weirdly soft and far tighter than she was used too, and she felt periodically compelled to tug her shirt down over her backside. 
 
    The Director ground her teeth while she walked over to the free-weight area. There was a flurry of animated whispering as the students and faculty became aware of Rebecca’s presence. This was followed by a surprisingly rapid exodus of the facilities for safer environs. The nearby spin class was flooded with late participants, while many other gym goers decided that the track or the pool were better options for their pre-lunch workout. 
 
    That was the good and the bad of being the Director in a nutshell. Rebecca sighed to herself as she stepped on to the thick pads that protected the floor from the impact of the weights, wondering how soon she could credibly retire. 
 
    “Director! I wasn’t expecting you here.” Michael grinned and set aside the squat bar he had been preparing, which to Rebecca’s eyes appeared comically laden with weights. “Decided to burn off a little excess tension?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Rebecca did her best to smile through the lie, extending the tendrils of her empathic protocol with only a twinge of reluctance. “You know how much I like a good workout.” 
 
    Michael laughed pleasantly. Rebecca held a secret affection for Michael; his cheery personality had the side effect of empathically buoying her own mood. For Rebecca, his relentless optimism truly was infectious. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can help you out,” Michael suggested. “Want me to spot you for a few reps?” 
 
    Rebecca cast about the room. 
 
    “What about the stationary bikes? Are the bikes for wimps or something? Do you even do the bikes?” 
 
    “Calm down, Becca,” Michael said, patting her gently on the shoulder, concerned that she might break under pressure. “Everybody does cardio. If I’m paying attention, anyway. Come on – let’s go for a little ride.” 
 
    Rebecca followed him across the room with the enthusiasm of a patient on their way to a root canal. The stationary bikes were thick and white, and resembled a bicycle only in the most general sense. Michael made his machine look small and vaguely ridiculous, while Rebecca needed two tries to get her leg over the bike beside him. Her empathic protocol, fueled by her burning embarrassment, forced the stragglers who remained from the room, consumed by a frantic desire to be anywhere else. 
 
    “What kind of ride did you want to do?” Michael asked, powering up the touch screen that controlled the machine and scrolling through options. “How long do you want to go?” 
 
    She was a drowning woman, casting about for rescue. 
 
    “I think mine is broken,” Rebecca said hopefully, jabbing at the unresponsive touchpad. “Nothing is happening.” 
 
    Michael leaned over and tapped the power stud on her display, treating her to the smile that caused so many students – and faculty – at the Academy to crush on him. 
 
    “Fixed it.” 
 
    Rebecca frowned, and nudged him, tampering with a mixture of empathy and light telepathy. 
 
    “No.” She shut the screen off again. “It’s definitely broken.” 
 
    Michael leaned over again, but instead of hitting the power button, he just tapped at the dormant touchscreen, seemingly puzzled by its failure to respond. 
 
    “Okay,” he said, with a shake of his head, dreadlocks barely held in check by a trio of beige rubber bands. “Well, we could just move over to other machines…” 
 
    Rebecca grimaced and focused a bit harder. 
 
    “Nope. All broken.” 
 
    Michael looked up and down the row of a dozen stationary bikes, surprised and appalled. 
 
    “You must be kidding!” 
 
    “’Fraid not. See for yourself.” 
 
    She let him check a couple machines, before slipping the suggestion that he had already checked them all into his mind. Rebecca felt a little guilty manipulating her friend, but it was a hell of a lot easier to live with being deceitful than it was to exercise. 
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead and ride?” Rebecca suggested helpfully, climbing down from her perfectly functional stationary bike. “I’ll just hang out. I had some stuff I wanted to ask you about, anyway.” 
 
    Michael looked confused for a moment, then she nudged him again, and he nodded and smiled. She didn’t need to make him get on the bike and start riding – he did that of his own accord – which was good, because she didn’t have the heart to force it. 
 
    “I thought as much.” Michael pedaled casually while he set resistance. “What’s the issue, Director?” 
 
    “No issue,” Rebecca hedged. “Just wondering how you were doing.” 
 
    Michael laughed, standing up on the pedals for leverage on the simulated uphill. 
 
    “That’s an odd thing to bring you down to the gym. When was the last time I saw you down here, ‘Becca? Didn’t you make a New Year’s resolution to work out at least once a week…?” 
 
    Rebecca lacked the telepathy to gracefully remove the memory from his mind, so she settled for making him lose interest in the subject. She smirked, Michael laughed, and that was that. 
 
    “Back to business!” Rebecca watched the display sketch out the severity of the simulated hills Michael faced with a sympathetic wince. “I wanted to check in, see how the Auditor thing was going.” 
 
    As Rebecca spoke, she gently probed Michael’s psyche, searching out pain, worry, and jealousy, and then smoothing out that negativity. No matter how honest, after all, his words would not tell her the truth of what she needed to know. It was likely that Michael did not know himself. 
 
    If she had the option, Rebecca would have expelled Michael from the Auditors and returned him to teaching. 
 
    He was an Auditor for all the wrong reasons. Protecting his former students from the Academy, for example…or out of love for the Chief Auditor. It was a recipe for disaster, and infuriatingly condescending to boot. Mercenaries and psychopaths Rebecca could work with, but Michael’s motivations confounded her. Compounding the issue, Michael was an inherently gentle personality, forced to subvert that side of himself to work in the field. His work was good, but it came at a steep personal cost that Rebecca would have preferred he not pay. 
 
    Of course, she did not have any such option. If anything, Rebecca needed more Auditors. 
 
    “Fine, I think.” Michael was only slightly short of breath. “So far, so good.” 
 
    “You feel…you know…comfortable?” 
 
    He laughed and gave her a look. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Do you sleep at night? Does the work bother you?” 
 
    “I sleep okay.” Michael was lying, but that was just as good, as far as Rebecca was concerned. “The work…can get to me on occasion.” Michael frowned, contemplating some misery that Rebecca left private. “Then I remember what happened when the Anathema came to Central. I remember what Alistair did. That makes it easier.” 
 
    “Sure. Revenge can help you cope for a while. Tends to burn out faster than guilt, though.” 
 
    The display mounted to the stationary bike finally showed level ground instead of the seemingly endless incline that Michael had selected. When he settled back in the seat and dialed back his efforts, Rebecca detected a fleeting sensation of disappointment in Michael, and was befuddled by it. 
 
    “I’m fine, Rebecca. If I wasn’t, I would come to you.” That, fortunately, was the truth. The rest of Central might regard her with suspicion, but Michael trusted her with only limited and understandable reservations. That responsibility weighed on her. “Is that really all you came to talk about?” 
 
    “No. What do you think about the rest of them?” 
 
    “The Auditors?” 
 
    “Yeah. Who else?” 
 
    Michael grunted and shook his head. 
 
    “That’s not my business. Ask Alice, okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” Rebecca’s finger’s twitched, and she battled the desire for a cigarette. “Something more in your field, then. What about the kids? Haley and Min-jun. How are they doing?” 
 
    She could not read his expression, but empathy filled in that blank. Michael felt a poignant mixture of pride and sadness. 
 
    “Fish in water.” His smile was rueful. “Exactly as we made them.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He knocked so softly that she nearly missed it, dozing in her chair, her shoes kicked off and her feet up on the desk. His emotional presence was only a little more obvious than his arrival, despite her empathetic awareness. 
 
    That was normal, where Xia was concerned. 
 
    “Come in! It’s open.” 
 
    He handled the doorknob gingerly, despite the latex gloves. His goggles were treated with an iridescent reflective coating, so she saw herself, shaded purple, when she looked in his eyes. A filter mask was tied around the lower half of his face, the skin between the goggles and the mask coated with a shiny layer of antibiotic gel. His hair was neatly combed and trimmed short, but dry and dull, a side effect of the harsh shampoos he subjected it to twice daily. He wore surgical scrubs over a base layer, which was expedient, because then he only needed to burn those at the end of the day.  
 
    Rebecca yawned and waved him in. Xia walked to the center of the room, the furthest point from contact with any object in the office, and then stood uneasily. From experience, she knew better than to offer him a chair or her hand. 
 
    “Hey, Xia. Sorry about that.” Rebecca sat up and rubbed her eyes. “It’s been a long day already, and yes, I know it’s just barely the afternoon. How’s business?” 
 
    His term for it, according to Alice – “business”. What he called the work. 
 
    Xia had been an Auditor for nearly ten years. He was recruited directly by Alice Gallow, after she discovered him in a clandestine laboratory affiliated with an Audited and expunged renegade cartel. He had not attended the Academy or received training in Central, before joining the Auditors. He was an unclassified pyrokine, and his protocol was assumed to be Black. 
 
    That was somehow the total contents of the files Rebecca had located thus far on Xia. The rest was probably lost in one of mad Alice’s diaries, but Rebecca didn’t feel like digging through her best friend’s lost memories right then. 
 
    Xia nodded politely, and waited. The patience she felt radiating had such confident depth that Rebecca was certain Xia would have stood there all day, in silence, without complaint or question, aside from a gradually increasing need to bathe. 
 
    “Good. How’s the new crew? Are they gonna make it?” 
 
    Xia narrowed his eyes thoughtfully, and then nodded again. 
 
    She got to the meat of it. 
 
    “What about Alice? How’s she holding up?” 
 
    A moment of uncertainty. A strange and, to Rebecca, exhilarating, second-hand vulnerability. A perfect and convoluted morass of emotion, a conflicted masterpiece she could only admire and pity. The human heart, she mused, and its glorious and pained complexity. There were no words for such matters. 
 
    Then the rush of feeling receded behind the wall of Xia’s reserve and loyalty, steely and resolute. 
 
    Xia nodded. 
 
    “Okay, then.” Rebecca yawned, only remembering to cover her mouth when she felt Xia’s restrained horror. “We’re good.” 
 
    A final nod, and he turned to go. She waited until he had the door open. 
 
    “Xia.” 
 
    He paused, but did not turn around. 
 
    “Look after her for me, okay?” 
 
    He nodded, before departing as quietly as he had come, leaving behind a faint antiseptic odor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    One advantage of being the Director: she hardly had to wait for a requested apport. The Network showed Chike Okoro as the Auditor on call, so she had them send her to the Far Shores. 
 
    She found him twenty minutes later, on a bench not far from a score of employees and researchers, all earnestly mimicking the slow movements of their elderly Tai Chi instructor. The instructor was deliberate and graceful, and Rebecca found herself captivated by the display, and the peaceful unity of purpose the group radiated. She was eventually distracted by a beacon of nearby mirth. Chike Okoro watched from a nearby bench, an open book sitting in his lap, laughing at her reaction. She smiled and went to join him. 
 
    Chike closed his book and patted the empty bench beside him. Rebecca sat beside the rangy African, high cheekbones marked by childhood pox, deep brown eyes warm and impish. There was no need to look at the book cover to know he had been reading something Christian, likely in one archaic language or another. Chike was fluent in five languages, including ancient varietals of Greek and Hebrew, and enjoyed talking about Jesus in all of them. 
 
    “Director!” Chike smiled in greeting. “A pleasure to see you here.” 
 
    “Hi, Chike,” Rebecca said, patting his broad hand. “Not joining the fun?” 
 
    “Not my cup of tea,” Chike said. “I was here first, actually, reading peacefully…” 
 
    “…when a hoard of Tai Chi practitioners descended?” 
 
    Chike’s smile was wide and endearing. Rebecca was secretly jealous of the excellence of his teeth, which were brilliantly white and perfectly aligned; much better than her own, despite years of braces and bleaching. 
 
    “That is about how it happened, actually.” 
 
    “Come on. This has to be a scheduled class, right?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure.” Chike laughed. “I spend much of my down time here, when I’m on call. There is so little of the Far Shores that is green, after all.” 
 
    Chike nodded at the uniform yard of Kentucky bluegrass that occupied most the commons, the air around them fragrant with the smell of a recent cutting, the sharp odor of chlorophyll. The poor soil and arid conditions at the Fringe prevented any extensive planting, though they were experimenting with trees on the surrounding hills to serve as a windbreak, along with a variety of drought-tolerant scrubs and succulents sourced in Arizona and Southern California. The landscaping crew gave it their best effort, but the Far Shores campus had been expanded in such haste that little thought had been given to aesthetics, so they had little with which to work. 
 
    “I can see why it’s popular.” It was, clearly. On the other side of the green, a group of support staff were kicking around a soccer ball, while a vet tech threw a Frisbee for one of Haley’s dogs. “Nice day.” 
 
    It was, for whatever that meant at the Far Shores. The Fringe was the last inhabitable piece of land at the boundary of Central, alongside the limitless sea of Ether, and therefore well below the eternal cloud cover that smothered Central. The area was known for high winds and dreary, damp conditions, but the clouds were bright this afternoon, and only a little cooler than conditions at the Academy. 
 
    “It is pleasant enough, though I would prefer to be elsewhere,” Chike said. As always, he was honest to a fault. “The Far Shores is not particularly hospitable. I prefer conditions at the Academy.” 
 
    “I get you.” Rebecca nodded sympathetically. “I think we all prefer it. But the Auditors need infrastructure and support staff, and only the Academy or the Far Shores have the capacity to host all that. I know it kinda sucks out here, but you must realize why the Auditors can’t be near the kids…” 
 
    “I understand. I was simply stating a preference; I was not making a complaint.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Am I interrupting something, Director? I assume you had a purpose in visiting us today.” 
 
    “You aren’t interrupting, but I do have a reason for being here. It’s kinda convenient, honestly, bumping into you. Saves me the trouble of finding you later.” 
 
    “Now I’m intrigued! Have I done something, Director?” 
 
    “Nothing that I’m aware of.” Rebecca brushed her hair back and wished she had thought to tie it into a ponytail that morning. “This is more of a checkup. There have been a lot of changes recently, and you’re pretty new to the Auditing game. How are you doing with all that?” 
 
    “That’s quite a question,” Chike said thoughtfully. “Not one to be taken lightly, given who you are, Director. You would be putting me in quite a spot, if I were dissatisfied.” 
 
    She had built Chike’s mental shields herself, so bypassing them was a breeze. She employed one of three backdoors built into his mind during their first session, and slipped into his consciousness like a ghost, surveying and assessing. What she found was…complicated. 
 
    “Are you dissatisfied?” Rebecca asked the question sincerely, simultaneously making small adjustments to his emotional wellbeing. “You can tell me. There will be no repercussions, I promise.” 
 
    “I am perfectly content.” Chike offered her a private and ambiguous smile, and Rebecca immediately violated that privacy, hungry for meaning and context. “I only meant to illustrate a point. I do not believe that you will get honest answers to such questions, Director. You cannot be so direct.” 
 
    “Oh, Chike.” Rebecca patted his bony knee. “Don’t be silly. I can do anything I want.” 
 
    She was firmly in control at that point, gauging and rebalancing moods and opinions. She casually bulldozed any objections. 
 
    His mental state was riddled with contradictions, and he had been suffering from insomnia, Rebecca discovered, something that Chike should have reported already. She suspected from the outset that the trouble would be rooted in Chike’s genuine and profound faith, the importance of his Christian ideals, but she found nothing untoward, only the normal doubts and compromises. The root of his malaise was instead based on his role in the assassination of Mitsuru Aoki, an act that felt too much like betrayal for Chike to sleep comfortably, even as he recognized the necessity of the action. This conflict created a cascade of doubts regarding the work of the Auditors, Rebecca’s legitimacy and the soundness of her decisions as Director, and his own moral character. 
 
    Rebecca was privately outraged by his guilt, considering her own inarguable responsibility for a grievous and personal loss. It was a petty and unfair reaction, but she nursed it nonetheless. 
 
    The solution was quick and obvious. Rebecca excised the particulars of his own role in the operation from Chike’s mind, leaving only a muddled and nonspecific cluster of emotionally neutral recollections. His body language immediately relaxed, his posture loose and slack, his expression content and optimistic. 
 
    She took a distinctly guilty pleasure in this. 
 
    There was nothing nefarious about it. The only pleasure an empath could find was in the glow of another person’s happiness – or suffering, depending on the empath. Fortunately for all concerned, Rebecca considered herself more of a Fairy Godmother type. 
 
    The conventional line was the empathy couldn’t actually solve problems – she could reduce someone’s stress, for example, but could not affect the source, limiting her influence, in theory, to a temporary fix. Rebecca found that emotional turmoil was often its own cause. Anxiety fostered further anxiety, depression piled atop itself in a crushing blanket of misery, self-inflicted wounds were continually probed and irritated. Old wrongs were carried forward and worn like leaden jewelry, and old and forgotten errors were held so tightly that the wounds festered, even years later. Rebecca couldn’t do anything about unrequited love, unpaid mortgages, or unfulfilling careers, but often, she found that was not the source of the problem. 
 
    People really were their own worst enemies. 
 
    And Rebecca was their secret best friend. 
 
    “Of course you can. How foolish of me.”  
 
    Chike laughed, throwing his head back and getting into it. The nearest Tai Chi fan paused to stare, but Rebecca gave her something else to worry about, and she renewed her movements with enthusiasm. Chike shook his head, and then rubbed his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, yawning. “How terribly rude. I’ve forgotten what we were talking about.” 
 
    “You were going to tell me,” Rebecca said kindly, bracing herself, “about what you are reading…” 
 
    Chike lit up. 
 
    “It’s very interesting, actually!” Chike seized the book from beside him to show her the cover. “It’s an examination of a recently discovered cache of scrolls attributed to the Pharisees in ancient Israel. Due to textual similarities to several works of early Rabbinic Judaism, scholars suspect that they are foundational documents. This particular researcher, however, has spent the last two years mapping out links between the scrolls and the esoteric works of another Judean faction active in the Holy Land at the time…” 
 
    Rebecca smiled politely, empathically buoying her own spirits. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her sweater was too thin for the wind. She tried to light a cigarette, but could not shield it effectively, and eventually gave up. Her fingers ached, and she tucked them beneath her arms, stomping her cold feet on the asphalt of the roof. 
 
    Karim Sabir ignored the scene, his eye never leaving the massive scope attached to his rifle. Occasionally, he made minute adjustments to one of the dials on his scope, muttering numbers and Kurdish obscenities. Rebecca was frustrated by his inattention, clearing her throat impatiently. 
 
    Please control yourself, Director. I am working. 
 
    His telepathy was just as charming and sonorous as his voice, even as he chastised her. Rebecca shivered and glared, but it was water off a duck’s back, when it came to Karim. He showed no further awareness of her presence. Rebecca considered contacting Central for an apport to somewhere warmer, but that sounded like more trouble than it was worth. She looped herself into the telepathic channel that Karim had created for the operation instead. There was a brief pain behind her eyes, like a sinus headache, while her mind struggled to cope with the overwhelming amount of data it received – telepathic briefings and databases, remote viewing imagery and ongoing surveillance, empathic impressions from every Operator involved. There was a sensation in the back of her mind, like a dam bursting, and then it all coalesced. 
 
    This was the conclusion of a rather lengthy intelligence operation. Analytics had gigabytes of data on the case, but it all boiled down to a rather mundane issue of supply lines. 
 
    Central and the Outer Dark shared the same basic vulnerability – nearly everything had to be imported, from food to fuel to raw materials. The war between Central and the Anathema was in one of its quiet phases, with both sides unwilling to directly engage. Both sides instead focused on disrupting the flow of critical supplies, a brutal war of attrition and counterintelligence, with the possibility of industrial collapse or starvation a constant concern. Whenever the Auditors could be spared from internal turmoil, they had waged a campaign of sabotage and destruction against Anathema interests – and the Anathema had done their best to return the favor. 
 
    The target of this operation was a multinational logistics firm, which acted as a front for cartels sympathetic to the Anathema, facilitating the buying and transport of medical and industrial materials from a shipping yard outside Busan in South Korea, destined eventually for the Outer Dark. Per recent intelligence, the site was also to be used to duplicate an Anathema linguistic archive. It was an indirect operation, inspired by the intel Jin provided to Alice Gallow, with finances handled by a corporate front. In better times, the Auditors would have watched the transport company, infiltrating it to acquire intelligence on Anathema operations. That sort of operation would have been more valuable in the long term, but Rebecca lacked the luxury of thinking long term. She needed immediate victories to consolidate her hold on Central and to prevent further infighting. 
 
    Are you in place, Min-jun? 
 
    Rebecca stretched out her awareness, via the telepathic channel, and located Min-jun, walking openly into what appeared to be corporate offices, composed of Chinese prefabricated units clumsily grafted to one side of the main warehouse. He was secure within a telepathic disguise that would alter his appearance to meet a viewer’s expectation, but Min-jun was very nervous despite that, sweating heavily and holding his breath each time he encountered anyone in the hallways. Rebecca took pity on him and provided a subtle boost to his confidence – enough that he could take his eyes off the ground occasionally, at least. 
 
    I’m close. Give me a moment. 
 
    Min-jun hurried down the hallway, pausing occasionally to stick his head in the various identical offices, each furnished with the same metal framed desk and black office chair. Most were occupied by Korean men in suits, who invariably recognized Min-jun as a colleague or coworker, and greeted him as such. Since it was his native tongue, there was no need to implant knowledge of conversational Korean in Min-jun’s mind, but that convenience was incidental. He was chosen for the operation for entirely different reasons. 
 
    The telepathic channel was choked with traffic, as Analytics hopped onboard to suggest two different locations for Min-jun to explore, based on data flow and energy consumption. The young Auditor picked up his pace, conscious of the many telepathic eyes on his back. Rebecca wondered idly what he might have done, had he known that her eyes were among them. 
 
    A team of hackers working out of Processing back at Central had already riddled the company systems full of spyware weeks ago, and had been steadily logging and identifying traffic, as well as downloading the entire contents of the company email correspondence. Analytics combed the acquired data, but the archive and the forbidden lexicon were nowhere to be found among reams of business records. The suspicion that the archive would be stored cold and offline, somewhere in the company offices, had motivated Min-jun’s role in the operation. 
 
    Min-jun located the stairwell and climbed up another story to the third and uppermost floor. The carpet on this level was identical to that below, but in a remarkable display of independence, the walls were painted a slightly different shade of cream than those below. Min-jun’s anxiety rose as he climbed, feeling like he was extending his arm into a primed trap. Rebecca sympathized, and her sympathy alone was enough to bolster his resolve. 
 
    He hustled down a corridor that was oddly crowded with suited Koreans and what looked like private military contractors, burdened with tactical gear and bulletproofing. Min-jun studied them closely as he passed, with the practiced eye of a former soldier, thanks to South Korea’s mandatory conscription and his own late discovery and Activation. The mercenaries were a motley group, mainly British or Irish by accent, though there was a liberal sprinkling of Indian and Pacific Islander. Their equipment was just as varied, but was generally military-grade and showed signs of hard use. Some of the mercenaries were clustered in a pair of vacant offices, while others were scattered about the floor, walking the twin hallways or wandering conspicuously through the offices. None of the corporate workers seemed to know what to make of the presence of so many armed men. The air was charged with unspoken resentment and cigarette smoke. 
 
    There was no good reason for the mercenaries to be there, but when Rebecca spearheaded an invasion of their minds, she did not find the tension that proceeds a confrontation. They were bored, annoyed by the Koreans, unhappy to be stuck in the country. Many of them desperately disliked the food and none of them spoke the language. The assignment was dull and had no fixed end. They had been there for a while, in other words, and they were on guard duty – the general kind, where no one expects anything to happen. 
 
    Rebecca explored the emotional state of a random sampling of the office staff to confirm, finding them furious with the imposition of the armed men upon their daily routine, and frightened by the implicit and explicit threat that the contractors and their weapons represented. They were well-compensated, however, and a recent performance bonus had quieted staff dissension, at least for the moment. 
 
    Min-jun’s doubt returned. 
 
    I don’t like this. Do we abort? 
 
    Rebecca cut in smoothly, mentally daring anyone to stop her. 
 
    They aren’t here for us. It’s just part of the general security ramp up on the part of the Anathema. If anything, it just makes the archive a slightly higher-value target. We proceed. 
 
    Min-jun hesitated. Rebecca curbed her temper. 
 
    No one ever hesitated when Gaul gave an order. 
 
    Instead, she invested her thoughts with enough Authority that it practically dripped from the words. 
 
    The Operation is on. 
 
    There was no room left for disagreement. Min-jun excused his way through the crowd at the center of the hallway, passed by the guards stationed at an open security door with a familiar nod, and found himself in an adjoining hallway. It was nearly empty, only the clattering of isolated keyboards and the omnipresent hum of server fans and air conditioning to muffle Min-jun’s footsteps on the tacky patterned carpeting. 
 
    There was only one door on either side of the hallway. Analytics suggested that the potential hard drives they sought would be behind one door or the other. Rebecca thought that would have been pretty fucking obvious, with or without the help of a bunch of stuck-up precognitives and remote viewers. 
 
    Min-jun chose the door on his right. 
 
    Oh, shit! 
 
    The disguise must have been good. The half-dozen Weir in the room hardly looked up when Min-jun opened the door. The most he got was a grunt. 
 
    They were in human form, but had not bothered to disguise their Etheric Signatures, which were primal and unmistakable. They were outfitted similarly to the mercenaries in the hallway, but most of them didn’t bother with a flak jacket, and their rifles were piled casually in a corner. Circled tightly around a small table in the corner, the Weir sat in folding chairs and played a heated game of Uno with tattered cards. 
 
    Min-jun backed out of the room slowly, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Do we still…? 
 
    Rebecca groaned internally. 
 
    The other door, Min-jun. 
 
    He squared his shoulders and crossed the hallway. There was a bare moment of hesitation, when the Auditor touched the door knob, and then he threw it open and strode in boldly. 
 
    The lone technician in the room looked puzzled, blinking unsteadily as he glanced away from a bank of monitors he was parked in front of, but then his confusion resolved into a grin of relief. He hurried over to Min-jun, shook his hand, and then led him in, chattering away brightly all the while. Min-jun was too stunned to make a credible response, but the technician’s overwhelming loneliness – stoked only slightly by Rebecca’s intervention – pushed aside such considerations. 
 
    There were two large server racks in the room, which was kept cold enough that Rebecca could see Min-jun’s breath emerge like a transient fog. Along the walls on other side of the room, there were secure powered and shielded housings. A laptop on a tray, likely with an embedded hardware security key, was attached to one of the drives with a length of silvery network cable, the screen displaying little more than a flashing prompt. 
 
    This must be it. 
 
    Rebecca was inclined to agree, unless they found another room full of hard drives. 
 
    Did they already duplicate it? Which one is the archive? 
 
    Ignoring the technician’s babble, Min-jun paced the room, eyeing the featureless spun aluminum exteriors of the hard drives. They were grouped into four armored housings, each bolted firmly to the floor and wall. 
 
    No way to tell. We need all of them. 
 
    Karim’s telepathic intrusion startled her, since his body was still huddled over his rifle, oblivious to the world. 
 
    We need to protect the room. Can you do that, Min-jun? 
 
    Min-jun glanced about him nervously, gauging the size. 
 
    Yes. I can do that. 
 
    Karim did not hesitate, and his confidence bled through the telepathic channel. Alice had been right to put him in charge of the Operation. 
 
    Very well. We are ready on site, Hayley. You are clear to proceed on your end. 
 
    Rebecca stretched her awareness out, following the branches of the telepathic channel outward, several kilometers distant, to Hayley’s current position. 
 
    The Auditor was seasick, and Rebecca was immediately hit by the psychic blowback of her misery. 
 
    Hayley was aboard a South Korean patrol boat, returned to Busan for maintenance, before returning to the waters adjoining North Korea. She was currently in possession of the chief gunnery officer on board, standing at the fire controls for the missile system. Technically, they were anti-ship missiles, but they had high explosive warheads, so they were suitable for the task at hand. It was a complicated process, requiring Hayley to take over the captain, two officers, and then half the gunnery staff before she managed to persuade all aboard to participate. She had been forced to rely on crew memory and cooperation to load and aim the gun, all the while fighting the urge to be sick. 
 
    The young Auditor had succeeded at the first task. The mess splattered on the floor and bulkhead beside the digital fire controls spoke to Hayley’s failure at the second. 
 
    We’re ready. I think. 
 
    The Director felt, rather than heard, Karim’s affirmation. 
 
    Through a second, secure channel, Rebecca listened as Karim sought, and received, Alice Gallow’s remote approval before proceeding. 
 
    Fire when ready. 
 
    Hayley’s possessed officer gave an order, and then she body-hopped to the sailor on duty, to confirm the firing. The sound of the missile launch was minor, compared to the deafening screech of the alarm that proceeded it. Hayley neatly erased the last few moments from the four men she had possessed, and then departed, leaving them to their confusion and horror as they pieced together the current situation. 
 
    Rebecca noted her poise thoughtfully. 
 
    Min-jun ignored the increasingly frantic technician, sitting down on the laminate floor of the server room, and closing his eyes. He took a series of deep breaths, packing oxygen into his lungs, and then his faint, sickly-green barrier surrounded him. The technician finally went silent as he watched the barrier expand like an inflating balloon, filling the room and then encompassing it, settling just beyond the drywall. 
 
    There was a momentary delay. 
 
    The telepathic channel flickered with the impact. Rebecca was hit with impressions of noise and fire and blurred motion. 
 
    Beside her, on the roof, Karim charged his rifle. 
 
    Min-jun closed his eyes, so remote viewers were the only option. 
 
    There was a great deal of smoke, perpetuated by a confusion of secondary explosions. Most the warehouse was missing, replaced by a smoking, shallow crater. Several compressed tanks of volatile gasses had already exploded in the remaining portion of the structure, and fire threatened several more. The office was damaged, but on the intact side of the warehouse, though it had shifted dramatically when one of the supporting walls collapsed below, the whole structure listing badly to one side. High velocity shrapnel had penetrated the prefabricated walls and riddled the offices with metal fragments. The first thing Min-jun heard above the roaring of explosions and the crackle of fire was the combined dissonance of a score of voices crying out, in pain or for rescue. 
 
    Only the room he occupied, along with the prostrate and terrified technician, remained intact. Flames licked the edges of his transparent green barrier, and the floor beneath him was buckled and unsteady. 
 
    Chike, go. 
 
    The apport technician snapped into existence not far from where Min-jun stood, flashed him an easy and brilliantly white smile, and then set about removing the drives from their housing with a tool that looked a great deal like a short crowbar. 
 
    Min-jun suffered a prolonged coughing fit. 
 
    Across the damaged and tilting hallway, a silver Weir smashed down the door and charged toward the server room. The creature was in its hybrid state, somewhere between wolf and man, hunched and terrible, claws dragging on the ground and rivulets of saliva running from a distended jaw. A fragment of the warehouse’s metal siding had impaled it through the midsection, and blood flowed freely, but the Weir paid it little mind. Behind him, other Weir pushed and jostled for access to the hallway. 
 
    The Weir made it within a single stride of the door of the server room when the back of its head exploded, pink tissue splattering against the far wall. Karim’s carefully positioned body absorbed the recoil, the rifle hardly shifting in position despite the enormous .338 Lapua round. The momentum of the shot pulled the Weir sideways, and the creature tumbled to the ground, twitching and howling. 
 
    Karim fired again, and a portion of the Weir’s left eye and orbital bone sheared off. Despite bracing herself, Rebecca jumped each time the rifle discharged. 
 
    There was no time for a third shot. The Weir had succeeded in demolishing most the wall pinning them back in the adjoining room, and they spilled into the hallway in mass. Karim burned through the rest of his magazine, the muzzle shifting only slightly to acquire targets. He had abandoned the pretense of using the scope attached to his rifle, as his targets were on the other side on an intact wall. The telepathic channel became nearly useless, dedicating all resources to relaying the detailed telepathic imagery Karim used to judge angle and position. 
 
    A scraggly-looking Weir with bald patches and pink eyes made it as far as the door, and then bent double and howled, gut shot and bleeding. Chike levered the first of the housings open, cut the connecting cords with his knife, and then tore the hard drives free, dumping the contents in an anti-static bag with shaking hands and moving on to the next. Min-jun stood unsteadily, looking ill. 
 
    The dying Weir was pushed aside by his companions. Another fell as it set foot inside the server room, clawed feet digging into the prefabricated flooring. The armor-penetrating round passed through the Weir’s cranium, leaving behind a hole big enough to look through. It took another three rounds to the chest before it fell and stayed down. 
 
    Karim cursed and ejected the magazine. 
 
    The remaining Weir charged into the room. The first wolf-creature through the breach eviscerated the lonely technician before he could express his dismay, tearing his abdomen open with elongated yellow nails. Chike glanced over his shoulder nervously, but continued to attack the second drive housing. The remaining Weir made a beeline for Min-jun, tossing aside furniture and equipment in the process. 
 
    Min-jun’s barrier flashed as a Weir collided with it, bone splintering as the monsters crashed headlong into the nearly invisible obstruction. The barrier flexed at the point of contact, bending like plastic, but it held. Min-jun winced and stumbled back, face reddening from lack of oxygen. Rebecca had nearly forgotten that Min-jun’s barrier only lasted for long as he could hold his breath, and started to worry. Karim flipped over the coupled magazine and inserted the fresh side. He charged the rifle and then settled back behind the weapon, steadying his aim and analyzing telepathic telemetries. 
 
    Chike forced open the second housing. The nearby Weir finished with the hapless technician and turned his attention to Chike. 
 
    Beside Min-jun’s flickering barrier, a Weir with a mouth full of broken teeth tottered on a broken leg as it beat its arms against the barrier. Another Weird crawled across the floor, pulling loops of intestine behind it. 
 
    Karim opened fire, dropping the Weir closest to Chike with successive hits to the knee, chest, and head. Rebecca lost count of the shots after seven. With covert emotional reinforcement from Rebecca, Chike not only held his ground, but finished looting the second housing and moved on to the third. 
 
    Min-jun collapsed as his protocol dissolved, dizzy and out of breath. The Weir who had been assaulting his barrier immediately sensed the change, and leapt for the Auditor. Rebecca sheltered him from the fear as instinctively as a mother holding her child. Nearby, Karim made a minute adjustment to his position. Thanks to the shared awareness of the telepathic link, Rebecca knew that his eyes were closed, all his attention focused on the sensory data his remote viewing protocol provided. Rebecca held her breath and waited for the crack of the rifle. 
 
    The shot went wide. Karim cursed and ejected the magazine from his rifle to the ground, reaching for the spare on the ground just beside his elbow. It was obvious to everyone connected to the telepathic link that he would be far too late, including Min-jun; thanks to Rebecca’s intervention, however, the barrier tech faced the oncoming claws and teeth of the Weir in a state of empathically-induced bliss. 
 
    The telepathic channel was overwhelmed with a confusing jumble of impressions, as the emotional and sensory content strained the linkage. Rebecca boxed up Min-jun’s perfectly reasonable terror and concealed her own misery, all while moving to squash the guilt that was already taking hold in Karim’s mind. Chike was frozen in the act of pulling a hard drive from the third housing. Around them, the compound recovered slowly from the shock and the blast, and the sounds of gunfire swelled, as security forces fired on shadows, or, thanks to Karim and Rebecca’s combined efforts, each other. The air was thick with the acrid scent of burning plastic, and the view was obscured by the plumes of foul-smelling black smoke that rose from multiple fires scattered about the main warehouse. 
 
    The Weir snatched Min-jun from the ground, and lifted him overhead. Then the creature tumbled to the ground, Min-jun falling with it in a tangled heap. 
 
    The Weir was not injured. It appeared to have spontaneously forgotten how to walk. 
 
    Karim stared at his rifle in confusion.  
 
    The Weir fell to the ground like a plug had been pulled. 
 
    Sorry, guys. 
 
    Hayley’s cheer was not at all tempered by the situation, no help required from Rebecca. 
 
    Cleaning up after that thing with the missile was really complicated. I got held up. 
 
    The rush of gratitude Min-jun felt was the first unadulterated emotion Rebecca allowed him since the start of the attack. 
 
    I’m not going to complain about just in time. 
 
    “There we are.” Karim activated the safety and offered Rebecca an entirely disarming grin. “Director Levy, you wanted to speak to me about something?” 
 
    “It’s nothing important.” Rebecca had already satisfied her curiosity when inside Karim’s head. She had not found anything approximating a doubt, or even a shred of guilt. “Just popping by to check in on the kids.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine, Director Levy.” 
 
    As a woman, Rebecca knew when she was being patronized. As an empath, it was easy to divine why. 
 
    “Really? No problems at all?” 
 
    Of course, she also knew when she was being lied to. While Min-jun might have been placating her, he also wasn’t lying. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “All is well.” 
 
    She snuck a look in his head, just to be sure. His emotional state was mature, balanced, and entirely at ease with his job, actions, and identity. Rebecca marveled at his composure and self-assurance, and suppressed her jealousy with an effort. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    He nodded again. His head was still loosely wrapped from the Operation in Busan, his eyes mildly glassy from what the infirmary said was a significant concussion. Min-jun’s mind was a bit sluggish, his reactions slightly dulled, but his responses were thought-out and coherent. 
 
    “Yes. I am certain, Director.” 
 
    This time, though, there was something. Just a trace, maybe, a stray anxiety, but in contrast to the stable uniformity of the rest of his emotions, it caught her attention. 
 
    “You know, you can talk to me about anything, Min-jun.” Rebecca invested her voice with a generous measure of sympathetic confidence. “Anything at all. Nothing is bothering you?” 
 
    He looked at the floor, considering.  Rebecca gnawed at the inside of her lip and waited, caught up in the suspense of his internal debate. She was tempted to influence the outcome, but decided that it wasn’t entirely clear which buttons to push to get the response she had in mind. Rebecca waited, instead, for what she felt sure would be a revelation. Min-jun was one of the most composed and mature young minds she had encountered, after all, so whatever issue he wrestled with seemed certain to be of dramatic import. 
 
    She felt his decision; knew that his mind was made up long before he realized it. 
 
    “Well,” Min-jun said slowly, almond-colored eyes deep and thoughtful, “there is one thing…” 
 
    Rebecca sat forward. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Min-jun hesitated, agonizing. Rebecca eroded just a bit of his reticence, eager and impatient. To her surprise, he blushed, and then spoke haltingly. 
 
    “Since you asked,” Min-jun explained bashfully, “I have been having some issues with my fiancé…” 
 
    Rebecca smiled thinly and lit another cigarette, cursing curiosity. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She found the Auditor alone, lying on her back on the roof of the Far Shores Biotechnology building. One of her pit-bull mixes, Kant, was curled up beside her, his black-and-white hindquarters wedged beneath her legs, propping up her knees. A cloud of kush smoke floated sluggishly above her. 
 
    “Evening, Director!” Hayley had wedged one arm beneath her head, eyes turned to the scant and unfamiliar stars of Central. “Am I not supposed to be up here?” 
 
    “Yes, but you know that already.” Rebecca shut the stairwell door firmly behind her. “That’s not my problem, though.” 
 
    Rebecca heard a lighter strike, and then Hayley’s face was momentarily illuminated as she held the flame to the open bowl of a blown glass pipe, orange light reflecting from embedded gold leaf in bulbous glass. The lighter clicked off, followed closely by an abbreviated coughing fit which amused Rebecca to no end. 
 
    Fucking millennials, Rebecca thought, taking a seat beside Hayley on the roof and giving Kant a good scratch behind the ears. No respect for authority or office. 
 
    Hayley covered her mouth to muffle another round of coughing. 
 
    That’s probably true. I’m sorry, Ms. Levy, but I’m not sure what generation I’m supposed to insult in return. Which World War did you fight in? 
 
    You little bitch. I’m exactly as old as I appear to be – which is not an invitation to inquire further, by the way. 
 
    Of course, Director. 
 
    Rebecca, please. 
 
    Hayley smiled and offered the pipe to Rebecca, who made a face, probed the partially burnt contents of the bowl, and then accepted it with a false air of reluctance. Appearances were important, Rebecca reasoned, when one occupied a position of authority. She wanted to be a good influence. 
 
    “Be careful, Ms. Levy.” Hayley grinned in anticipation. “It’s kinda strong.” 
 
    Rebecca snorted and hit the pipe. 
 
    Twenty seconds later, she managed to stop coughing long enough to pass the pipe back to Hayley, who was literally rolling on the ground with laughter. Kant, excited by all the activity, barked and danced around them, nudging Rebecca periodically with his wet snout. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay, Ms. Levy?” 
 
    “Shut up, brat.” Rebecca wiped tears from her eyes, trying to reconstruct whatever dignity she might have originally had. “I have a sore throat. That’s all.” 
 
    “Of course, Director.” Hayley sat up beside her and yawned. Kant leapt enthusiastically into her lap, which was far too small to accommodate his thirty-kilo frame. Hayley smiled indulgently and scratched his flank. “I’m curious, though – why was I last?” 
 
    Rebecca was guarded. 
 
    “Last what?” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Hayley shook her head. “You talked to all the other Auditors first.” 
 
    Rebecca chewed on her lower lip while she considered her answer. It was a delicate matter, after all, and she could feel the knife-edge balance of Hayley’s emotions – the curiosity that consumed her now could easily become suspicion, or even resentment. 
 
    “You worry me the most,” Rebecca said, with a shrug. “I can make sense of all the rest of ‘em, but you’re a puzzle, Hayley.” 
 
    Hayley seemed amused, maybe even a bit flattered by the attention. Rebecca wanted to encourage those feelings, but restrained herself. While Hayley’s telepathic talents were deeply specialized toward her possession protocol, like all psychics, she had prodigious innate defenses. Rebecca could have overwhelmed them with an effort, but tampering without being detected was another matter. Unless it was truly required, Rebecca preferred not to take the risk – at least, not outside the context of an official consoling session. 
 
    “Why do you say that? Because I’m an odd sort of telepath?” 
 
    Hayley turned the pipe over and banged out ash and blackened bits of mostly-burned cannabis, startling Kant briefly. 
 
    “Not really.” Rebecca watched moodily while Hayley refilled the pipe from a thin sandwich bag. “That makes things more difficult and interesting, but it doesn’t freak me out.” 
 
    Hayley paused to look at Rebecca closely. 
 
    “Because I’m part of the Hegemony?” 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “No. It doesn’t help matters much, honestly, but that’s not the real problem.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    Rebecca watched her pack the glass bowl with torn bits of deep green cannabis. 
 
    “Your baseline.” Rebecca slid her pack of cigarettes out of her pocket, and tapped one out. She hung the smoke from the corner of her mouth, but made no move to light it. “I did a full workup when the Hegemony nominated you.” 
 
    “I remember that.” Hayley crumpled the empty bag and then shoved it in a pocket. “That long session we did, right? I had to let you poke around in my head. It was like a bad date with a clumsy pervert.” 
 
    “That’s about right.” 
 
    “Okay, so…my baseline. What does that mean?” 
 
    “Think of it as a starting point. When I monitor, I look for deviations from the norm. First I have to establish what that norm looks like.” 
 
    “And in my case, what did it look like?” 
 
    “Like you were troubled by violence,” Rebecca said, watching the girl closely, though her eyes were unlikely to tell her anything that her empathic abilities would not. “You don’t believe in the necessity of conflict between the cartels, and you disapprove of many the Auditors’ actions.” 
 
    Hayley scratched Kant’s belly absently. Instead of looking at Rebecca, she continued to stare out at the twinkling lights of the Far Shores, and beyond it, the neutral mass of the sea of Ether. 
 
    “Sounds about right.” Hayley shrugged her sunburned shoulders. “Most people think the cartel stuff is bullshit, and I’m not the first person to have doubts about the Auditors. Isn’t that all pretty normal?” 
 
    “For a typical student at the Academy, maybe,” Rebecca allowed. “If they come from an orphan background. Among the Auditors, though? You’re a precious snowflake, dear.” 
 
    “Really? None of the other Auditors harbor any doubt about our mission?” 
 
    “Not since we lost Alex to the wild blue yonder.” It was a statement of fact, and Rebecca put some authority behind it, because she was not in the mood for an argument. “In the effectiveness or the efficiency of our actions? Sure. Not the moral underpinning, though. I’m afraid you are the Auditor’s token pacifist.” 
 
    “That surprises me. Is it really a problem, though?” 
 
    “Not by itself. A concern, sure, but not a real problem. If you hesitated or questioned orders, or experienced the kind of moral quandaries that would compromise your field capabilities – then yes. That hasn’t been the case, though, has it?” 
 
    Hayley shook her head lazily. 
 
    “No. Of course not, Ms. Levy. That’s silly.” 
 
    “Is it?” Rebecca was genuinely curious. “Most people would say that it follows. If my baseline says you’re inclined to be a hippy, then why don’t I see any scruples out of you?” 
 
    There was a moment that Rebecca mistook for hesitation, then she realized that Hayley was giggling. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing. Well, that’s not true. I don’t know. You’ve got a bit of telepathy yourself, right, Ms. Levy?” 
 
    Rebecca lit her last cigarette, tossing the match aside a moment too late to avoid burning her fingers. 
 
    “More than a little, kiddo. What of it?” 
 
    “You know what it’s like, then.” Hayley pulled Kant close, the dog whining as she scratched his cheeks. “Overheard thoughts. Unintended insights and emotional transference. You start to get a picture of the people around you, after a while, even if you try not to pry.” 
 
    Rebecca smoked and waited. It didn’t feel like Hayley needed her prompting. 
 
    “I worry about the company I keep, Ms. Levy,” Hayley said, laughing darkly. “All the time. With the Hegemony, the Auditors, with you. If I had been offered a choice, I would not have a chosen a life filled with violence, you know? I would have picked something nicer, maybe safer. I don’t understand why all of you don’t feel that way, and it frightens me a little. You’ve put together quite the collection of killers, Ms. Levy – and now I find out that I’m the one who worries you? Sometimes this whole scene is too much for me.” 
 
    “It’s the contradiction that worries me,” Rebecca said, her voice pitched to be soothing. The tendrils of their minds were already entangled – an inevitable occurrence, when a pair of psychics interacted – but she would have to be incredibly cautious performing any empathic manipulation, for fear of Hayley noticing. “You don’t like the violence, and you are uncomfortable with most of your compatriots. Your loyalties are divided and uncertain. Yet, at least outwardly, there is no sign of the conflict, or the toll it must take on you. If anything, you have exceeded expectations as an Auditor.” 
 
    Hayley snorted. 
 
    “I’m doing too well, then?” 
 
    Rebecca nodded slowly. 
 
    “In a nutshell. My projections suggest that you should be courting a breakdown. You should be all tore up inside, Hayley.” 
 
    Hayley’s eyes narrowed and her back stiffened. Kant, sensing the change in his mistress’s demeanor, leapt up excitedly, circling around her and whining. 
 
    “What if you were wrong?” 
 
    There was the hint of a warning in Hayley’s voice, but Rebecca met it with her most sympathetic smile. The conversation was something more than patter to cover the sleight of hand Rebecca was performing behind the scenes, and something less than therapy. 
 
    “Not likely.” Rebecca shook her head. “The contradiction is too pronounced.” 
 
    Hayley backed away slightly from Rebecca and fortified her mental defenses. Rebecca felt Hayley bristle, but made no attempt to smooth it over. She was busy, and too far inside of the girl to worry about defenses. 
 
    “Then explain it to me. I’m fine. How is that?” 
 
    “I think you were implanted, Hayley. I think you’re a mole, without even realizing it.”  
 
    Rebecca snuffed out her cigarette. Kant approached her, growling softly from the back of his throat. The Director put one hand on his snout in a distracted manner, and the dog yawned and then rolled on his belly, wagging his cropped stub expectantly.  
 
    “Your parents are close with Lord North, aren’t they? I’d guess that one of Henry North’s people implanted you, when they realized they were going to have an opportunity to nominate an Auditor. Or maybe even the Thule Cartel – also friends of the family, right? We’ll know soon enough. Probably a relay, a monitoring implant of some kind, but the placement was too deep. It incidentally modulates your normal emotional reactions.” 
 
    Hayley shook her head violently, but Rebecca felt the intense speculative gaze of the girl’s telepathy turn inward, looking for any sign that she was compromised. That instinctual reaction on Hayley’s part just made Rebecca’s work all the quicker. 
 
    “You won’t find it that easily.” Rebecca stood and wiping the grit of the roof from her jeans. “The implant is the work of an F-Class telepath – which raises all sorts of troubling questions in and of itself – and was apparently designed to be invisible. I can’t locate it precisely yet, but I know it must be there. Just the shape of it, really, and an unnatural evenness of your emotions.” 
 
    Hayley scrambled away, but her movements were distressed and uncoordinated. She stumbled, and Rebecca was forced to intervene to keep her from tumbling to the ground. 
 
    “No,” Hayley hissed. “You’re lying!” 
 
    “It’s not fun to discover you were spying on yourself, is it?” Rebecca enfolded Hayley in her arms. “They must have neglected to have an empath consult on the implant, or they would have noticed the emotional suppression. You should have been crying on my shoulder weeks ago, girl.” 
 
    Hayley grimaced and her telepathic defenses swelled. It was too late, obviously, but Rebecca was impressed nonetheless. The Director sat down behind her unsteady Auditor, making sure to keep in physical contact. The operation would be difficult enough as it was. 
 
    “You’re lying,” Hayley whispered. “You mean to brainwash me.” 
 
    “Just a little!” Rebecca gently coaxed Hayley into laying down in her lap. “I also want to help. I’m afraid this might hurt quite a bit, but you won’t remember any of it, and you’ll feel more yourself, after. I promise.” 
 
    The girl was too subdued to respond, but Hayley still had some fight left in her. Unable to prevent Rebecca’s empathic machinations with defensive telepathy, the young Auditor lashed out instead, attempting to possess Rebecca. The attack was focused and desperate, and would have been successful had Rebecca not prepared for that very thing. 
 
    Hayley fell soundly asleep in her lap. 
 
    “Poor thing,” Rebecca murmured, toying with Hayley’s French braid. “Poor, poor dear.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She found Gerald Windsor in his office poking halfheartedly at his laptop. The pipe clenched between his teeth was red hot with use and the room was thick with pungent tobacco smoke. 
 
    He perked up when he saw Rebecca. 
 
    “Director,” he said, rising from his chair. “Can I offer you something?” 
 
    “No,” Rebecca said, waving him back into his chair and then setting herself on a corner of his desk. “Not unless you have cigarettes.” 
 
    “I regret that I do not.” 
 
    “Figures,” Rebecca said, yawning. “I did what you suggested, by the way. Chatted with all of them.” 
 
    “Oh?” Gerald gave her a curious look. “What came of it?” 
 
    “The Auditors are complicated people,” Rebecca said, shrugging. “I did the best I could.” 
 
    “That’s all a reasonable person can expect, Director.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Rebecca agreed. “If you meet any reasonable people around here, let me know.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You all made a promise. You took an oath – a sacred oath – to the Young Ladies Sewing Circle.” Sofia gave them all a stern glance over the top of her glasses. “Remember that, before you respond to Katya Zharovaya’s request.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Sorry, sorry,” Vivik said, holding up his hand sheepishly. “Who is Sofia?” 
 
    “Sofia Morales, back then,” Katya explained curtly. “Genius Hegemony wonder girl, graduated maybe six years ago. Currently Sofia North.” 
 
    “Lord North’s wife?” 
 
    “Only one I’m aware of, yeah.” 
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “Yeah. I used to, at least.” Katya glared. “You asked the question, you know? Let me tell the story, jackass.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It is rather…” 
 
    “…a lot.” 
 
    Anastasia glared at Lilly Darren, her senior, and the head of the Black Sun-affiliated students at the Academy. Lilly brushed it off with the mindful indulgence of someone who is aware they are dealing with their future employer. 
 
    “Yes. A great deal to ask.” 
 
    “And you are new, Katya dear,” Therese Muir observed, examining the needles stuck in a pincushion the size of an orange. “So new, in fact, that one could be forgiven for suspecting your motivations for joining us in the first place.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Katya Zharova objected softly, young and nervous. Only the company of Anastasia – still a child herself – provided the confidence necessary to face her senior in the Young Ladies Sewing Circle. “I really like to sew.” 
 
    “It is as she says,” Anastasia confirmed. “She carries needlework supplies with her everywhere.” 
 
    Margot Feld seconded the statement with a subdued nod from the other side of the table, where she bent over a sampler. 
 
    “Katya is very nervous,” Hope Eckhart said softly, peering through the lens of her empathic protocol. “But she has no animosity or ulterior motives.” She paused to apply lip gloss from a bejeweled pink tube. “I trust that Katya’s motivations are genuine.” 
 
    Katya felt a blend of resentment and gratitude toward Hope, the child of a prominent Hegemony family and something of a prodigy when it came to quilting, despite being several years too young to attend the Academy. 
 
    “Anastasia, on the other hand, remains a complete enigma,” Therese Muir added, with a sigh and cunning smile. “Anastasia, you must explain to me one day how you perform that little trick.” 
 
    Ana nodded thoughtfully, not rising to the bait. Therese watched the future head of the Black Sun closely, barely seeming to notice Katya beside her. 
 
    “To the matter at hand,” Anastasia insisted; appearing, from the right angle, to be the bossy little girl that she was generally assumed to be. “Will the Circle honor Katya’s request?” 
 
    “That’s a bit duplicitous,” Fatima al-Marri remarked, the lines of concern on her forehead disappearing beneath a gilded headscarf. “Katya’s standing in the Circle may be beyond question, but her ability to provide collateral seems limited. Isn’t that so, Katya, dear?” 
 
    Katya looked at the ground and blushed as red as a stop sign. 
 
    “As I thought.” Fatima offered Katya a sympathetic smile that she never noticed. Fatima was a soft-spoken orphan, adopted into the powerful Thule Cartel, a prominent member of the Hegemony – and therefore far from a friend. “Are you prepared to stand for Katya Zharova’s pledge, Anastasia Martynova?” 
 
    Anastasia hesitated, and Katya’s face burned all the brighter. 
 
    “The Black Sun has considerable resources of its own, as I recall,” Therese remarked airily, drumming her fingers on the table. “Perhaps you should consider looking elsewhere? The Circle does not traditionally concern itself with cartel matters.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Lilly interjected furiously, coming to the defense of her cartel. “I can think of five times, just off the top of my head, that the Circle has intervened in cartel affairs during my tenure. Do you remember when we infiltrated the al-Jordani Cartel to rescue Ula and Lada from perpetual grounding and withdrawal from the Academy after Winter Dance?” 
 
    Ula and Lada al-Jordani exchanged nervous smiles, but said nothing, as was their habit. Adopted by one of the Hegemony’s Great Families, the twin’s bond was private and insular. Lada would only relay her oracular insights via her only slightly more loquacious telepathic sister. They were unrivaled when it came to lacework and vintage stitching. 
 
    “Or the time we arranged a conflict between the Black Sun and Morai Collective…” 
 
    “Please,” Mai Quan said, with a shake of her head. “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    “That was a bad one,” Margot Feld agreed, her attention devoted to the sampler she labored patiently over. “I was set on fire.” 
 
    “…just to distract the Auditors from our raid on the Archive for costuming information from Central’s discovery and colonization?” Lilly Darren glared at everyone in the room, save Anastasia.  “Or the time we tricked the whole of the Hegemony into insisting that a session of the council be held at the former Lacroix Cartel estate, within walking distance of a stretch of the French Rivera?” 
 
    “We got to go to the beach!” Eerie piped in from the corner of the room, where she sat cross-legged on the floor, her knitting basket resting atop stockinged legs. “That was fun!” 
 
    “It was fun.” Lilly’s eyes were flinty behind flared granny glasses. “It was also Therese’s idea.” 
 
    “That’s hardly the same thing.” Therese set aside her pincushion and folded her arms. “I had the means to compensate the Circle! I didn’t show up empty handed, begging favors just a few months after I joined…” 
 
    “A year, actually,” Katya corrected. “I’ve been here for a little more than…” 
 
    “Same thing!” Therese snapped. “How do you plan to repay the Circle for the huge favor you have asked of us, Katya?” 
 
    Katya clenched the arms of her chair like she meant to do it harm. 
 
    “You can’t offer service, because your service is already pledged, and we all know it,” Therese continued mercilessly. “You’re practically Anastasia’s slave.” 
 
    “Hey! That’s not…” 
 
    “It’s true,” Therese said, with a smile. “Your family practically threw you away! You have no resources of your own, because everything you think that you have belongs to the Black Sun. Let’s be honest – I’ve seen the evaluations, the precognitive workups. You’re nothing special, Katya, and your prospects for advancement are dismal.” 
 
    The room became very quiet. Only Margot Feld continued her work. Even Eerie was captivated by the spat, even if she appeared confused rather than invested in one side of the argument or another. 
 
    “Therese,” Mai said, with a concerned look. “There’s no need…” 
 
    “Do you think I’m being cruel?” Therese asked, tossing her hair arrogantly. “I’m not, child. I am simply saying what everyone is thinking, though they might sugarcoat it a bit. Even your mistress. You must understand, dear – to do what you request would put the Circle itself at risk! Imagine, all the years of labor, everything our seniors built over decades, washed away because of your childish affection. If you were in our shoes, would you take such a risk?” 
 
    Katya slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Enough theatrics,” Anastasia said. “I am prepared to provide collateral.” 
 
    Katya’s eyes welled up with gratitude, and she reached for Anastasia’s hand. 
 
    “Only a portion!” Anastasia slid her hand away. “I will offer a favor of significance to the Circle, to be used at any time, or any situation…” 
 
    Eyes around the room blazed with excitement. 
 
    “…assuming it does not harm the interests of the Black Sun Cartel,” Anastasia finished, somewhat cooling their ardor. “Or those of the Martynova family.” 
 
    “Well, that is worth something,” Sofia agreed. “What else?” 
 
    “A recommendation,” Anastasia added, with a slight wince. “A consideration. Three minor favors. A holiday, location to be determined.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Anastasia was silent for a moment. 
 
    “A dress,” she said sourly. “A gown or evening wear. From my personal tailor in Tokyo. Made by hand, to measurement and specification.” 
 
    Whispers were exchanged around the room. 
 
    “That’s nothing to sniff at,” Sofia allowed. “Is that all?” 
 
    Anastasia nodded, sparing Katya an apologetic glance. 
 
    “That is all.” 
 
    “Hmm. Then shall we vote?” 
 
    “Not yet,” Margot said, glancing up from her sample at Anastasia. Anastasia nodded in response to an unasked question. “I offer one job, anything up to wetwork – escort, intimidation, collection, whatever. Normal cartel restrictions.” 
 
    “Be specific, Margot,” Therese urged. “You mean Hegemony targets only?” 
 
    “Or unaffiliated,” the red-headed vampire explained. She glanced again at Anastasia and had to wait a half-second longer for a nod. “Black Sun with Anastasia’s clearance.” 
 
    “Now we’re talking!” Therese clapped. “This is getting so interesting!” 
 
    “Please, Therese, don’t gloat,” Sofia chided gently. “Is that all? Shall we vote?” 
 
    “Wait for me!” Lilly cried out. “Let’s see…what shall I offer?” 
 
    Therese glared and cleared her throat, but Lilly ignored her, making an elaborate show of her considered generosity. The room shifted uncomfortably at the blatant nature of her attempt to curry favor within the Black Sun. 
 
    “Oh! I know!” Lilly said, aiming a broad smile directly at her future boss. “An essay! No…two essays! On anything…” 
 
    “Really?” Therese asked scornfully. “Even math?” 
 
    “Certainly,” Lilly snapped, defensively. “My grades in Calculus are just fine, thank you very much. It would make more sense to ask for essays in the humanities, where I am something of an expert, but I am quite willing to assist in any subject.” 
 
    Lilly was a very good student. Her essays were frequently best in class.  
 
    Her mathematics were acceptable. 
 
    “Are we ready to vote, then?” 
 
    The room went quiet. Glances were exchanged. Anastasia looked doubtful. 
 
    “Ah…I’m sorry…” 
 
    The room turned to Eerie in surprise. She wrapped her arms around herself, insecure in the face of the sudden attention. 
 
    “Do you have a question, Eerie?” Therese almost laughed. “Did you get confused?” 
 
    “I’m not confused,” Eerie said, strands of blond hair stuck in the corner of her mouth. “I have something to offer.” 
 
    Muttering. Disconcertion. 
 
    “Eerie, dear, why would you want to help?” Fatima asked, looking perturbed. “Are you friends with Katya?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Eerie trilled. “I don’t know her.” 
 
    “Then, why…?” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Eerie shrugged. “That’s my business.” 
 
    Fatima’s jaw dropped, and then she just stared. 
 
    “Can I say it?” 
 
    Anastasia nodded slowly, watching the Changeling with an intense expression. 
 
    “I will do the circle a big, big, big favor!” Eerie threw her arms out, to illustrate the size of the favor on offer. “I don’t care who or what. Cartels are dumb, anyway.” 
 
    “This is too much,” Therese said, with a practiced laugh. “What can you possibly…?” 
 
    “Whatever you want. I could knit you something…”  
 
    “Knitting isn’t sewing!” Therese said, rolling her eyes. “You shouldn’t even be here.” 
 
    “Therese, the Sewing Circle has decided that matter already,” Sofia said, raising her voice just slightly. “We voted. Knitting is an acceptable adjunct, and the gloves she made us are adorable. Eerie is welcome here. Now, dear, you were saying something about an offer?” 
 
    “I could make you a hat or something,” Eerie said doubtfully. “I would think you would want me to use my Kismet Protocol, though. Right?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hold on!” Vivik stared at Eerie in open disbelief. “You operate a protocol, Eerie?” 
 
    The Changeling nodded. Katya grimaced impatiently. 
 
    “Since when?” 
 
    “Since…always?” 
 
    “But, that’s…I’ve seen your files, Eerie!” Vivik blurted out. “I know about your biochemistry; the compounds you produce in response to your emotional state, but…” 
 
    “Hey!” Eerie looked wounded. “It’s not nice to mention a girl’s…you know. Private business.” 
 
    “That’s not a protocol,” Vivik insisted. “You need to be injected with nanites from the Source Well to power a protocol, for one thing. Then you’d need a powerful empath or telepath to perform an Activation…” 
 
    Vivik trailed off. 
 
    “Like Rebecca Levy, for example? The woman who just about raised Eerie, since she was little?” Katya munched on a strand of beef jerky. “Vivik, what were you doing looking through Eerie’s files?” 
 
    Vivik ignored Katya’s query, focusing on the Changeling, who in turn clung to the dog at her knees. 
 
    “Then Rebecca injected you with nanites, or…?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head in her typical, dramatic manner. Derrida growled softly at Vivik. 
 
    “Nuh-uh. No needles.” 
 
    “How did this happen, then? Protocols don’t come from nowhere.” 
 
    “Don’t they?” 
 
    “No nanites,” Katya explained, with a toss of her shoulders. “Eerie’s a biological oddity.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Vivik said, jabbing a finger in Katya’s direction. “How do you know all this?” 
 
    Katya looked away, her face taking on a stoic aspect. 
 
    “I…may have also seen Eerie’s files.” 
 
    “Hey!” Eerie sang out. “You guys are mean! Why are you spying on me?” 
 
    “Because the Black Sun thinks that you are worth spying on,” Katya said, shrugging and biting into her jerky. “One of these days…” 
 
    “Don’t,” Vivik pleaded. “Don’t say it.” 
 
    “…I might have to kill you, Eerie.” Katya swallowed, and then gave the nervous Changeling a big smile. “Sorry. It’s not personal. My job, you know.” 
 
    Eerie buried her head in her arms. 
 
    “You guys are mean,” Eerie repeated quietly. “So scary.” 
 
    “Stop it, both of you,” Vivik said hollowly. “What sort of protocol is Kismet, Eerie?” 
 
    “It’s hard to explain,” Eerie hummed. “Mostly good luck.” 
 
    “For you, anyway,” Katya said, with a wolfish grin. “Probability manipulation, Vivik. She’s an unclassified Operator, because nobody’s Science Division has figured out a scale that fits her abilities. Unless Rebecca has it figured out. Total fucking nightmare, really. Anything this space cadet really, really, wants, she can make it happen.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” Eerie protested. “It’s not so easy. I have to pay.” 
 
    “Wow! Really? That’s…amazing!” Vivik looked dazed. “There hasn’t been a probability manipulator in Central, since…” 
 
    “…two decades. I checked.” Katya’s grin was sour. “Come on, Vivik! You’re supposed to be such a smart guy. How do you not know this stuff? I mean, it’s all super-secret, obviously, but that isn’t apparently much of an obstacle for you…” 
 
    “That’s right,” Vivik said sadly. “Why tell me all this now?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” Katya said, glaring at him. “We’re all gonna die in the Outer Dark, if we make it that far. What does it matter?” 
 
    “Oh. Yeah.” 
 
    “Now, shut up, okay? This is the best part.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The room was as still as becalmed water. 
 
    Sofia scanned the faces in the room, waiting to see if anyone else would step forward. 
 
    “Shall we vote?” 
 
    Nods. Eyes glazed over, working, calculating variables. 
 
    “All in favor?” 
 
    Anastasia’s hand was the first to go up, followed enthusiastically by Lilly, and then less so by Margot. Ula and Lada exchanged a look, but abstained, as was their habit. Eerie raised her hand hesitantly from the corner of the room, her expression somber. Sofia joined them, a mocking smile on her elegant face. 
 
    “I think that settles it.” 
 
    “Sofia, why?” Therese looked appalled, while Mai appeared merely shocked. “Surely, if we couldn’t stop them, there was no need to endorse such folly!” 
 
    “Why not? I adore folly!” Sofia smiled engagingly. “For myself, I quite enjoy the idea of Anastasia Martynova being in debt to the Young Ladies Sewing Circle.” The look they exchanged was first-degree murderous. “And a favor from our Changeling friend? Why, even more so!” Sofia gestured at the neatly tailored suit she wore. “The Circle owes me a favor at present, and my wardrobe is terribly lacking. Matters of politics aside, I do have to admit that Anastasia’s tailor’s work is exquisite. I think I shall take a short trip to Tokyo at Circle expense, to settle accounts.” 
 
    “Aha!” Mai returned to her pincushion. “I should have realized. You never change, Sofia.” 
 
    Anastasia stood, and she and Sofia stared holes into each other, Sofia smiling pleasantly, Anastasia stone-faced. 
 
    “By all means,” Anastasia said. “Allow me to provide you with lodging at the hotel my family maintains…” 
 
    “Stay in your personal suite?” Sofia put a hand to her heart, apparently overwhelmed. “No. It’s too much!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, but I insist,” Anastasia said, expression pained. “My servants will meet you at Narita Airport, and will be happy to make arrangements for any reservations or transportation that you require.” 
 
    “How delightful!” Sofia put a finger to her lips thoughtfully. “Of course, it is far too late to secure reservations to the sort of restaurants I had planned to visit on only my second trip to Tokyo. Such a pity!” 
 
     “Any restaurant. Simply say the name.” Anastasia’s voice was dull. “I assure you that it will be taken care of.” 
 
    “You are far too kind,” Sofia said, with a polite bow. 
 
    “I agree.” Anastasia said glumly. “Wholeheartedly.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mai Quan used to be…?” 
 
    “Hegemony? Yeah. This was before Ana recruited her. She was the Circle’s senior advisor, and destined for greatness.” 
 
    “Wow. And Sofia Morales…err…North. She sounds…” 
 
    “Like a bitch?” Katya raised an eyebrow. “Not really. She’s just really good at playing the game. Cut from the same cloth as Ana.” 
 
    “I guess. That’s…” 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The junior assassin caught up to the Changeling on her way out of the Main Library, following a strange path that took her out of the rear of the building. Katya called Eerie’s name when she saw her slipping out of the fire door, but had to jog after her and touch the Changeling’s shoulder to get her attention. 
 
    “Eerie!” 
 
    The Changeling flinched, looking absurdly startled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Hold up for a second, okay?” Katya frowned, searched for words. “I just wanted to thank you…” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For…you know! In the Circle. The vote. The favor.” 
 
    “Oh.” Eerie seemed to think it over, clutching her basket. “Well. Um. That’s…fine?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Ah. Don’t…don’t worry about it?” 
 
    “I’m going to worry, actually,” Katya said, trying to get a good look at the Changeling’s wet eyes. “Why did you help me?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Why did you help me win the vote? Your favor made the difference to the Circle, so I know it will cost you a bunch. Why would you do something like that for me?” 
 
    Eerie fidgeted and averted her eyes. 
 
    “No reason.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    The Changeling was as still as a cornered fawn. 
 
    “Not really,” she admitted, shoulders slumping. “I have a reason.” 
 
    “Oh. Good. What is…?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you yet,” Eerie said, in a lilting voice. “I’m really sorry.” 
 
    “Why? Is it a cartel thing?” 
 
    “No. No cartel. It’s just me.” 
 
    “You have some interest in this, then?” Katya’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “In Leila? Or the Rostov’s?” 
 
    “Who is Leila?” 
 
    “My cousin! The girl you agreed to help save!” 
 
    “Oh.” Eerie turned a variety of colors, settling on tomato-red. “Right. Her. Of course. The girl.” 
 
    “You are really going to help, right?” 
 
    “Oh, of course! I promised. And I promise again! I’ll be super helpful. The rest of the Circle won’t be half as helpful as I’m going to be. Trust me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Katya said. “Not at all. You seem like you’re hiding something, Eerie.” 
 
    “Of course.” Eerie looked surprised. “Aren’t you keeping all sorts of secrets?” 
 
    “Well…yes. I suppose.” 
 
    “Then, we’re the same. Right?” 
 
    “Not at all.” Katya folded her arms. “I don’t think we have much in common.” 
 
    “Right. That’s what I thought, too, at first.” 
 
    “Eerie…I’m going to ask you again. Why did you help me?” 
 
    “I’m lonely,” Eerie admitted, staring at the ground. “This is part of my plan to fix that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You really had me going with that shit!” Katya elbowed Eerie in the side and nearly sent her tumbling into the dust. “I thought you were talking about wanting to be friends with me. I felt bad for weeks.” 
 
    “I told you the truth,” Eerie hummed. “Should I have lied?” 
 
    “You told a convenient part of the truth,” Katya said. “You knew that I would misunderstand.” 
 
    “You’re not so good, either,” Eerie said, making a face. “Besides, I did everything I promised to do. I was super helpful!” 
 
    “There’s no arguing that, is there?” Katya studied the Changeling gravely. “Finish the story.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first half of the process was math, but the equations were simple, and she knew each of them by heart. The second part of the work was done in code, but Eerie loved coding, so that was no burden. After that, all the Changeling had to do was watch, and wait, and hope the she had made all the right guesses. 
 
    That was what she was doing, operating the Kismet Protocol, as Rebecca always reminded her. Guessing. 
 
    There were lots of things she could do to improve her accuracy, but that just made it an educated guess. A better sort of guess, maybe, but it still came down to luck. It was maybe a little like being a fisherman, Eerie thought; at the very least, it reminded her of what she thought it might be like to fish. She prepared a lure and a hook, cast it out on the water, and then waited and hoped. 
 
    No one understood the metastructure of the Network like the Changeling, the subtle fluctuations in the electrical resistance of the Ether that hovered infinitesimally above nonexistence, how those fluctuations reverberate throughout all of existence, and how communication might be achieved by their modulation. The telepaths call this the Etheric Network, but to Eerie, it is a song buried in static, and the goal of her code to extract the melody. There are other administrators of the Etheric Network, but none approach her grace and aptitude, and none comprehend the root code that underlies everything, describing reality so accurately that the code becomes the object described. 
 
    Eerie hummed a little tune as she worked, framing a vision of the ideal outcome in her mind. She did not yet know everything she needed to know for this crucial Operation, but the Changeling was prepared to borrow the knowledge from her future self, regardless of how much closer it would bring her to herself, and by extension, the Church of Sleep. 
 
    It was a gamble, Eerie knew that intuitively. A calculated risk. 
 
    The Changeling was vaguely aware as she worked that she would spend the remainder of her life developing the code she was presently using. The programming language was still incomplete and under development, but that is no obstacle, because she will finish the code eventually. Eerie winced at the unwanted degree of self-awareness that came with the act of borrowing the code from the self that she would be, a knowing and necessary sacrifice. 
 
    When she first arrived at the Academy, Mr. Windsor and Mr. Lacroix had taken turns reading to her from Peter Pan. It was not Eerie’s favorite story – she resented that her guardians expected her to relate to Tinkerbell as opposed to the main character – but she appreciated Peter’s apprehension in regards to aging. 
 
    Eerie felt she had better reasons than Peter for feeling nervous, though. 
 
    The idea had occurred to Rebecca Levy a few years after the Changeling had come to the Academy. Tests in the Academy laboratories had confirmed the strangely familiar biological entities in her system, so very like the nanites in form and function that the temptation to attempt an Activation of the Changeling became irresistible. After weeks of effort, Ms. Levy and the rest of the staff at the Academy believed that the process had failed to produce a result and abandoned it. Eerie was already better at keeping secrets than anyone would have given her credit for. 
 
    Eerie named her secret protocol Kismet, after a stray cat that Margot fed occasionally, and told no one of it. Five years later, in Mr. Windsor’s class, she would discover what the word meant, and feel a sense of completion. 
 
    The line was cast. The syntax would take years of development, the programming language a lifetime she had not yet lived. A lifetime she might yet not live. The possibilities were not quite endless, but mathematically similar. 
 
    Still. 
 
    There were stirrings in the depths of the Ether, where great and incomprehensible things often seemed to exist, plumbing the vastness of the Ether like solitary whales in the blue of the Pacific. Or, maybe, they were more like clouds, drifting through the sky with no agency. It was hard to be certain of anything, Eerie thought, and even more so once she started messing about. 
 
    She did not see the future. There was nothing of precognition to her gift.  
 
    She did not see possibilities. Eerie created them. 
 
    A golden framework snapped into place about her, an ephemeral clockwork mechanism. Eerie operated the Kismet Protocol. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There was no injection,” Vivik mused. “No nanites involved at all. Ms. Levy just performed an Activation on you, and it worked?” 
 
    “It wasn’t so easy,” Eerie said, with a sad refrain. “Nothing ever is.” 
 
    “That’s another story,” Katya said sternly. “Finish this one.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She had watched a National Geographic special on television with Mr. Windsor once, concerning the people, flora, and fauna of Indonesia. She was struck by the image of wizened and sun-darkened fisherman who climbed atop poles set in the surf along the beach, casting bated lines into the choppy waters beyond, patient in the face of the elements and uncertainty. There was a solemn grace to their practice that Eerie would have liked to emulate. 
 
    She could feel the future throb behind her breastbone like an entombed hummingbird, yearning to exist, aching to be more than a possibility. Eerie’s code spooled silently out into the Ether, killing off myriad futures like a flock of birds flying through a cloud of dioxin. She imagined these futures as long-necked white birds dying one by one and falling into the sea of Ether, not even a splash to mark their disappearance, a trillion and more fragile sacrifices for the chance at something else. That felt sad, and right. 
 
    Like blowing out a lifetime worth of birthday candles at once. 
 
    Soon enough, Eerie knew there would be a phone call. 
 
    That was not precognition or future memory, just the plan she had made with the Circle. They would expect her to use her Kismet Protocol to create a new, untraceable identity for Leila Rostovaya, whom they expected to save tonight in a raid on her dacha. Similarly, Eerie would be expected to alter circumstances so that Leila’s likely pursuers believed her to be dead. 
 
    Her real work was to be even more ambitious, but Eerie felt confident in the code that had slowly compiled in her laptop, sometimes the work of her hands, sometimes seeming to spring to life unbidden on her monitor, rows of punctuated commands and abbreviated states. Eerie knew that the code was a masterpiece – her masterpiece – long before she conceived of injecting it into the Etheric Network. 
 
    Then Katya had come to the Circle… 
 
    That must have been Ériu, Eerie mused, maneuvering circumstance from the future to produce an optimal outcome. The setup was too perfect otherwise; the ideal canvas for the painting she had in mind. The code had begun to mutate before she even managed to get the laptop cover open, frantic with potential, begging to be compiled. 
 
    Deserving to be executed. 
 
    The Circle would expect her to start work soon, but the Changeling had begun her work years earlier, and would labor on long after the Circle itself was extinguished – if successful. 
 
    If not, then it would be a short night. 
 
    They would expect the girl that Katya loved, and would instead save a boy who was little more than an afterthought. That would make the next part easier, the part where she had to make everyone believe he was gone and find a new identity to hide the boy in, one that he could believe and inhabit. 
 
    The phone rang. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, but that’s nothing to do with probability,” Vivik said excitedly. “Not even close! That’s full-scale reality manipulation, the kind of stuff the Founder supposedly did…” 
 
    “Same thing,” Eerie said, with a modest shrug. “No difference.” 
 
    “What?” Vivik looked befuddled. “You eliminated Alexei Rostov’s existence completely…” 
 
    “No, that’s not it. I just changed the odds that the assassins would mistake a different body for his,” Eerie explained. “People remember that he existed. At least, I think they do…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Katya said. “They do.” 
 
    “They just think he died.” Eerie’s fingers dug into Derrida’s coat. “With the rest of his family.” 
 
    “He doesn’t remember any of that, though,” Vivik said. “Alex has no memory of who he used to be…” 
 
    Eerie paused, a hint of blush making a teasing appearance on her pallid cheeks. 
 
    “That was me. You know. Chemical,” Eerie admitted haltingly. “Not the Kismet Protocol.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Without a clear idea of what to do, Eerie suspected that the Black Sun would continue to follow the original plan. So, she waited, cross-legged and eating Skittles, on the couch in the bedroom of the little house she shared with all the other freaks, vampires, and prodigies. 
 
    They brought her to the boy once the confusion passed. 
 
    The Black Sun apport technician was gruff and abrupt with a bristly black beard and a bulbous nose, snatching her without warning, while a telepath apologetically attempted a psychic blindfold. The telepath had a bad time of it and eventually gave up, unable to make sense of the interior of Eerie’s head. 
 
    The Changeling could not blame him for being disconcerted. Eerie rarely felt comfortable there, and she had a great deal more experience. 
 
    The Black Sun facility could have been anywhere, and it looked like a corporate laboratory – lots of stainless steel machinery and expensive glassware and Indian and Malay technicians striding purposefully between displays and workstations – and it could have been anywhere in the world. Not that it mattered. The apport delivered them to a secure room, where she was searched, if not at gunpoint, then certainly not far from it. Eerie was then led through the facility under heavy guard, and met by Renton Hall at the door to a nondescript room. He looked tired and angry, which worried her a little, based on her experiences with him at the Academy. Renton could be mean, she knew, especially to girls. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re involved in this, Eerie.” Renton accompanied his words with an unpleasant smile. “I thought you steered clear of cartel business.” 
 
    She nodded. Eerie was frankly afraid of even speaking to Renton. He had a way of misunderstanding her words, and then taking advantage of those misunderstandings. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    “I was asked.” 
 
    “I must be missing something,” Renton said, with an expression that invited her to clear things up for him. “Why involve yourself in Black Sun affairs?” 
 
    “Can’t tell!” Eerie sang. “Circle business.” 
 
    Renton looked intrigued and taken aback all at once. 
 
    “Really? Is that so? Then, if you are here…” 
 
    “Renton.” Anastasia emerged from one of the adjoining hallways with a clumsy escort of nervous scientists and suited security personnel. “Control yourself.” 
 
    “Of course,” Renton said, giving Eerie an apologetic bow and a loaded smile. “Please act like I’m not here.” 
 
    “Good advice,” Anastasia said drolly. Renton opened the door at a gesture from his Mistress, who then indicated that Eerie should follow. “The only good advice you are likely to hear from him, I’m afraid. Wait here, Renton. I will be out shortly.” 
 
    Anastasia’s entourage and Renton waited in the room behind them, while Anastasia led Eerie through an airlock. The interior door slid open, and the lights came on automatically as they entered. Eerie caught her breath, and made a soft, shocked noise that Anastasia inevitably noticed. 
 
    There was nothing she could do about it. In the room, blindfolded and bound, the boy slept the fitful sleep of the chemically altered. He was young, obviously, perhaps twelve, but Eerie could instantly see the various older boys, teens and men that he would/might/could become, extending out from where he lay like a many segmented caterpillar, the threads of his remaining futures reaching out like the branches of a tree seeking the sunlight. 
 
    “You seem startled.” 
 
    There was no time for a deep breath. Eerie began her performance, taking refuge in the general low opinion of her comprehension. 
 
    “I thought,” Eerie said hesitantly, “that you were bringing a girl…?” 
 
    “No.” A brief ripple of annoyance across the still water of Anastasia’ face. “Were you not told?” 
 
    She had not been told. Eerie knew, of course, but shook her head like it was news to her. 
 
    “No. What happened?” 
 
    “This has been a very trying experience,” Anastasia said, holding her forehead. “I am afraid that Leila Rostovaya was not successfully retrieved.” 
 
    “Oh. Poor Katya. She’ll be very upset.” 
 
    “I’d imagine so. We still need your assistance, in any case,” Anastasia admitted. “We retrieved a civilian, in error, and now that situation must be rectified.” 
 
    “You still want me to make him seem dead?” 
 
    “Yes. It is hardly the simplest way to deal with the situation, but I do not have it in me to put another Rostov to death this evening.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “The process you designed to obscure the survival of Leila Rostov. Can it be repurposed for her brother?” 
 
    “Yes!” Eerie felt that her response was too eager, but it was hard not to get excited. “It’ll be hard, but…” 
 
    “That isn’t all we need from you, Eerie,” Anastasia said briskly. “I need you to make the boy disappear.” 
 
    Anastasia was a blank spot in her future history. Eerie could try and parse her actions and intentions from the ripples they created, the effects on other people, but it was like trying to find someone based on their reflections in a constellation of mirrors. 
 
    “Disappear? You mean…” 
 
    “…just that. I have no present use for the boy,” Anastasia said, leading her through the door into a rather typical looking hospital room. “He needs a new identity, new memories – he must remember nothing of himself, nothing of his life before, or Black Sun telepaths will eventually discover him and hunt him down. Can you do that?” 
 
    Eerie followed Anastasia across the room unsteadily, every breath weighted with the gravity of potential futures. 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “How curious!” Anastasia’s eyes barely registered any interest, so great was the exhaustion within them. “Is that a biological function, or an application of your protocol?” 
 
    “Not saying.” Eerie stood at the edge of the boy’s bed, not trusting herself to get any closer. “We aren’t friends.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anastasia said, apparently losing interest. “Shall I leave you alone to begin your work?” 
 
    Eerie gingerly took hold of one of his out-flung arms, running her fingertips along the soft skin of the underside of his wrist, tracing the perimeter of an injection site. 
 
    “You did something,” she said quietly, frightened by the unexpected deviation from the history she had not yet experienced. “There is…something is different. What?” 
 
    “You do seem to know quite a lot.” Anastasia watched her intently. “Why is that, Eerie?” 
 
    “My nature,” Eerie said, shivering. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “An Introduction,” Anastasia said. “We injected the boy with nanites, after the precognitives marked him as a probable high classification Operator, and then had the empaths perform an Activation.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    “Vivik, seriously,” Katya snapped, “shut the fuck up.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! You’re saying that Alex was injected with nanites and activated when he was just a kid?” 
 
    “That’s what I said,” Eerie hummed softly. “Right? It was, wasn’t it? Now I’m confused!” 
 
    “You did say that, yeah,” Vivik agreed hastily. “I’m just trying to process the idea that when he came to the Academy, that was the second time he’d experienced Introduction and Activation. I’ve never heard of anyone going through that process twice.” 
 
    “Yes, you have,” Katya said. “Gaul Thule, for one. Mitsuru Aoki, for another.” 
 
    “Right, of course,” Vivik said. “But that was deliberate, part of an intentional implant procedure.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Pretty much.” 
 
    “How could the Administration miss that?” Vivik wondered aloud. “Even if the initial Activation didn’t yield a usable protocol, Director Levy should have been able to tell that Alex already had nanites in his system…” 
 
    “Nope!” Eerie gave him a satisfied smile. “I fixed that. They couldn’t tell!” 
 
    “Oh,” Vivik said, quieted by the implications. “Then, you did all this…on purpose?” 
 
    “Maybe if you let her finish,” Katya growled, “we’ll find out.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eerie held her breath. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Anastasia said, studying Eerie intently. “He survived, obviously, but his Etheric Signature is flat. No sign of a protocol. He’s not cut out to be an Operator.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s too bad.” 
 
    “Is it? I think he will find another life simpler.” Anastasia glanced at the digital clock on the wall, and then grimaced. “In any case – do you think you can do what must be done, Eerie?” 
 
    “I think so,” Eerie said, biting her lip. “I’ve never done it before, of course, but in another sense, I’ve already done it…” 
 
    “What did you just say?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Eerie sputtered, jarred from her reverie. “Sorry.” 
 
    Anastasia watched her for what felt like a long time, waiting like she expected Eerie to perform an amusing trick. It was extremely nerve-wracking for the Changeling. 
 
    “Very well,” Anastasia said slowly. “Then our arrangement still holds?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Eerie answered cheerfully. “Not at all.” 
 
    “I see,” Anastasia said coldly, after a long pause. “And why is that?” 
 
    “Different person,” Eerie said. “Different thing.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Anastasia sounded too tired to disagree. “If you say. What will it cost me to make this boy disappear?” 
 
    “Nothing now,” Eerie said. “But one day…” 
 
    “…and this day may never come, you will ask me for a favor?” 
 
    “Sort of?” Eerie looked dazed. “How did you know?” 
 
    “I must have heard something like that before,” Anastasia said, with a shake of her head. “I agree, incidentally, though I warn you not to be greedy. Are we done, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” Eerie said, eyes fixed on the sleeping boy. “I’ll need some time and privacy.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anastasia said sourly, heading for the door. “Do forgive me if I don’t see you again on the way out.” 
 
    Eerie held her breath until she was sure that Anastasia was gone. Once she was certain, Eerie went to work. 
 
    She settled in a chair beside his hospital bed, uncertain whether she had done this already or would do it someday. Eerie pulled the sheet aside, scrambling for the boy’s cool hand. The boy moaned in his sleep and cried out in Russian. Eerie didn’t bother to understand. In a few minutes, he would not even remember how to speak the language. 
 
    Was it okay, she wondered, to call him “Alex”, yet? Or too soon? 
 
    Eerie was surprised, at first, that his touch was nearly inert. Then she remembered she had yet to arrange Alex’s second Activation. His catalyst protocol was only days old, and without the constant influx of power from the Absolute Protocol, the effect was negligible, only a hint of signal when their fingers entwined. 
 
    Eerie knew that Alex would eventually become the greatest catalyst in the recorded history of Central. Eerie also knew that she had a very active imagination, because Rebecca was always telling her as much. Knowing that Alex would be a potent catalyst, one day, was enough for Eerie to make it work. She felt energy course through her like a glowing tide, illuminating the secrets that were or would be hidden inside of her. 
 
    There were three different cameras in the room, along with audio monitoring gear and a thermal imager. The chance of all those devices failing in simultaneous and undetectable fashion was greater than zero, but in that neighborhood. That took her a few minutes, and brought her a few steps closer to her eventual self. 
 
    The operation to purge the Rostov Cartel was a high-casualty event. The chances of one of the corpses awaiting retrieval being misidentified as Alex were a hair above nothing. Ten minutes of biting her lip and tapping the toe of her shoe on the floor, and a misidentification was compounded by a corrupted dental records file. Another body went into a bag in a morgue near Moscow with a tag reading “Alexandrov Rostov” attached. 
 
    There were a hundred other considerations. The possibility of Anastasia Martynova discovering her true intent, or deciding on a whim to reclaim the boy later. The chances of loss in cartel violence were easy enough to evade, by locating him away from all of it. 
 
    Away from everything. Somewhere cold, maybe? 
 
    Then there were the possibilities emanating from the boy. Despite her previous efforts, his potential futures were still as innumerable as the constellations in the sky on a moonless night in the Far Shores, beneath which she would one day hold his hand. 
 
    It took an hour and more of labor, her hands wrapped tightly around his, body trembling, as Eerie extinguished every potential future, save one. A toxin coursed through his body as she worked, discretely disrupting a specific group of neural processes, killing a select billion or so neurons. 
 
    The process was more collaborative than she had anticipated. At one point during the process, the unconscious boy imposed his will, demanding conditions on his future that Eerie felt uncomfortable with, but acceded to anyway. Employing the Kismet Protocol was often like that. She never knew what to expect. The Changeling did not dictate terms to reality, but rather negotiated a compromise via the medium of her protocol. 
 
    The boy’s futures died soundlessly, sinking like poisoned fish into the sea of Ether, and his past was relegated beyond all recall, save in states of intoxication or sleep. Eerie left him his name, to serve as an anchor for his persona, and because she liked the way her mouth felt, saying it. She hid an important piece of herself, then, by impulse, in a secret place in one of her favorite potential moments, one that was unlikely, but pure and perfect and sweet like a gummi bear. She hid that inside of Alex, concealed part of her among that which he had chemically forgotten, and would never meaningfully recall. 
 
    That was not part of her plan, but it felt right in the moment, and Eerie knew enough to allow room for improvisation.  
 
    She opened her eyes, exhaled with a whistle, and then regarded the boy fondly. Was this love, she wondered, the warm and proud glow she felt in her chest, regarding their singular destiny? If it wasn’t, Eerie thought giddily, then she didn’t want to know otherwise – she didn’t think her heart could handle more than this excitement. 
 
    Humming a cheerful tune under her breath, Eerie let herself out, leaving the boy to sleep. The chances of the guards at the door missing her departure were infinitesimal – so her departure took slightly longer than expected. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fucking hell,” Katya said, with a shake of her head. “If anyone had any idea what you can do, Eerie, you would’ve grown up in a lab.” 
 
    Eerie nodded solemnly. 
 
    “Why didn’t you change his name, though?” Katya asked incredulously. “Isn’t that the most obvious thing to change?” 
 
    “He didn’t want a new name,” Eerie explained defensively. “Besides, I like Alex. It’s a nice name. Don’t you think so?” 
 
    “What about the new identity?” Vivik asked. “Alexander Warner? Where did that come from?” 
 
    “The Circle provided the paperwork,” Eerie said, with a shrug. “I arranged it with Sofia the next day.” 
 
    “Sofia Morales-North?” Katya’s face was strange and rigid in the light cast by the coals of the dying fire. “Wife of Lord North?” 
 
    “Yes. She was very nice,” Eerie said. “In return, I made her some socks!” 
 
    “Uh huh.” 
 
    “They were very warm, and blue! All sorts of different blues! She looked cute in them!” 
 
    “I bet she did. She always looks cute,” Katya said sourly. “I wondered how Lord North found Alex to save him from the Weir, that first night, before Ms. Aoki brought him to Central. I must have read that file a dozen times, staring at the probability charts and wondering how Lord North could have known to be there at that specific time. I figured he must have followed Ms. Aoki, somehow, but how would he even know to be there? It all makes sense, though, if Sofia knew where Alex was the entire time. That stuck-up bitch probably kept closer track of him than you did. I always kinda suspected that North showing up to save the day was your plan, Eerie.” 
 
    “No,” Eerie said. “Miss Aoki was my plan.” 
 
    “Not how I would have done it, but whatever.” Katya bit her lip. “I can’t believe you just out and said that shit! You know how many people would kill to find out the answer to that one question? The Analytics pools back at Central all spent months poring over the charts, trying to determine how that all happened. Lord North nearly faced an Inquiry over his involvement! And here you knew all along.” 
 
    “Yes.” Eerie blinked unselfconsciously. “Is that bad?” 
 
    “If Alex’s past is fictional, and he’s some Black Sun refugee, then why the murdered family in his cover story?” Vivik cut in indignantly. “Why make him think he was responsible for something like that? I mean, it never even happened, right?” 
 
    “It happened, just not to him. I had to put him somewhere, you know, and Alex felt bad for his real family. Very bad,” Eerie explained, shrugging uncomfortably. “He felt guilty for living when his family died. It would have eaten him up, trying to live with that, even after he forgot all about it. It wasn’t my idea. Alex insisted on it.” 
 
    “Survivor’s guilt,” Vivik said. “He wanted to do penance, I guess.” 
 
    “I don’t really get it.” 
 
    “Hell of a thing to do to someone,” Katya said. “You know how bad jail is?” 
 
    “Not then,” Eerie admitted. “Now I do. But it wasn’t jail! It was, you know, for kids, so I thought it would be…” 
 
    “Those places are even worse! I can’t believe you did that.” 
 
    “You still don’t understand,” Eerie wailed. “Alex did it to himself! Not me. I just helped him create the identity. I wanted him somewhere safe and boring, just till everyone forgot and we grew up.” 
 
    “Where did you want to send him, Eerie?” Vivik asked. “Central?” 
 
    “No way! Newfoundland. I saw a documentary,” Eerie explained. “There’s nothing there but fish and trees, and they have a cool accent!” 
 
    “You are so weird,” Katya said. “Newfoundland? Where…is that in Canada?” 
 
    “Or maybe Japan?” Eerie was lost in reverie. “Alex might have liked that too much, though. All those girls, like in the cartoons.” 
 
    Vivik coughed loudly. 
 
    “Eerie, there are no girls in Japan, because no one has any children. Alex could have never learned to speak Japanese, in any case, no matter what sort of reality warping powers you have.” Katya sighed. “He can barely even speak English. Can he still speak Russian?” 
 
    “Nope!” Eerie said proudly. “That’s all gone. Well…not gone. But he can’t get to it.” 
 
    “He was in there for…what, two years? Three? That’s a hell of a lot of time for a kid to spend locked up. Do you even know what happened to him during that time?” 
 
    “I visited!” 
 
    “Yeah, but, you know, in between visits?” 
 
    “Not really,” Eerie admitted. “It’s okay, though! I thought of that, so I made sure he was nearly always in his own little room, all by himself. Totally safe.”  
 
    “Wow. That’s so fucked up that I…I don’t know what to say.” Katya looked aghast. “You really don’t understand people at all, do you, Eerie?” 
 
    “No,” Eerie said earnestly, sparks swimming in her gimlet eyes. “Not even a little.” 
 
      
 
   
  
 



Nine. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The night was turning into a pain in the ass. Alice Gallow waited in the back of the kebab restaurant, sitting sideways on the plastic bench at the cleanest table, watching the sparse crowd move quickly through the cold Belgian night. 
 
    “This is a waste of time,” Alice grumbled. “We should be somewhere else.” 
 
    Michael glanced up from behind his newspaper – a fascinatingly anachronist daily ritual he insisted upon – but seemed unflustered. 
 
    “You doubt the information you extracted from Jin?” 
 
    Alice winced and studied the grease-flecked orange walls, enigmatically decorated with framed photos of Paris. 
 
    “No. That’s not it.” 
 
    “The archive, then? That box we took out of Korea?” 
 
    “Doesn’t bother me much,” Alice said, poking disinterestedly at her kebob. “In confidence, the Academy’s best can’t make heads or tails of the thing. They’re gonna move it over to Processing, some wunderkind Becca’s been talking up – Adel something – they think maybe can make some progress with it. I dunno. That whole deal might have been a waste of time.” 
 
    “Not if we stopped it from getting out,” Michael said. “Can you image if that sort of weapon became Anathema general issue? We’d be doomed.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “I do. You do, too, whether you wanna admit it or not. You read the reports of what happened to the Hegemonic Council…” 
 
    “Sure, but that was them. This is us, you know? A few words. A spooky forbidden language, or some shit. No big deal.” 
 
    Michael went back to reading. 
 
    “If you’re so confident, then what’s eating you? You’ve been antsy for days.” 
 
    “It’s not the info.” Alice leaned her elbows on the table, nearly upsetting her untouched soda. “It’s the importance. I feel like we’re stomping bugs in the basement while the roof is on fire, you know?” 
 
    “What does Analytics have to say?” 
 
    “That’s the worst part. They agree. We’re running in circles.” 
 
    “Then why are we here, Chief Auditor?” 
 
    “This is all I got!” Alice smacked her palms against the sticky table in frustration. “We hit the Anathema too hard, after the invasion. Figured that was it – war, the real thing – and pulled out all the stops. They didn’t come at us very hard, though. The raid on Central, and then on the Far Shores – and that’s as far as it went. We burned everything to the ground we could find, after that. Every Anathema holding, ally, and sympathizer.” 
 
    “An inquisition, in other words.” 
 
    “That’s what the Director requested,” Alice said defensively. “I agreed at the time, figured for every Anathema or rogue cartel we put down, another dozen would take their place. Didn’t happen, though. Last few months, they’ve pulled back, as far as we can tell. Other than the occasional raid or ambush, it’s been quiet. That archive was supposed to make it all worth it, but the encryption has kept us out of everything…” 
 
    “You need intel,” Michael noted, turning the page. “Assets. Was the purge really so thorough?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. You know me. Very thorough.” 
 
    “What about your interrogations? You learned nothing else?” 
 
    “This is it. The last of the defections, or so Jin claimed. I’m inclined to believe him, if only because we’ve drilled down so far on every remaining cartel, there isn’t much room left for renegade sympathies.” 
 
    “Tyranny is efficient,” Michael said, agreeing with something she wasn’t entirely sure she said. “There is that.” 
 
    “Don’t be a dick, okay?” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m just saying…” 
 
    “You do your job, I’ll do mine, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” 
 
    “You still look pissed.” 
 
    “I just don’t understand how you do it. The field is one thing, but torture?” 
 
    “What’s with the full court press, Mikey? I’m supposed to be the Chief Auditor, remember?” 
 
    “I remember,” Michael said mildly. “I’m just surprised. The cruelty – it’s unlike you, I suppose. That’s all.” 
 
    “Eh, no. It’s so fucking like me.” 
 
    They sat there briefly, each waiting for the other to say something. 
 
    Chief Auditor? 
 
    Alice looked annoyed at the interruption, but inside, she was secretly grateful. 
 
    Whatcha got, Hayley? 
 
    I, uh…I think I need help, Ms. Gallow! A lot of help! 
 
    Okay, Hayley, slow down. Just tell me what you have. 
 
    I have Anathema, Ms. Gallow, and the whole of Claes-Dubois Cartel. 
 
    Okay, that’s good, that’s what we expected… 
 
    I don’t know, Ms. Gallow. I have more Anathema than anticipated. A few I recognize from the dossiers. 
 
    The download was as immediate and painful as a poke in the sinus. Three faces tagged with certainty, another two were speculatively associated. Alice sent the impressions on to Analytics and returned to the task at hand. 
 
    Okay, I’m gonna send Chike to your position… 
 
    One more thing, Ms. Gallow. There is no delay in telepathic communication, which made Hayley’s pause more evident. Alistair is here. 
 
    Alice swore loudly and toppled her soda, attracting the eyes of the kebab shop’s few customers. Only quick action on the part of Michael – along with sacrifice of his newspaper – prevented him from being drenched by the spilled drink. 
 
    Give me a fix on your location, Hayley, Alice commanded, pushing through the doors of the kebab store on to the Rue Terre Nueve. I’m coming to you. 
 
    The locational download was even more unpleasant. Alice felt blood dribble from her nose with the same intensity that she felt Hayley’s transmitted panic. Michael hurried after Alice, but she was in no mood for his company. Tapping into the telepathic network Karim maintained between the Auditors, Alice issued instructions for Chike to pick Michael up and follow after her. 
 
    Alice stepped into her shadow with relief. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There had been a thing between Becca and Hayley. Alice was apparently not privy to it, which annoyed and concerned her in equal measure. No one told her anything, but she could sense the emotional aftermath. 
 
    Something to worry about later. 
 
    She found the young Auditor on the steel roof of a bland industrial building near one of the canals in Anderlecht, crouched behind a defunct chimney, with the labored look on her face that meant that she was in two places at once. Alice stepped out of Hayley’s shadow and seized her wrists to avoid any misunderstandings involving the Austrian submachine gun slung over shoulder. 
 
    For one moment, Alice thought that Hayley might scream. 
 
    Alice remembered that a significant portion of Hayley’s consciousness was currently located a few blocks away, observing their targets from the point of view of a stray cat, and reluctantly cut her slack. Alice released her grip, and waited for Hayley to pull herself together. 
 
    “Chief Auditor!” Hayley put one hand to her armored chest. The new jackets were nice – waist length and trim, with flexible inserts slotted to handle ballistic duties – but the support staff couldn’t seem to get the tailoring on Hayley’s right. Her sleeves engulfed her hands to the base of her fingers, and the hem settled around mid-thigh, giving her an absurd and childish look that Alice found infuriating. “I didn’t realize you were here. I’m sorry! Is that what I’m supposed to say? Am I supposed to report?” 
 
    Cursing the accelerated training table that dumped candidates for Audits directly into the field, Alice shrugged impatiently. 
 
    “Let’s try a report, Auditor.” Alice took field glasses from a bag at her hip and used them to study the quiet cluster of buildings nearby. “What’s happening over there?” 
 
    “I think this is the defection you briefed us about. The Anathema apport was obvious, then there was a bunch of talking. Everyone went inside the main building thirty minutes ago. They went in the offices, but I think they’ve moved, since.” Hayley’s voice became monotone as she exercised her protocol, confirming her words via the Etheric Network. “They posted a few guards, to the north and east, near both entrances to the auditorium, so that’s probably where they are. Makes sense. There are a lot of people.” 
 
    “A lot is fucking bullshit, Hayley. Give me a number.” 
 
    “Fifty?” Hayley looked hurt, and maybe a little affronted. For her sake, Alice pretended not to see that. “I don’t know, Ms. Gallow. I didn’t think to count.” 
 
    “What exactly did Hegemony field operations teach you, girl?” 
 
    Hayley did not offer a response. 
 
    “I saw the faces you matched, including Alistair,” Alice added. “Can I at least assume that the IDs were good?” 
 
    “Oh, they were!” Hayley looked indignant. “I confirmed each of them over the Network.” 
 
    “Without triggering anything on their end? This area must be live as all hell, with active telepaths and what have you…” 
 
    Hayley shook her head like it was nothing. The young Auditor was a telepathic ninja, Alice thought, and that was no big deal to her. Millennials were terrifying. 
 
    “That’s not bad work, kid.” Alice unslung her Saiga-12 shotgun, ejecting a more maneuverable five-round magazine, and replacing it with a bulkier ten-round box. “You think that stray cat of yours could look inside, maybe figure out what’s going on in there?” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Hayley covered her eyes with her hands. “I’ve got him up on the roof. If there’s a vent or something, then maybe…” 
 
    The sound of the gunshot startled them all. 
 
    “Fuck,” Alice said, tapping the side of her holographic site until it powered on. “Was that…?” 
 
    Hayley nodded, looking motion-sick and traumatized. 
 
    “The cat,” she said, wiping her brow. “Who would do something like that?” 
 
    “Alistair, probably. We don’t have much time, if he’s already that jumpy.” 
 
    “Maybe he’s not jumpy. Maybe he’s a dickhead who shoots innocent cats for no reason.” 
 
    “Well, he was always sort of a dick.” Alice scratched her head. “I don’t really remember him shooting cats before, but...” 
 
    “I think I’d like to kill him,” Hayley said quietly. “If that’s okay, Ms. Gallow.” 
 
    “Listen, Hayley, if you see Alistair in the field, I want you to stay well the fuck away from him, okay?” Alice studied Hayley for signs that she was taking her seriously. “Whatever you might think, you wouldn’t stand a chance against him alone. Alistair is a born and bred killer, a F-Class telepath, and a total fucking bastard. Stay away. Clear?” 
 
    “Clear, Ms. Gallow.” 
 
    Chike Okoro materialized not far from them with the rest of the Auditors, making the complicated apport look easy. Xia and Min-jun stood next to him, alert and waiting for orders. Michael folded his arms and glared at her as defiantly as he dared. Alice almost sighed aloud, thinking about the fight they would have later, though she had already forgotten the reason for it. 
 
    Then she chided herself for being pessimistic. There was a decent chance that at least one of them would die before they had the opportunity. 
 
    “I don’t know how you do it, Chike,” Alice said, clapping his shoulder with a smile and a shake of her head. “Don’t you ever get tired?” 
 
    “God has blessed me with stamina,” Chike offered, with his toothy grin. “My boss is also frightening.” 
 
    They both laughed uproariously, but Alice suspected he was not entirely joking. 
 
    “Seriously, though, Chike – are you gonna be up for several more hops?” 
 
    Alice’s concern was well-founded. Chike Okoro was a gifted apport technician, but he was not an M-Class Operator like Alice, and therefore was susceptible to exhausting his abilities. Worse, Chike was a point-to-point apport technician, meaning that he returned to Central between each of his jumps, always departing from and returning to the Auditor’s apport chamber at the Far Shores. 
 
    It was a lot to ask of anyone, but Chike handled it with a humble grace that Alice had come to grudgingly admire. 
 
    “I will be fine, Chief Auditor. I assure you.” 
 
    She nodded and let go of his arm, and then checked in on her sniper. 
 
    Karim, you have us all looped in? 
 
    Everyone is listening, boss. 
 
    Good. What do Analytics have for us? 
 
    Not much. They are still running scenarios, but they do think a defection event is most likely. They’ll have an Operation plan in a few minutes… 
 
    We don’t have time for that. Keep the channel open and update me as it develops. I’ll want suppressing fire to the west of the compound, in the event of runners, mainly in that clear area by the parking lot. Are you in position to oblige? 
 
    Another pause that seemed long, because they were so foreign to the telepathic experience. 
 
    Current position is workable. Not ideal. The building is going to obstruct some shots, unless I can change position. 
 
    Okay. Hang tight. 
 
    Alice glanced at her assembled Auditors. 
 
    Not terrible, she thought. Not great, but this didn’t feel like suicide. 
 
    Not yet, anyway. Nobody but Hayley had yet laid eyes on Alistair. 
 
    “Here’s the plan,” Alice said, chambering a round in her Saiga. “I’m taking Min-Jun and jumping in there. If they aren’t wise, I’ll hang back and observe. If they are – or if departure seems imminent, I’ll move on the high value targets.” 
 
    “Why are you taking Min-jun?” Michael asked, glowering. “I would think for close combat…” 
 
    “No questions,” Alice said coolly, not bothering to look in his direction. “I’m taking Min-jun, incidentally, because I plan on having Xia set the place on fire. Chike – I want you to get Karim’s position and then help him relocate. After that I want you back here so you can position the rest.” 
 
    Alice prompted Karim, and a satellite photo of the compound appeared in their minds, accurate to the last known detail and interactive to a degree that Silicon Valley would have envied. 
 
    Background unspooled into short-term memory, dossiers provided by Analytics, optimized memetic content for better retention. The compound was technically a private college, an adult school with a nominal focus in engineering and IT. In reality, the enrollment and graduation numbers had fallen by half five years ago, when Analytics claimed the Claes-Dubois Cartel had started using the location as a secure location to transfer materials to the Anathema. 
 
    “Hayley, you’re on security. Monitor from a safe distance, and look to counter their telepaths – no offensive activities. Don’t engage, just respond. On my signal, Xia, I want you here, to the north,” Alice said, indicating a point on the photo in a manner that she could not clearly articulate, but one that was instantly and universally understood. “If – when – I give the word, I want you to start burning everything on your side. Force ‘em out. They can’t go east – the highway embankment practically abuts the building on that side. Michael, I want you to the south. It’s partially obstructed, so you’ll try and channel ‘em to the west, for Karim to sort.” 
 
    Michael looked uncomfortable. 
 
    “What level of force am I supposed to use?” 
 
    “Lethal,” Alice said, darkly amused. “Unless you have something worse.” 
 
    “They’ve got their families with them, presumably?” Michael asked, tempting fate and her temper. “How would you have me slaughter their children, Chief Auditor?” 
 
    “If you can tell child from Anathema, then be my guest.” Alice grinned, but inside she felt nothing but fury. “Karim will do his best to sort ‘em accordingly, but this is war, Mikey. If you want out…” 
 
    “I don’t,” he said firmly, in a tough guy display that convinced no one. 
 
    “…then say so. Otherwise, you say one more word not directly related to the performance of this operation, and you will be done as an Auditor, like it or not.”  
 
    “We aren’t interested in prisoners?” Hayley looked startled. “Not even Alistair?” 
 
    “Prisoners are fine, but only after we have control of the situation. Alistair, on the other hand, is the most dangerous man I’ve ever met, and I’ve met way more men than you. He’s a monster, even without the ability to download protocols from the Etheric Network. If we are lucky, he will remove himself from the area as soon as the shit starts. If he doesn’t – and let’s all hope that he does – the rest of you are absolutely forbidden to engage him in any way. I’ll handle Alistair myself, if it comes to that.” 
 
    “What if it goes poorly?” Michael’s expression was gentle to the point of treachery. “What if Alistair gets the advantage?” 
 
    “Fucking run, that’s what,” Alice snapped. “If I can’t handle him, what the hell are the rest of you going to do? Enough of this shit! Does everyone know what they’re supposed to be doing?”  
 
    Everyone did, though it was clear that not everyone liked it. Fuck it, Alice thought. Can’t make all the people happy all the time. 
 
    “Min-jun, you ready?” 
 
    To his credit, the new Auditor just nodded, confident and serious. 
 
    Everything happens on my word. 
 
    Alice put her arm around Min-jun, the height difference and his boyish features making her feel big-sisterly. 
 
    “Follow my lead and stay close, okay?” 
 
    Min-jun nodded again, and then followed her obediently into her shadow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice stepped out of the deep shadow cast by a dilapidated set of bleachers, sweeping the desolate environs for signs of hostile life, Min-jun covering her blind side. The auditorium was configured for basketball, with a single court flanked on both sides by bleachers badly in need of maintenance, an intact hoop on one end of the court, nothing but a metal pole at the other. Skylights provided the only illumination, and pigeons were the only things that reacted to their appearance. 
 
    A chill ran up Alice’s spine like the fingers of an impertinent lover. 
 
    Min-jun, I want a barrier immediately. Optimize for ambush. 
 
    Min-jun responded with the telepathic equivalent of a nod. Alice felt the obscure sense of tightness she associated with being sheathed in a barrier. 
 
    Central, please confirm no apport activity in vicinity of operation. 
 
    The wheels of Analytics ground fine and swiftly, today. Alice had her answer so fast she wondered if the precogs had anticipated the request. 
 
    No apport activity logged in the last hour. 
 
    Leaving aside the troubling tendency for Analytics to miss her own apports, Alice found the information worrying. She led the way around the perimeter of the room, sticking to the shadows and moving quietly, using the low-light amplifier built into her shotgun’s optic to navigate. Min-stayed close and alert without needing to be told, ever the model soldier. Privately grateful for South Korea’s policy of mandatory conscription, Alice hunted the building for signs of life. 
 
    Hayley, you sure you saw them come in here? 
 
    In the compound, yes. I didn’t see them go into the auditorium specifically… 
 
    Any telepathic activity? 
 
    I’ve still got signal, but too indistinct or shielded to pinpoint. 
 
    Karim, any movement on the perimeter? Guards still holding position? 
 
    There was a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach. Karim’s response was rapid, his urgency conveying the tension absent in telepathy. 
 
    I have no guards stationed, outside the Auditorium or on the perimeter. 
 
    What the hell? Where did they go? 
 
    I’m…not sure. I never saw them leave. I’m reviewing security footage now, but… 
 
    Alice wrapped her arms around Min-jun, grinning at his discomfort. 
 
    “Max barrier, now!” Alice forced them to the ground. “This is gonna hurt.” 
 
    Alice, something is wrong, Hayley transmitted urgently. There is bad signal in our network… 
 
    Strategically placed magnesium flares ignited simultaneously, filling the room with brilliant, unyielding light. Alice and Min-jun were forced to shield their eyes, and any chance of disappearing into the shadows was lost. 
 
    Alice braced herself for impact, as Min-jun’s lime-green barrier thickened about them. She patched herself into Karim’s sensorium through the telepathic field network. 
 
    From the outside, it looked like the building had collapsed on itself, the explosion was so effectively contained and directed. From within the blast zone, it seemed that the gates to a twelfth-century Hell had been opened. Dozens of charges detonated simultaneously in a distributed array, pummeling Min-jun’s barrier from every direction. Alice lay on top of the young Auditor and watched him bite down on his tongue in his struggle to deal with the massive influx of kinetic energy. The barrier deformed and bowed, and fragments of white hot metal and flaming plastic were hurled across the room. The blast wave bounced them into the air and then slammed them to the floor. 
 
    Alice opened her eyes and shook her head, but heard nothing save a ringing in her ears. She sat up on top of the semi-conscious Min-jun, and made a perfunctory attempt at dusting off her jacket. 
 
    “Don’t worry, kid,” Alice said, rising shakily. “I won’t tell your fiancé a thing.” 
 
    The room was still unbearably bright from the scattered magnesium flares, and Alice was forced to shield her eyes from the glare. The auditorium was largely obliterated, only the occasional steel girder or section of masonry standing. In the building’s place, there was a field of debris and burning wreckage providing all the cover in the world to any mad bomber inclined to finish the job. 
 
    Alice checked her shotgun and was pleased to find it undamaged. She dragged Min-jun into the cover of the twisted remainder of a set of bleachers, blinking her eyes to clear them of the stinging fumes emitted by the burning magnesium, and then took cover, the thin and wavering shadows cast by the confusion of burning debris and the flares insufficient for an apport. 
 
    Karim? Hayley? Anybody still out there? 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    An inhibitor field, perhaps, Alice thought, or a powerful telepath in direct proximity. 
 
    The second option, actually.  
 
    Alice snapped the shotgun to her shoulder and sighted.  
 
    Your Network was pitifully secured, Auditor, and your defenses were child’s play to bypass. 
 
    Alice hesitated, the trigger depressed within a millimeter of firing, scanning the burning debris, sweat pooling on the small of her back. The ringing in her ears made her feel sluggish and disconnected, and the front sight on her gun swam and multiplied. 
 
    I am right in front of you, the voice offered. Fire away, why don’t you? 
 
    Alice cursed as she opened up in full auto, holding the trigger down until the entire magazine was spent, discharging ten shells into empty space. 
 
    Well done! Let’s be rid of the gun, now, shall we? 
 
    “You’re a bossy asshole,” Alice complained, tossing the gun aside with obvious regret. “Show yourself, Anathema.” 
 
    In due time. I don’t think this is the best place for us to talk. 
 
    Behind a loony smile, Alice gritted her teeth. 
 
    “Okay, you little shit. Where to?” 
 
    A series of ghostly lights appeared, hovering in the air like distant headlights, tracing a winding path through the building, and into a basement stairwell that hadn’t been on any of the site plans.  
 
    Follow the dotted line, the voice suggested. Right this way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Karim switched to Arabic, Chike knew that things had gone wrong. Half a second later, the building seemed to launch itself several meters in the air, before disintegrating with Alice and Min-jun presumably still somewhere inside. 
 
    Chike was staring in horror when Karim grabbed him by the arm. 
 
    “Chike, hurry,” Karim said urgently. “Apport, on my mark.” 
 
    “What? Where to?” 
 
    No time. We need to move! 
 
    Karim forced his way crudely into Chike’s forebrain and deposited the destination coordinates there, along with a terrific sense of urgency. Chike shook himself from his stupor and moved to comply. 
 
    Like all apport technicians, Chike had begun with a mirror, and then found his own method of apport by trial and telepathic simulated error. In his case, it was a question of math. That was fortunate, because Chike loved math. 
 
    The numbers pertaining to an apport were unique, transitory, and uncertain, so Chike had to invent workable integers. He spent weeks devising a way to figure for distance when the whole idea of distance became subjective. Chike consulted old books and supercomputers, raided the archives of institutions and companies, and stayed up late experimenting with ideas that would have made his teachers laugh or cry – he was never certain which. 
 
    It took him about ten seconds to solve for an apport to Central. 
 
    When he solved, they had arrived. It was that simple. 
 
    Chike had begun crunching the numbers for the next jump before the first was complete. It was thrilling, in a perverse way, knowing that a misplaced decimal or integer error would leave them stranded in the Ether. He was afraid, of course – one would have to be a fool not to be afraid. The thrill he experienced, applying his prodigious mathematical gifts, far superseded any anxiety he might have felt. 
 
    Karim looked like he wanted to say something, but did not make it any further than curling his mouth before Chike solved for the next jump, and they were gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You were surprisingly vulnerable, Ms. Gallow. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alice agreed, with a wolfish grin. “That’s funny, huh? As Chief Auditor, seems like the kind of thing I might have planned for.” 
 
    Three flights of stairs and she had not yet found the bottom. The stairs were just pieces of metal grill set on a steel framework and bolted together. The whole contraption rattled and swayed with each step, and infrequent illumination was provided by work lights strung together with vast lengths of orange extension cord. 
 
    Are you trying to imply that the weakness of your defenses was deliberate, Ms. Gallow? That you deliberately omitted a competent defensive telepath from your team of Auditors as some sort of stratagem? 
 
    “Maybe. How’s it working?” 
 
    Not very well, I’m afraid. 
 
    “Aren’t you polite? Well, I wouldn’t worry much about it. It probably just didn’t occur to me to prepare for any sort of telepathic assault. You’re probably completely safe.” 
 
    She navigated the final two flights without comment from her hidden puppet master. Alice chalked one up for the home team. She could feel the telepath testing her defenses, trying to unlock control of her thoughts and access to her memories, but Rebecca had done at least part of her work well. The experience was hardly pleasant, but the telepath’s efforts were frustrated. 
 
    I think you’re lying to me, Ms. Gallow. 
 
    “Took you a long time to decide. Feeling a little rattled? Let me ask you something else, then. Why do you figure you had so little trouble taking over my body, but you can’t manage to crack into my thoughts? I can feel you poking around in there, you realize.” 
 
    Hmm. 
 
    “Hmm indeed!” Alice practically skipped down the unlit utility corridor. She could feel the compulsion drawing her closer to her manipulator, but instead of resisting, she hurried along with it. “I’m no telepath – obviously – but isn’t it usually the other way around?” 
 
    Yes, actually. It usually is. 
 
    “Isn’t that funny?” The corridor was hot and humid, thanks to the asbestos-coated steam piping that occupied a full third of the space, and the air smelled like detergent. “I’m sure it’ll all work out fine, though. It’s not like I’m famous for my temper or anything. How recently did you graduate from the Academy?” 
 
    None of your business. I’m the one who should be asking questions. And do stop calling me that, won’t you? 
 
    “Do you wanna try and make me?” Alice wiped sweat from her brow as she worked her way sideways through a particularly narrow bit. “Go right ahead. Give it your best shot.” 
 
    There was no response. Alice laughed even as she felt her lungs shrivel from the dense, hot air. 
 
    “Tell me, Mister Anathema – it is Mister, isn’t it? I have a sense for these things – do they tell stories in the Outer Dark about what happens to Anathema soldiers who fall into mean old Alice Gallow’s hands?” 
 
    A long hesitation. She hustled down another utility corridor, picking her footing carefully in the intermittent light. The damp cinderblock walls were covered with crude graffiti and explicit sketches, and the copious spider webs clung to Alice’s hair. The constant psychic battery was like sandbags piled on her shoulders, making each step into an endeavor. 
 
    Yes. Rather. 
 
    “Oh, good! I don’t have to tell you what happens when I get to you, then. You already know.” 
 
    I am in control of your actions, Ms. Gallow – and the rest of your mind, soon enough. I commanded you to come to me. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie. You’ve got it all mixed up! I’m coming for you, not to you. There’s a big difference. You’ll understand soon.” 
 
    Another hallway. It could not have been much further, given the range limitations inherent to this sort of higher-level telepathic shenanigan. 
 
    “I could swear that I’ve seen this hallway before. You wouldn’t be running me around in circles, would you? To buy time?” 
 
    No, but these old steam tunnels are a maze. 
 
    “Doesn’t make any difference,” Alice said, humming to herself as she climbed a short stair, forced open a heavy door, and then wiggled into another steam tunnel. “More time for us to chat, before the electrodes come out. Do you want to tell me who sent you, while you still have all your fingers and toes? Or are you more the quiet type? I love working with the quiet ones…” 
 
    I assure you, Ms. Gallow, there will be no discussion. 
 
    “You’re planning on using proximity to enhance your protocol. Maybe even contact?” Alice grinned wide for her unseen audience. “Are you planning to try and touch me? Because I am looking forward to getting my hands on you, I don’t mind saying.” 
 
    She made a left where she had a made a right before. At the end of a long corridor, a hint of electric light filtered through the crack beneath a door. Alice made to run toward it and found her movements inhibited. Her laughter echoed down the corridor like a vanguard. 
 
    You take me for a fool, Ms. Gallow. This is a transparent ploy, and it will not work. 
 
    “Look for yourself, telepath,” Alice said confidentially. “Tell me I don’t believe every word that I’m saying.” 
 
    The Anathema telepath leapt at the opportunity, halting Alice while he attempted to ransack her brain. Disappointed to find her defenses intact, he turned instead to confirm Alice’s words, as an afterthought.  
 
    “Telepathy is so intimate,” Alice cooed, chewing on her thumbnail. “Are you one of the handsome ones, kid? Do you work out at all? Don’t be modest. I like ‘em much better that way, that’s all. I find it much more entertaining, taking apart a body that has had some work put into it. Miguel, too. Did I tell you about Miguel?” 
 
    Her feet started moving again, this time under the rigid control of the telepath. Alice was reminded of Mikey’s videogames and the motion sickness they inspired in her. 
 
    “You’ll meet him down in Administrative Detention. Did I tell you? They built me a whole facility in the Far Shores and gave it that ridiculous name. You won’t like it much, I’m afraid, but you’ll spend the rest of your life there. Could be a long time. Or not.” 
 
    She wobbled down the corridor like a teen learning to walk in heels. 
 
    “What was I talking about? Oh, right – Miguel! Such a nice guy – and cute, too, if you like face tattoos. Started off torturing people with pliers and a car battery for MS-13, and I guess he just kind of stuck with that career arc, you know? He’s a telepath, like you, but oh so much nastier.” 
 
    Do be quiet, Ms. Gallow. 
 
    The telepath must have been rattled. Alice pushed back, and the words spilled out freely. 
 
    “Let me run it down for you, what’ll happen next. After we finish up here, you’ll probably have to go to the infirmary for a while, which won’t be too fun, because restraints are a bitch when your collarbone’s broken, and maybe your hip, too? Who knows! That stuff never heals right, because they won’t set it properly, and I’m afraid we don’t distribute painkillers to POWs, as a rule. They’ll keep you alive, though, no worries there.” 
 
    I told you to be quiet! 
 
    The contest of wills was over before it begun. Alice smiled as she strolled along, halfway down the final corridor. 
 
    “Once you’re past the risk of dying of shock or infection, they’ll discharge you to Administrative Detention – and me. Shower and decontamination first. Shave your head, burn your clothes, then its straight to the interrogation chamber. Which – I know it sounds scary, like a big metal door and an Iron Maiden, and all that, right? But it’s just a room, really, a lot like any other. Just you and me and Miguel.” 
 
    Alice noticed that she had stopped walking near the end of the hall, unable to take another step, but she diplomatically decided not to mention it. 
 
    “Miguel goes first. He’s got a real talent for this work. Unique, you know? He’ll shut down your protocol, take over your body – sound familiar? – and deprive you of any ability to resist. You’ll be a willing participant in whatever we decide to do to you. If we give the order, you’ll take your own eyes out with a hot iron, which is good, because I don’t like to get the gunk inside all over my hands. It smells terrible and it lasts for days.” 
 
    Alice grinned, and made another attempt to take the last few steps to the door with the light behind it, but found her movements impeded. 
 
    “We’ll take your fingernails out by way of introduction, and then we’ll have a little chat. Nothing too serious. A few light questions, the kind of thing that reasonable people could discuss in a more relaxed environment, assuming you were the kind who wants to rat out his friends.” 
 
    There was a stirring at the other end of the telepathic link – like breathing over an otherwise silent phone line. 
 
    “I think I understand you, though, and I know you’re not the type to take the easy way out, and save yourself a frankly unimaginable amount of suffering and debasement. So, at that point, assuming wiring you up and waterboarding you hasn’t gotten us anywhere – we previously established that you’re a tough one, remember? – so, at that point, we put some bleach in your eyes, just to show we’re serious. Then we start taking little pieces. There’s one school of thought that says to start with the fingers, but personally, I start with the toes. After all, whose gonna be upset over their pinkie toe when they already lost their thumb? It screws up the flow. I always try to leave myself room to escalate. I’m assuming you have the full complement of digits? That’s twenty, then we move on to the ears…” 
 
    Enough, Ms. Gallow! 
 
    “…and the nipples. You’d be surprised how upset people get over their nipples. It’s like, what are they even good for? You’re not gonna miss ‘em the way you’re gonna miss your thumbs. Ever try and eat without using your thumbs? Like a dog, you know, from a bowl in the floor. It’s undignified. Anyway, then we gotta retire the bolt cutters and move on to hot irons…” 
 
    Please, Ms. Gallow. Stop. I give. Just please stop. 
 
    “…and there you basically got two options, but since I still want you to be able to talk…what did you say there, son? I might’ve missed something.” 
 
    Silence. Alice’s smile widened. 
 
    “Okay; hot irons. Skin sticks, you know? And the smell! I’ll leave it to your imagination…ah, hell. I’ll go ahead and tell you now and spoil the surprise! We start with the soles of your feet, and then…” 
 
    Enough, please! I give up, Ms. Gallow. I surrender; formally, if possible. I didn’t even want to join the Anathema – this was all my father’s idea! I want to reform, I swear! Please just don’t do any of those terrible things to me. 
 
    Alice hesitated, her smile collapsing. 
 
    “You don’t wanna try and make some sort of noble-but-doomed last stand?” Alice grumbled. “We’re sort of committed to the hard way, at this point.” 
 
    Absolutely not! I insist on surrender, like they told us in class at the Academy. Call Director Levy! I throw myself on the mercy of Central and the Director and, uh, the Assembly and whoever else. Please don’t hurt me? 
 
    “Oh, fine.” Alice frowned. “Release telepathic control. Now.” 
 
    Alice shook out hands and feet that were suddenly her own again. 
 
    “Okay, kid. Let’s hear it. What’s waiting for me on the other side of that door?” 
 
    Another brief hesitation, which she allowed, due to the finality of the pause. You have to allow a stricken wall to fall over, after all. 
 
    An Anathema kill squad. There are three of us. 
 
    “Must be bring your kid to work day in the Outer Dark. A bunch of kids, for Christ sake. Are they listening in to this?” 
 
    No. They believe I am still trying to bring you here. They believe your arrival to be imminent, but expect a warning. I have prevented them from noticing your presence. 
 
    “Friends of yours?” 
 
    Pardon me? 
 
    “The people standing next to you. You close?” 
 
    Oh, no, not really. Arturo I know a bit, just because his family defected around the same time as mine, but Taylor I hardly know at all. 
 
    “Lucky for you, then. What sort of Operators are they?” 
 
    Arturo is a telekinetic, D-Class. Taylor does directed energy as well, though I don’t know what sort or to what degree. 
 
    “Don’t need ‘em. Shut them down, will you?” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Telepathic mercy kill, kid. You were all up in my involuntary movements a minute ago. Just mess with their respiration. I’ll wait.” 
 
    Please be reasonable, Ms. Gallow! I want to surrender and I’m happy to cooperate, but you can’t possibly expect me… 
 
    “I do, though.” Alice shrugged. “Your choice. You wanna negotiate, we’ll do it in Administrative Detention.” 
 
    Ms. Gallow, don’t make me… 
 
    “I’m not making you. Let’s be clear about that. You have a choice, kid. You can follow orders and maybe live through this. You make my day any more of a pain in the ass, though, and it’s Administrative fucking Detention. You have thirty seconds, and then I’m going to open the door.” 
 
    Alice waited exactly twenty-nine seconds and then strolled in like it was her home. Two young men lay on the floor inside – one suffocated, another well on his way – while another young man squatted in the corner, crying into his hands. 
 
    “So nice to finally meet you!” Alice strode over the young man who was still twitching like a gutted fish, to where the telepath cowered. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Cavan! Cavan Marshall.” 
 
    Alice smiled wide, and then punched the wall just above Cavan’s head, causing him to shriek and scuttle away. 
 
    Please don’t hurt me! I did just what you said. 
 
    “Shut up.” Alice inspected the other two Anathema, to be on the safe side. “Marshall. As in the Marshall family, once a member of the Hegemony? Candidate branch of the Muir family, back one generation?” 
 
    One of them wasn’t breathing, his eyes wide and unblinking, though he still had a bit of pulse. Alice didn’t worry about him. The other had enough composure to make a feeble effort to crawl away from her. 
 
    “H-how do you know all that?” 
 
    Alice planted her feet on either side of the boy, crouching down to grab his head by the hair. He moaned and thrashed his arms helplessly. 
 
    “We have precognitives in Central too, you dopey brat.” 
 
    Alice smashed the boy’s head against the ground. Cavan moaned and scrabbled further into the corner. Alice examined the results dispassionately, checked his pulse, and then repeated herself. His head did not have the same bounce, the second time it hit the concrete, and the sound was different. 
 
    Alice let the Anathema fall to the floor without bothering to check further. She could always tell by the sound, like a chef tapping the shell of a bad egg.  
 
    “The precog pool mentioned that I might bump into one of several interesting people, and one of ‘em was you.” Alice grabbed Cavan by his hair and dragged him out of the corner. “I’ve got all sorts of ideas as to what to do next. Let’s go back to Central and have a chat, ‘kay?”


 
   
  
 

 Ten. 
 
      
 
    In a city of mirror and rumor, underneath alien constellations, Alex cowered and scurried, too afraid of the darkness to linger there, too petrified of what followed him to stay in the open or the light. Behind him, something nebulous and mortifying walked the streets, teardrop shaped claws scrapping across flagstones, eyes the color of bronze tracking every movement. 
 
    He wanted to whimper, but was afraid to make noise. He wanted to run, but his movements were sluggish and clumsy. The shadows and the doorways of the place whispered to him that he was hunted, the stars urged him forward in his slow flight. His feet seemed to sink into the ancient roadway, and the signs were all in a language that made his eyes ache in their sockets. 
 
    Inevitably, he was stalked, and before he was devoured, Alex somehow knew exactly how the teeth would feel, cracking his bones to extract the marrow, how cold it would be as his blood spilled out on the stone to be lapped up by things older than names, things that had owned the darkness since long before the time of mankind. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Either you are the best hall mate in history,” Katya observed gleefully, accepting his hand as she descended the debris-covered slope, “or a total fucking idiot. Which?” 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” Vivik said, the conviction in his voice surprising Katya. “No doubt about that.” 
 
    Derrida barreled by them, tongue lolling out of one side of his pink mouth, heedless of slope or dust. 
 
    “Whaaat?” Katya laughed, coming to a halt on the trail at the base of the hill. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    Vivik was surprised to see Eerie, still hesitating at the top of the slope, clutching the hem of her hoodie in distress. 
 
    “Eerie? Are you coming?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head emphatically. 
 
    “No way! Scary!” 
 
    “Well, you said we had to go this way…” 
 
    “I did! But now I’m scared!” 
 
    Vivik shook his head and glanced at Katya, who was doubled over and laughing. 
 
    “Not my problem,” she said, waving him off. “You take care of it.” 
 
    Vivik gritted his teeth and made his way back up the slope, where Eerie waited nervously. It took him a few minutes of sustained effort, the treacherous footing nearly sending him sprawling. Derrida trotted by as he neared the top, glancing at Vivik with thoughtful brown eyes. Vivik was entirely out of breath by the time he made it to the Changeling. He extended his hand to Eerie, puzzled by his own apprehension. 
 
    “I’ll help you. Are you ready?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head slowly. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “It’s not that steep…” 
 
    “It looks steep.” Eerie took one nervous step toward the slope, then skittered back as the pebbles went sliding beneath her uncertain feet. “My balance isn’t very good, you know.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Vivik surveyed the slope grimly, and decided that Eerie had a point. The hills were volcanic, strewn with enormous boulders and jagged basalt outcroppings. The stone was brittle and perpetually disintegrating into sharper fragments. The rocks lining the slope were unstable and treacherous. Vivik had enough trouble descending the first time around, without baggage. 
 
    “I think we can do it,” Vivik said, hoping to sound convincing. “Take my hand, and we’ll try…” 
 
    Eerie shook her head, eyes wide. 
 
    “No way! You’ll have to carry me.” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “Carry me down the hill,” Eerie whispered bashfully. “I’ll fall, otherwise.” 
 
    Vivik glanced down the hill. Katya likely could not hear them, but she clearly still found the whole thing hilarious. 
 
    “It’s not that steep…” 
 
    “Steep enough. Please?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Eerie…” 
 
    “Pretty please?” 
 
    Katya was folded over at the bottom of the hill, bent in half and clutching her sides…so maybe she could hear them.  
 
    Vivik sighed, straightened his jacket, and then nodded. 
 
    “You win,” he said, turning his back and bending his knees. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Eerie nodded and then leapt on to his back. They almost tumbled over while Vivik figured out his footing. Katya’s laughter was audible from the bottom of the slope. 
 
    “I’m not too heavy? Am I?” Eerie asked shyly. “Do you think?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Vivik exclaimed, not born yesterday. “Not at all. I can hardly tell you’re there.” 
 
    “Oh.” Eerie hummed to herself, satisfied. “Okay.” 
 
    Truthfully, the Changeling was compact and probably not heavy at all. Vivik had spent his time at the Academy doing everything within his power to avoid the gym, however, with an admirable degree of success. Even with the assistance of his internal nanomachinery, Vivik’s strength and endurance were lacking. The last few days of walking had been one of the greater exertions of his life, and the slope was rather steep. 
 
    He took a halting step and nearly rolled his ankle. 
 
    The next step sent rocks cascading to the ground and a swearing Katya running for cover. Vivik considered turning around, but with the extra weight on his back, he felt that he might fall over if he did. His next three steps were rapid, as pebbles rolled beneath the soles of his hiking boots. The porous stone snapped beneath their combined weight with a melodic complaint, bouncing debris ringing pleasantly off volcanic glass. Vivik slid and shuffled, his feet turned perpendicular to the slope, his knees bent as far as he dared. 
 
    Slow progress. 
 
    Eerie leaned her cheek against the back of his neck, apparently unbothered by the sweat that beaded there, and Vivik shivered. Her skin was cool and mildly fragrant, not at all affected by the sun that beat down overhead and reflected off the bare rock. She smelled like herbs or essential oils, but not even vaguely like a human being, which made Vivik even more acutely aware of his own distressing odor. Vivik’s boots skittered across a flow of volcanic glass, black stone as slick as ice, and he was forced to release his hold on Eerie’s legs to free up his own hands and prevent them from falling over. Eerie responded by scissoring her stockinged legs around his midsection and making it difficult to breathe. 
 
    “Eerie,” Vivik gasped. “Not so tight!” 
 
    “Sorry!” 
 
    The constriction around his abdomen relaxed to a degree. Vivik found a depression in the hillside that offered clearer transit than his original path and stepped carefully down into it, pleased to find more secure footing at the gravelly bottom of the wash. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, Eerie?” 
 
    “Sure!” The gentle melody of Eerie’s voice resonated with proximity. “We’re members of the same club on a club outing, after all. We have to stick together.” 
 
    “Right. Why are you so hard on Katya?” 
 
    “Hard on Katya?” Eerie sounded bemused. “I don’t see it that way.” 
 
    “You two have been going at it since we left Central,” Vivik insisted, struggling to maintain his balance. “What’s the problem?” 
 
    Eerie was quiet for a little while, giving Vivik time to focus on a particularly tricky section midway down the slope where a convergence of boulders forced him to shuffle from one side to the other along a narrow seem. 
 
    “We both want different things, I guess.” 
 
    “For Alex, you mean?” 
 
    Vivik rounded the last of the boulders, and relaxed a bit, past the worst of it and near the bottom of the hill. 
 
    “For lots of things. We can’t both get what we want. Sometimes it’s hard for us to get along, I guess.” 
 
    It was Vivik’s turn to think it over. 
 
    “Is there any chance of resolving your differences? I mean, we’re all here for Alex…” 
 
    Eerie hopped off his back as the slope moderated, offering him a smile as sad as a poorly attended birthday party. 
 
    “Katya and I have already reached a sort of understanding, or we will soon enough. You don’t need to worry about us, Vivik. You need to worry about what we will do once you tell your story. You aren’t really here for Alex, but then again, we all have our reasons.” 
 
    “That’s not necessarily…” 
 
    “It is.” Eerie shrugged. “You know it. As do I.” 
 
    Vivik followed Eerie with a head full of contradictory thoughts, rejoining the still-giggling Katya at the base of the slope. There was something odd about the sunlight, a filter in the sky that refracted and distorted the light in subtle and migraine-inducing ways. Vivik had already lost track of the days, as Eerie warned that he would. It felt like an eternity since they had left Central, and there was no sign or assurance of progress from their Changeling guide. 
 
    “Where to next?” 
 
    Katya asked the question casually, but Vivik caught the way she studied Eerie out of the corner of her eye. Eerie pulled her laptop from her bag, and opened it on a convenient piece of basalt. Vivik looked over her shoulder as she booted up her custom-built OS, as he always did, but the software she ran via DOS prompts was unbelievably arcane. She plugged in a handful of commands, waited briefly, and then intently studied a mess of numeric text. The Changeling nodded to herself, slammed the lid of her laptop closed, and then spun around in a circle several times. When she came to an unsteady halt, she pointed in that direction. 
 
    “This way,” Eerie said confidently. “We aren’t very far now.” 
 
    “From the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “No.” Eerie dashed Vivik’s hopes with a shake of her head. “From the tracks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Somewhere abstract, Alex dreamed of falling. 
 
    The sky he fell through was blue and familiar, the ground approached with a slow and inevitable clarity. At times, the wind seemed to pass through him, while at other times it tore at his extremities and rolled him mercilessly. 
 
    There were impacts, he was certain, though the details escaped him. When he opened his mouth to scream, his breath was torn away by winds that seemed almost malicious in their treatment of him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two parallel lines of steel, on a raised bed of predominantly white gravel, stretching out into the haze and the uncertain horizon. Vivik was so relieved to see the tracks that he found himself grinning. It was all he could do to prevent himself from charging across the remainder of the bone-dry creek bed that they had followed for the last several…hours? Days? Vivik tried unsuccessfully to remember when the sun had last set, or he had slept last. 
 
    Gravel rolled beneath his boots, and Vivik threw out his hands for balance. Long-forgotten water had rounded and smoothed the small stones of the creek bed, and it rolled like marbles underfoot. 
 
    “Eerie?” Vivik stopped beside a rock that still showed the impressions of a changing water level from centuries or millennia earlier. “I think I found what we’re looking for. Over here.” 
 
    Tens of meters back, Eerie nodded and made no comment. Katya followed behind a distance, watching the Changeling with narrowed eyes. Neither of them seemed inclined to hurry, so Vivik crouched in the minimal shade the rock provided, running a bandana across his forehead. He took a long sip from the valve attached to his backpack’s water reservoir. 
 
    A bird made disconcertingly regular circles overhead, at such an altitude that Vivik could only guess at the outline. It was the first animal he had seen since leaving Central, and at this point, even a vulture was welcome company. Vivik ached to know where they were, but by the third day, he had learned better than to ask the Changeling, who seemed to wander by a combination of inscrutable software and intuition. It was better not to think about whether he could trust any of that. 
 
    The Changeling arrived, flushed and panting. Vivik offered her the bite valve, but she shook her head, and instead took a pull from her own – which Vivik knew was filled with a cloying mixture of Kool-Aid and instant lemonade, so thick it was practically a syrup. 
 
    “That way.” Vivik pointed at the tracks in the near distance. “That it?” 
 
    Eerie nodded. 
 
    “That’s good news, right?” 
 
    Eerie nodded again with a blank expression. 
 
    “Oh. Ah. Good, then.” 
 
    This time, she didn’t even nod. Vivik was briefly tempted to shout, just to see if he could coax a reaction from the Changeling. 
 
    “How much further do you think we have to go?” 
 
    “Distance is hard.” Eerie put aside her bite valve, licking the excess liquid from her fingers. “Our way will get easier from here, though.” 
 
    “Oh.” Vivik was crushed, though he tried not to let it show. “I thought the tracks might be near the end of this.” 
 
    “The Outer Dark is half as far from Central as anything can be from anything. That’s a long way to walk, and near and far aren’t really…things. Not here.” 
 
    “Ah, sure. Do you think Alex is still…okay?” 
 
    There was a glimmer of something, in the depths of Eerie’s gimlet eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know about okay,” the Changeling admitted. “If Alex were dead, though, I would know about it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “It would hurt.” 
 
    Vivik nodded slowly, though he did not understand. 
 
    Katya trudged over with a scowl on her face, tossed her pack on the creek bed, and then sat down heavily against the rock, sunburned and exhausted. The Changeling was apparently immune to such considerations, and Vivik was blessed with his mother’s cocoa-hued skin, so the Ukrainian alone suffered the depredations of the unrelenting sun. The skin across her nose and on the back of her neck was pink and peeling, despite regular applications of sunblock, and her cheeks were well-freckled. 
 
    “Are we close?” 
 
    Katya closed her eyes and leaned back against sun-warmed rock. 
 
    “I guess not,” Vivik said, adjusting his sweat-soaked turban. “We found the tracks Eerie mentioned, though.” 
 
    Katya grimaced. 
 
    “Please tell me we are going to ride a train the rest of the way.” 
 
    Eerie shook her head violently, strands of faded blue hair flying. 
 
    “No!” Seeing their disappointment, Eerie tried persuasion. “You wouldn’t want to ride on a Black Train. No one does.” 
 
    “I might at this point.” Katya’s tone was challenging. “Have you ridden on one before?” 
 
    “No,” Eerie admitted. “But…” 
 
    “Then you don’t know. Maybe it’s nice. Maybe they have air-conditioning and dining cars and waiters with refined English accents.” 
 
    “That’s very specific, Katya,” Vivik said. “Why English?” 
 
    “Because I like English accents.” 
 
    Eerie looked at the ground forlornly. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, even if they do,” the Changeling said. “The Black Trains don’t stop here anymore, and haven’t for a very long time. Nothing at all stops here. This is the Waste, and it died so long ago…” 
 
    “Look, I don’t give a fuck about any of this stuff.” Katya opened one eye to look askance at the Changeling. “I don’t want a history lesson or a tour. I just wanna get someplace where I can take a shower and then never see either of you ever again.” 
 
    “I don’t think that you’ll be able to shower,” Eerie began, face creased with concern. “Not in the Outer Dark, anyway, and…” 
 
    “Shut up!” Katya shouted, turning even redder behind her sunburn. “Enough with the ditz act! How much longer?” 
 
    “I’m not acting, or a ditz!” Eerie looked wounded. “We have farther to go, okay? I’m bending the rules as far as I can, but it’s still a long, long way to the Outer Dark.” 
 
    “What rules, Eerie?” Vivik asked, perking up. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Finding shortcuts,” Eerie explained, with a frustrating shrug. “The Waste isn’t fixed or certain. It fluctuates, and the topography changes all the time, like the Ether.” The musical quality of Eerie’s voice receded as she spoke, something Vivik had noted with increasing frequency. “I was made to return to the Outer Dark. To the Church of Sleep. My body knows the way, even if my head doesn’t. Even though this is the first time, I’ve already been there…” 
 
    “You’ve been to the Outer Dark before?” Katya squinted at the Changeling, half-blinded by the sun. “When?” 
 
    “Not yet!” Eerie flapped her arms helplessly. “Soon, but that’s…just a way of looking at it. Looking back, I already know everything I need to. I’m following my own footsteps before I make them. It’s…complicated?” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Katya studied the Changeling. “You make my head hurt.” 
 
    “I am creating our path from my future memories of the path we took.” Eerie delivered her explanation in a tone utterly devoid of melody. “The software helps me find soft spots. Places where the Ether has rubbed holes in the bones of the universe, like water carving through stone…” 
 
    “Isn’t that what Alex does?” Vivik interjected. “He said something like that, once…” 
 
    “Yes.” Eerie nodded. “This is like that, but much slower. Safer, though. I think.” 
 
    “If you know all this,” Katya asked bluntly, “does that mean we survive? Do we save Alex?” 
 
    “It’s not foreknowledge. I’m recalling the memories as I encounter them. It’s a spontaneous thing, like dowsing for water.” Eerie shook her head slowly, her expression very sad. “I don’t know what happens; I just know what I need to know, when I need to know it. I can’t risk any more than that, or I will…” 
 
    Eerie appeared to remember herself, and trailed off. Katya leapt to her feet, and seized the Changeling none too gently by her shoulders. 
 
    “You will what? You said something about returning to the Outer Dark. What does that mean? Are you from the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “From the Outer Dark?” Eerie looked legitimately confused. “I’m from Roseville…” 
 
    Katya lifted Eerie by her shoulders and shook her, the toes of the Changeling’s sneakers brushing against the river stone. 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully,” Katya said, voice frigid. “I want to know what the hell is going on. No hints, no fucking about. Do you work for the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “No!” Eerie squealed. “Definitely not! Put me down!” 
 
    Katya dumped Eerie unceremoniously on the creek bed. 
 
    “Hey!” Eerie rubbed her backside resentfully. “That hurt, you know!” 
 
    “Tell me the truth, Eerie,” Katya commanded, looming over her. “Right now.” 
 
    “Or what?” Eerie stared back blankly. “You’ll die out here without me.” 
 
    “You think I care whether I live or die? You don’t know anything about me! I don’t expect to survive this nightmare.” 
 
    Eerie bit her lip and brushed dust from her Pittsburgh Penguins sweatshirt. 
 
    “Fine. It’s hard to explain, though…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In a cold and moonless desert, laying on a bed of river-smooth stone, Alex regarded the otherworldly grandeur of the abyssal darkness between the galaxies. As he watched, the stars were snuffed out, with a sound like the cry of an abandoned child, or the betrayed whimper of a beaten dog. There was a sickening sense of violation, of having witnessed something perverse, something that diminished him and discolored the universe, a bruise on the face of the sun. The sky grew steadily darker, and Alex’s eyes blurred with tears, as the stars died off one by one, ambushed and murdered like the elephants of Sumatra. 
 
    Slowly, he came to realize that the darkness was not empty. This was followed by the creeping realization that his voyeurism had been noted. Alex recoiled, his heart in his throat, as he realized that the darkness was filled with hateful eyes, and that each of them was focused on him. 
 
    Fingers scraping the colored stone, eyes aching like cavities, Alex regarded the slow death of the cosmos, and whimpered helplessly as it slowly turned its consuming attentions to him. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grigori Aushev entered the room at his usual agitated pace, nodding briefly at various peers, subordinates, and Hegemonic acquaintances. Locating Hope across the room, Grigori hurried over, making the absolute least amount of social effort that was required. He met her smile with a nod, opened his mouth to complain about the lack of notice for the meeting, and then he noticed Chandi Tuesday standing at the podium on stage, unaccompanied, and hesitated. 
 
    “What is this?” Grigori glanced about the room, noticing for the first time that only current Academy students and very recent graduates were present. “Did Chandi call us here?” 
 
    Hope shrugged and gestured at the seat beside her. 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough, I suppose!” She offered him an encouraging smile. “What have you been doing lately, Grigori? I haven’t seen you at all around Central…” 
 
    “Field Study.” Grigori’s eyes darted about the room as he sat beside Hope. “Considering options while I finish coursework.” 
 
    “You plan to graduate this year, then?” 
 
    Grigori nodded distractedly. 
 
    “A wise move,” Hope said. “I wish I had done the same.” 
 
    “Oh?” Grigori shifted impatiently. “The Calibri Cartel has not been to your liking, then?” 
 
    “It’s fine!” Hope laughed. “They do spend a great deal more energy than I would like on rather trivial disagreements within the Hegemony, however…” 
 
    “I see. How unfortunate.” 
 
    “Yes. A great deal of that going on, these days.” 
 
    “Or so it might seem,” Grigori said grimly. “I think it has always been such, to be honest. We do not remember the turmoil of the past because we held no responsibility for it.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right, though I’m a bit surprised to catch you waxing philosophical,” Hope said warmly. “How is your family, Grigori?” 
 
    His face was always ruddy, but it darkened at the mention. 
 
    “Afflicted with the same madness as all the rest,” Grigori said. “The family is of two minds regarding the conflict between the Thule Cartel and Lord North, though I could not tell which faction will carry the day. I am certain, however…” 
 
    “That the conflict will only aggravate the divisions, rather than reconciling them?” Hope allowed a rare frown to cross her face. “I share your concerns. Without a radical revision of the status quo, all that we can accomplish is to tear apart the Hegemony.” 
 
    Her response troubled him, and Grigori intended to inquire further, but Chandi cleared her throat gently into the microphone attached to the podium.  She waited politely until the chatter in the room died away. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming.” Chandi’s voice was stiffer than usual, burdened by what Grigori assumed was public-speaking related nervousness. “Please forgive me for calling you away from your affairs. I will attempt to make this as brief, but I’m afraid that won’t be easy. These are not easy matters.” 
 
    Grigori snuck another glance around the room, again surprised at the particularly youthful crowd. Aside from a handful of others who had graduated last year with Hope, each face that Grigori recognized belonged to a current student at the Academy, affiliated by family or disposition toward the Hegemony. None of the Hegemonic leadership was present, nor any of the subsidiary cartel leadership either, though the meeting request had been issued on official Hegemony channels. At the very least, Grigori took some solace from the confusion he saw in the audience. It would have been more worrisome to be the only one without a clue as to what was going on. 
 
    “I have called you here today for a simple reason. Most of the people in this room will be dead in the next eighteen months, without intervention.” The room went utterly silent. No one doubted Chandi, of course. As an F-Class precognitive, she was already moonlighting managing her cartel pool, and her predictions were famously accurate. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to alarm you, but…” 
 
    Chandi paused, and Grigori realized for the first time that she was under extreme emotional distress, rather than nervous in front of a crowd, and held herself together by will alone. 
 
    “…the civil war brewing within the Hegemony has become inevitable. If you have not already been contacted by those sympathetic to the North or the Thule Cartels, then you will be soon.” The rustling and whispers in the room made it clear that much of that contact had already been made. “Most of you will be recruited, and then circumstances will force the remainder to choose sides. That conflict will not only weaken the Hegemony at a critical point in our conflict with the Black Sun, but will also kill many of us in the process.” 
 
    “You must be joking!” Grigori twisted his neck around, but the speaker was unfamiliar to him, a redhead with an Irish accent and the sneering confidence common in teenage boys. “What the hell are you going on about?” 
 
    The crowd shushed him hurriedly, but Chandi merely nodded and continued looking miserable. 
 
    “I am not joking,” Chandi said earnestly. “Your name is Reginald Oster, yes?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Reggie.” 
 
    “Reggie.” Chandi nodded seriously, and put a hand over her own eyes. “Let me see…yes. Reggie Oster. You will likely choose to join Lord North, along with your adopted cartel…” 
 
    “What?” Reggie was pinned in place like a butterfly, crushed by the weight of all the eyes in the room. “How do you know?” 
 
    “The Looking Glass Protocol,” Chandi said blithely. “Most probably, you will die three weeks from today, in a hospital, after a bombing in Central, along with many others. Though most will suspect the Thule Cartel, responsibility will never be truly determined.” 
 
    Reggie stood there, horrified, mouth agape. 
 
    “Many members of your cartel will die attempting to avenge your loss,” Chandi offered kindly. “If that helps. Please sit down, Mr. Oster.” 
 
    The young man dropped into his chair, his face as white as Chandi’s teeth. 
 
    “Would anyone else like to hear their particulars?” When the room offered silence in return, Chandi uncovered her eyes wearily. “I will continue, then. I tell you this not to alarm you, or to sway your intentions, but because I believe you have the right to decide for yourselves, and because I need you all to understand why I have gone to such great lengths, seeking a remedy.” 
 
    Grigori shot a confused look in Hope’s direction, but she looked just as puzzled. 
 
    “Before I begin, however, I want to wish you all well.” Chandi paused, and just for a moment, seemed at a loss. Grigori was dumbfounded. “Some of you will never speak to me again. I understand your reasons. I just want you all to know that our association has been a pleasure. Please think as kindly of me as you can; remember, if you can, the burden that I bear.” 
 
    Grigori’s eyes narrowed at the thought of prescience. Chandi did not exaggerate – the suicide rate among precognitives was astoundingly high, and the judicious psychological and pharmaceutical management of precognitive pools was a topic of considerable study at the Academy. 
 
    “Let me tell you what I anticipate,” Chandi intoned, with the gravity of a preacher discussing hell. “A civil war within the Hegemony, between the Thule Cartel and their allies and the North Cartel and their allies. It will be brutal, beyond anything that has happened in our lifetimes or those of our parents. I anticipate a return to the early days of Central, before the cartels, when retribution was constant and the strong survived. The streets of Central will be stained with Hegemonic blood, and the Black Sun will watch from the shadows, waiting for the opportune time to mop up the survivors.” 
 
    Chandi paused to take a sip of water, but the audience was too captivated – or terrified – by what they were hearing to whisper. 
 
    “For last year’s graduating class, I project an overall casualty rate around forty percent.” There were gasps and moans in the audience. Chandi appeared to have anticipated this reaction, as her speech paused briefly to accommodate the interruption. “For this year’s graduating class, I project a casualty rate approaching sixty percent. I cannot predict next year’s class’s survival rate. I do not dare speculate as to the reasons for that.” 
 
    Behind Grigori, someone burst loudly into tears. Others cried out, or raised their voice in objection. 
 
    “You can’t know these things!” 
 
    “Do you mean to say…?” 
 
    “This is treason! There’s no way…” 
 
    “Silence!” Grigori spun about in his seat with a ferocious glare. “Chandi Tuesday is a precognitive of the first order, and her loyalty to the Hegemony is beyond question. She has worked to advise the High Council on numerous occasions. Her projections are uniformly accurate. I will listen to whatever she has to say. You would all do well to do the same.” 
 
    The crowd quieted. Grigori folded his arms and nodded to Chandi. Chandi returned the nod weakly, looking green and reluctant. 
 
    “The prevailing cartel will cull the surviving members of the opposing order and any suspected to sympathize with them. The independence of cartels within the Hegemony will be vastly reduced, or eliminated entirely, to create a single unified military force. During or following this consolidation, the Black Sun will attack the Hegemony, or be attacked by an extremist faction within the Hegemony; I am uncertain as to which. It is impossible to project the result of such a conflict, but the outcome will certainly be grim.” 
 
    There were no more objections. The disquiet in the room was palpable. 
 
    “I have invited today those who have not yet chosen a side, though your parent cartel may have its own separate leanings.” Grigori shifted uncomfortably, recalling his adopted uncle’s vociferous support for Lord North, and the traditional aristocracy of the Great Houses. “I wish to offer you an alternative to the scenario described. A third way, between the pride of the North Cartel and the ambition of the Thule Cartel. I must warn you, however; there is no way to describe what I will propose to you today as anything less than treason. Those of you who claim descent from one of the Great Houses or hold a fanatical dedication to the ideals of the Hegemony may find this proposal compromising. I invite any who might wish to leave to do so, and thank you for coming. Know this, former friends – I will make my proposal, and then I will disappear. Feel free to report to your superiors and parents the events of this evening. I will be safely beyond retribution before you can make your report.” 
 
    Chandi paused and smiled awkwardly. Grigori turned around in his seat to see who was leaving, and wasn’t surprised to see a full third of the room making for the door and reaching for cellphones. It wouldn’t be long, he thought grimly, before Hegemony security heard about this gathering. He understood, now, why it had to take place on Academy grounds, and admired Chandi’s tactical planning. No matter how outrageous the stories the Hegemony heard, they would never risk taking direct action on Academy soil. 
 
    Not unless they wanted a visit from the Auditors. 
 
    “Is everyone absent who wishes to be so?” 
 
    Tentative nods and queasy ascents. 
 
    “Very well.” Chandi bowed her head briefly. “In that case, I will cede the podium to the alternative that I have chosen. Please, if you can – do forgive me.” 
 
    Chandi stepped aside from the podium, clasped her hands before her, and then lowered her head respectfully as a small girl in an elaborate black dress emerged from the burgundy curtains flanking the stage, walking with perfect self-assurance in a two-thousand-dollar pair of Louis Vuitton’s. The room was filled with gasps and agitated whispers. Grigori found himself half-standing and staring at the stage in bug-eyed disbelief. 
 
    “Good evening,” Anastasia said evenly. “Do sit down and be quiet, if you would. I will not take much of your valuable time.” 
 
    “How can this be?” 
 
    The sudden interruption silenced the room, while everyone looked about to find the source of the objection. 
 
    “What is this madness?” Grigori was surprised to find the voice was his own; then again, he had not expected to face the future head of the Black Sun this evening. “What have you done to Chandi?” 
 
    Anastasia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Nothing, of course. The telepaths among you can confirm it later, if Miss Tuesday is willing to let them investigate.” Chandi nodded without fully raising her head. “Ask yourself, Mr. Aushev – does such a base maneuver strike you as my modus operandi?” 
 
    “Then what?” Grigori demanded bluntly. “What business is this of yours?” 
 
    “Miss Tuesday came to me for council and assistance.” Anastasia spoke with an air of mild offense. “She realized that no one else was able to assist her, and invited me to extend the same offer to her peers as a gesture of affection and solidarity. If some here might wish to avoid dying in a pointless struggle between aristocrats, what business is it of yours?” 
 
    “This…this is…” 
 
    “Treason?” Anastasia seemed to relish the thought. “I would certainly consider it as such. Also, good sense on Miss Tuesday’s part. Of course, if you never allow me to speak, Mr. Aushev, then I suppose this scenario is avoided.” 
 
    “I will not stand by for any more of this,” Grigori said, glaring at the stage furiously. “Chandi, you have been influenced by the Black Sun; you cannot expect…” 
 
    “Grigori, if you don’t mind,” Hope said, tugging at his sleeve with a nervous smile. “I think we should hear Miss Martynova out.” 
 
    Grigori wasn’t sure who to turn his horrified look upon. 
 
    “Sit down, Mr. Aushev,” Anastasia said, amused. “At the very least, you cannot make a complete report to your superiors without first hearing my intentions.” 
 
    He allowed Hope to pull him back down to his seat. 
 
    “Can we begin? I’m not fond of interruptions.” Anastasia scanned the room. “Very well. You must all pardon me if my approach is a bit rusty, but I typically delegate this sort of work. I am truly only here as a favor to the Young Ladies Sewing Circle, so I would appreciate your undivided attention.” 
 
    Grigori clenched his jaw so tight that his skull throbbed. 
 
    “How shall I put this?” Anastasia put a finger to her immaculately made-up lips. “You are all so very obviously doomed that I cannot help but feel just a little sorry for you.” Anastasia smiled, and Grigori felt his blood pressure skyrocket. “Our precognitive pool supports Miss Tuesday’s conclusions – I’ve brought probability matrices, for the bookish among you – and my intelligence indicates that the conflict is more imminent than most of you might recognize. As your prescient friend has already informed you, many of you will serve as grease for the gears of this particular conflict.” 
 
    Anastasia paused and seemed to seek out several faces in the audience, Grigori’s among them. Her eyes passed over him and he saw nothing behind them, and then it was over and someone else’s turn, and Grigori felt an embarrassing amount of relief.    
 
    “I find this…distasteful. Wasteful. And I have made something of a career of finding value in that which others discard.” Anastasia’s tone took on a martial tone. “If there are any among you with designs on a noble and pointless death in service of an arbitrary ideal, then I commend you for your clarity of purpose. Please, do not allow me to stand in the way of your glorious and pitiful destiny.” 
 
    There was no possibility of interruption. Even Grigori was transfixed. 
 
    “For those of you, however, who were interested in a lifetime of fruitful service, calculated risks, and proportionate rewards, then perhaps we might have a word?” Anastasia smiled benevolently. “I understand how troubling this situation must seem, how difficult the idea might be to swallow, but give it full consideration nonetheless. I assure you that any other remedy to your dilemma will prove as final. As to the details…” 
 
    Anastasia sighed, glancing at the clock set above the door in the back of the room. 
 
    “…allow me to be brief. I would not ask you to join an existing Black Sun cartel, and I doubt that any would be eager to have you. Instead, I will provide those who are interested with a charter and a manifest, allowing the creation of a new subsidiary cartel within the Black Sun, an autonomous tributary. The Tuesday Cartel, perhaps?” 
 
    Anastasia smirked at Chandi, and received a shrug in response. 
 
    “Perhaps.” Chandi’s gaze was distant, directed somewhere beyond the heads in the room. “Details of the near future are often obscure.” 
 
    “Whatever the case may be,” Anastasia said, unruffled, “cartel leadership will be chosen internally, pending my approval. Loyalty oaths will be taken to me in private, and then publicly to the cartel. Trials will be arranged for each of you, as is standard for our cartel, to determine your fitness and to verify your loyalty. Those who succeed will become members of the Black Sun in good standing, protected from retribution and vendetta, eligible for the same benefits and opportunities as any other. Serve well and my patronage will smooth your chosen path in life. It truly is that simple.” 
 
    “Lady Martynova?” Hope raised her hand politely. “May I ask a question?” 
 
    “Oh, I suppose,” Anastasia said impatiently. “One or two. If you must.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but you are not yet the head of the Black Sun. You proposed to take us under your own direct authority. What of the coming conflict with your father, Miss Martynova? Would we not be trading one inevitable conflict for another?” 
 
    Anastasia smiled slowly, appearing genuinely pleased. 
 
    “That was quite a good question, actually. I am a bit surprised that you think I would allow that situation to come to violence, however.” Anastasia turned and nodded to Chandi. “Miss Tuesday, do employ your Looking Glass Protocol and provide her with an answer. How will the leadership question in the Black Sun be resolved? Will I take my father’s place without the blood of these children on my hands?” 
 
    Chandi covered her eyes obligingly. The entire room was silent while she projected, nearly a full minute. 
 
    “It is very probable that you will shortly take your father’s place, Lady Martynova. Nearly inevitable.” 
 
    “Yes, yes. And?” 
 
    “There will be blood spilled, but no descent into civil war for the Black Sun. As for those here today – I cannot find a future in which they perish in that conflict.” 
 
    “Because there will be no such conflict?” 
 
    Chandi nodded. 
 
    “It is deeply unlikely. May I speak one further thing, Lady Martynova?” 
 
    Grigori shuddered at the title, at the reluctant obedience he heard in Chandi’s voice, and resolved to have Hope do a very extensive search of Chandi’s consciousness for tampering. 
 
    “Yes, but do be quick about it.” 
 
    “My friends, I cannot guarantee for any of you that this will result in a better future, or a longer life, or even that this decision will prevent us from becoming caught up in the coming Hegemonic civil war.” Chandi looked profoundly torn, her expression full of grief. “I…I can only hope to try and select the best available future in front of me, and offer all of you the chance to do the same. That is…that is all.” 
 
    Hope’s hand shot back up. 
 
    “Another question?” 
 
    “Last one, please.” Anastasia smiled narrowly. “I have things to do, you know.” 
 
    “What about our families, Miss Martynova?” 
 
    The future Mistress of the Black Sun appeared to think it over. 
 
    “Ineligible,” Anastasia said, with an air of finality. “Further recruitment will be considered on a case by case basis, after full membership is achieved.” 
 
    Grigori stood in disbelief. 
 
    “You expect us to fight our families? Our friends?” 
 
    “Do you not expect to fight some of them, should you chose to remain for the conflict between Lord North and Lord Thule?” Anastasia rolled her eyes. “That is generally how civil wars work, Mr. Aushev. Are we done?” 
 
    They weren’t, obviously, but no one could think of anything to say until long after Anastasia gave them a patronizing wave and then exited stage left. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice paused in the hallway, her expression slowly moving from annoyance to affection, then she coughed loudly into her hand. Michael stirred from where he sat beside her door, on the hallway floor, and wiped the sleep from his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, hi, Alice,” he said, yawning. “What time is it?” 
 
    “It’s evening, I think. I don’t know. I’ve changed time zones four times today. Why are you sleeping in the hallway, Mikey?” 
 
    “Waiting for you. Fell asleep, I guess.” 
 
    “Seems that way. You been waiting long?” 
 
    “Long enough to fall asleep,” he said, grinning. “Are you going to let me in?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alice said, sighing as she unlocked her door. “Are we still fighting?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Is this about where I’ve been? Because it was work, Michael, and you know…” 
 
    “Not about that,” Michael said, waving her off. “I’m not here to fight.” 
 
    “No?” Alice held the door open for Michael. “Then what merited camping out in the hall?” 
 
    Michael walked up to her desk. Alice rushed past to him to shut her current diary, glaring furiously. Michael just laughed, and then unrolled a small cloth wrapper on the desk. A pair of scissors and an electric razor were nestled inside the folds. 
 
    “Mikey?” Alice blinked. “What is this?” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking of making a change,” Michael said, tossing his dreadlocks. “Want to help?” 
 
    Michael held out the scissors to her. Alice froze, her smile wavering. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I think maybe it’s time for a haircut,” Michael said. “I’m tired of carrying so much baggage around with me, and anyway, it gets in my eyes.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alice said, stepping close and toying with one of his dreadlocks. “I like you this way. You remind me of a lion. With a mane, you know?” 
 
    “Maybe you’ll like me even more without it?” 
 
    “Is that what this is about?” 
 
    “No. You and Becca have both told me multiple times that I need to let go of the past,” Michael said. “I can’t be in the classroom and the field, not at the same time. When I grew these out, it meant something to me. That’s not who I am today. I want my appearance to reflect that. Am I making any sense at all?” 
 
    Alice took him by the hand, and led him to her obsessively neat bathroom, parking him in front of the basinet and mirror. 
 
    “Oh, yes, perfect sense. I’m fine with it. Are you sure, though?” 
 
    “Yes.” Michael nodded. “It’s just hair, after all.” 
 
    “I might be taller than you,” Alice said, measuring from the tops of their heads, “without all that hair.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” 
 
    “You know, guys of a certain age…it might not grow back.” 
 
    “I can live with that, too. I’ve thought this over carefully, Alice.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” Alice said, grinning at him in the mirror. “Sure you trust me with scissors?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hope and Grigori pulled rank on the rest of the panicked Hegemony students, sequestering Chandi in a corner and quietly interrogating her. 
 
    “What in the hell, Chandi?” Grigori demanded. “Have you lost your damned mind?” 
 
    “Grigori, stop, please.” Hope touched him gently on the shoulder. Grigori felt his temper cool, and he stepped aside, grumbling vaguely. “Now, Chandi – is it really that bad?” 
 
    Chandi looked as desolate as he could remember, and Grigori had watched Chandi weep and hurl herself on her grandfather’s coffin at his funeral last year. 
 
    “Do you think anything else could make me this desperate?” Chandi asked hoarsely. “My father and family will disown me; my cartel will expel me. I will have no patron and no protection in this world aside from that of Anastasia Martynova. She will exercise whatever degree of control over me that she chooses. I understand this, and submit to it willingly. That should tell you something about the nature of the future I mean to avoid.” 
 
    “Is there no other way?” 
 
    “There are other ways.” Chandi looked away, and when she spoke again, he could hardly hear her. “They are worse.” 
 
    Hope and Chandi exchanged a look, the nature of which was lost on Grigori. 
 
    “What of your mother, Chandi?” Grigori asked, hands trembling. “What do you think will happen to your family, if you turn to the Black Sun?” 
 
    “Nothing, truly.” Chandi shrugged apologetically. “My mother and uncles and aunts are firmly within the employ of the Thule Cartel already. Their loyalty is beyond question, and their specialties are largely administrative. Most of my cousins will follow suit; a few, however, will join the North Cartel, or follow me in joining the Black Sun. I will not be the only member of my family to bring shame upon it, Grigori.” 
 
    “That isn’t…” 
 
    “It was.” Chandi said it without rancor, as a plain statement of fact. “I do not blame you, Grigori. You worry for your family.” 
 
    “I’m worried for your sanity, Chandi! How can you be so sure of this? Precognition is not an exact science, and you are arriving at your conclusions alone…” 
 
    The precognitive pools were designed for redundancy, for purposes of fact checking and error correction. Precognitives working alone were notoriously unreliable and unstable. 
 
    “I know,” Chandi said, with a distracted nod. “That is why I went to Miss Martynova. I didn’t just need to find a safe haven – I needed to find out if I was right. I cut a deal with her for access to her precognitive pool first. I spent a week and a half with what’s left of the Black Sun pool after the Anathema attack, running projections and looking for an escape. When it became clear that there was no out to be found, I went back to Anastasia and made my petition. I…I am so sorry. I have disappointed you, haven’t I, Grigori? I never had any such intention. If I could live up to your ideals and allow all my friends to die, I assure you that I would, but it is not in me…” 
 
    Chandi seemed unaware of the tears crawling down on her face, and Grigori felt it would be rude to mention them. His hands opened and closed of their own accord, his mind spinning in circles. 
 
    “No, that’s not it,” he said, waving her off. “You have not disappointed me. It is just…” 
 
    “I understand perfectly.” Chandi smiled hesitantly at him. “Please, come with me, both of you. Speak to the Lady Martynova directly. Allow her to assuage your fears.” 
 
    Grigori looked to Hope, but she was too intent on Chandi to notice. 
 
    “Are you sure, Chandi?” Hope grabbed one of Chandi’s hands and held it in her own. “You are one-hundred-percent sure?” 
 
    “No,” Chandi admitted. “I can’t be sure. That’s the worst of it, Hope. There’s no way to be sure. This is just my best guess.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “You know what, asshole. Do you like it?” 
 
    Michael ran his hand across his freshly shorn head, no more than stubble left. 
 
    “I’m fine with it,” Michael said. “The important thing is what you think.” 
 
    “What I think?” Alice brushed stray hair and severed dreadlocks from Michael’s shoulder. “You have to live it, Mikey.” 
 
    “You have to sleep with me,” Michael said. “That’s the bigger concern.” 
 
    Alice laughed and pushed him gently into the shower, stripping off her jeans and shirt as she followed him in. 
 
    “I’m still on the fence,” Alice said, unclipping her bra. “Your ears look kinda big now.” 
 
    Michael laughed and turned the shower dial, jumping when the cold water splashed his back. 
 
    “It’s really kind of strange. You almost look like a different person.” Alice rubbed his head and grinned. “Your head’s all fuzzy, Mikey.” 
 
    “Think you can still stand to be with me?” 
 
    “I doubt it,” Alice said, stepping neatly out of her underwear, and then tossing it over the shower enclosure as she stepped into his embrace. “I think we’re done. Although…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The main gym at the Academy never closed, and was therefore never truly empty. At three in the morning, however, it was very quiet, which made it one of Michael’s favorite times to visit, particularly on nights where Alice did not come back to her rooms above the Administrative building. He warmed up quickly on the mats in a vacant classroom, paying extra attention to his badly bruised left knee, mangled in a previous field op and still healing. When he felt sufficiently limber, he moved on to the weight room. 
 
    A loud grunt followed shortly by the muffled thud of many kilos of steel impacting a weight pad alerted Michael that he had company on approach, so he took a moment to compose himself, in case the lifter was a student. 
 
    That was a good instinct, refined by years of teaching. 
 
    Grigori glanced at Michael in the wall mirror and nodded, adjusting his wrist wraps for a modified deadlift. Michael hurried over to spot him automatically, biting back a lecture on the dangers of solo lifting. 
 
    “You’re up late, Grigori. Or is it early?” 
 
    “Late, sir.” 
 
    “You’re done with the Academy, save for formalities, right? Call me Michael.” 
 
    Grigori nodded and began his lift. He was lifting near the end of his functional strength, and the tremors in his arms and his flushed skin showed it, Michael’s hands hovering nearby until the weight was safely at rest. He eyed the puddle of sweat at Grigori’s feet and wondered exactly how long he had been lifting. 
 
    “Something bothering you, Grigori?” 
 
    Grigori sat down on a nearby bench and eyed Michael dubiously, squirting water into his mouth from a squeeze bottle. 
 
    “It’s obvious?” 
 
    Michael nodded, adjusting the weight on the bar. 
 
    “Very.” 
 
    He seemed to want to think about it. Michael had enough experience working with young adults not to push him. Grigori was nice enough to spot him on his lift, at least, so that was a start. 
 
    “Do you come to the gym when you’re worried, sir?” 
 
    “I come to the gym all the time,” Michael admitted. “When I’m worried, I may as well get a room.” 
 
    Grigori shook his head. 
 
    “This is not normal for me. I do what is necessary, no more.” 
 
    “Really?” Michael eyed Grigori’s formidable bulk. “Good on you, then.” 
 
    “I cannot say that is normal for me to be this anxious, sir. Are you religious, by chance?” 
 
    “I am.” Michael nodded. “Started off Baptist, ended up Methodist.” 
 
    “Then you will understand,” Grigori said approvingly. “I have been offered a devil’s bargain.” 
 
    “Aha.” Michael did his best to recall everything he knew about Grigori, wishing he had Rebecca Levy’s encyclopedic knowledge of the students at the Academy. “You were adopted by a Hegemony cartel, weren’t you?” 
 
    Grigori nodded, adjusting his hand wraps. 
 
    “My big sister used to say there was a devil in Hell for every single person who ever lived, just waiting for their chance,” Michael said, shaking his head at the memory. “I’m gonna guess that your devil comes in the shape of Anastasia Martynova. Unless her old man got back in the game…?” 
 
    “No. You were right the first time,” Grigori said, with an obscure sigh. “At least, that’s what I’ve believed until now. This madness with the Thule Cartel, however…” 
 
    “You are sympathetic to Lord North, then?” 
 
    “I think very little of either,” Grigori said. “The very idea of war within the Hegemony defeats the purpose of the Hegemony.” 
 
    “That is insightful.” 
 
    “It is pointless. The conflict will come. The only question is that of sides.” 
 
    “Humanity’s very favorite issue. That particular debate never ends, in my experience.” 
 
    Grigori smiled thinly. 
 
    “You gave me a start, coming in here. I hardly recognized you, sir, since you cut your hair.” 
 
    “Drop the honorific, okay? You’re functionally graduated, and you aren’t my subordinate, so it’s not necessary.” 
 
    “About that.” Grigori grimaced and stared at the ground. “Who would I talk to, sir, in regards to a job?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It’s just a chat. We’ve had these before. Nothing to get nervous about.” 
 
    “The circumstances are a bit different, this time.” 
 
    “True, but there’s still no reason to be nervous. Give me one sec…” 
 
    “Wait! Ms. Levy, I would continue to be anxious, if it is all the same to you.” 
 
    “It isn’t, actually. Do you know how empathy works, Grigori?” 
 
    “I believe so, yes. You influence other people’s emotions…” 
 
    “That’s half of it. As an empath, I am also influenced by other people’s emotions. In a big way. So, when you get nervous seeing me, I get all sweaty and disgusting, too. Not okay. Okay? Here’s the thing, Grigori – I’m gonna fix it no matter what.” 
 
    “This is a violation of my privacy, and if I cannot stop you, Director, then be assured that I will file a complaint with the Board…” 
 
    “Nope! You’ll be totally cool with it, Grigori, I promise. Nearly done.” 
 
    “You…Ms. Levy…this is entirely…” 
 
    “All done! How ya feelin’, Grigori?” 
 
    “…I’m fine, thank you. Much better, actually.” 
 
    “See? I told you. Are we cool?” 
 
    “Yes.” Grigori blinked. “Why wouldn’t we be cool, Ms. Levy?” 
 
    “On to business! Tell me, Grigori – why do you wanna join the Auditors? You refused previous offers when you were in the Program. What changed?” 
 
    “You know what changed, Ms. Levy. Gaul Thule changed everything.” 
 
    “Yeah…that’s…let’s not talk about that, okay? I get you, okay, but move on.” 
 
    “Very well, Director. Are you aware of the meeting that Chandi Tuesday organized for earlier this evening in one of the PA rooms at the Academy?” 
 
    “I saw it on the calendar, but I don’t know what you guys talked about yet. It’s probably waiting for me in my next intel download…” 
 
    “Complete the download, Director. I’ll wait.” 
 
    “No need to wait. I’m all caught up and…holy shit! Anastasia showed up at a Hegemony meeting?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Levy.” 
 
    “She was invited? By Chandi freakin’ Tuesday?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Now I get it.” 
 
    “Yes. Well. If you understand…” 
 
    “Nope. Not how it works. I still wanna hear you say it.” 
 
    “Why is that necessary?” 
 
    “Because I am the Director of the Academy, and I need to believe in you before you can be one of my Auditors, Grigori.” 
 
    They considered each other. Grigori shifted on the couch, and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Very well. As I see it, I have three options. I can disregard a precognitive in whom I have put faith – a friend – and join one cartel or another in their silly fight, and then likely die. I can join Chandi in defecting to the Black Sun, betraying my adopted family and ideals. Or I can create my own way.” 
 
    “Okay. You’re selling me on it, now. You sure you wanna be an Auditor? You won’t be a Hegemony agent anymore, no matter what they tell you. Even if they make me cut a deal, like they did with Hayley and Katya, I won’t honor it. You’ll be an Auditor, one hundred percent, working for Alice Gallow, doing whatever I tell her to tell you to do. You’ll be expected to deal with Hegemony, Black Sun, and independents alike, and treat ‘em all the same. You’ll do bad things to worse people, on demand. You cool with that, Grigori?” 
 
    “Yes, Ms. Levy. I graduated the Program, after all. I understand very well what the Auditors do.” 
 
    “You don’t, Grigori. Nobody does, not until they are elbow deep in it. I have great confidence, however, that you’ll get it figured out.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Twelve. 
 
      
 
    “I am surprised to see you here.” 
 
    “You are a liar, Lord Thule.” Emily inspected her sparkling cerulean nails. “There is no possibility that you could be surprised by something so obvious as my arrival.” 
 
    Gaul Thule nodded warily. 
 
    “Yes. I knew that you would come. The knowledge came to me quite recently, as a matter of fact.” 
 
    “That fits. I only just made up my mind as to how to play this.” 
 
    Emily glanced around at the environs significantly. 
 
    “Since we are on the subject of precognition, let me make an admission – while the inevitability of your visit became recently apparent, I am still in the dark as to your purpose or intentions.” 
 
    “Ah, Lord Thule!” Emily laughed politely. “You flatter me.” 
 
    “It is a simple statement of fact,” Gaul insisted. “It is quite rare for me to experience this level of uncertainty.” 
 
    “I shall take that as a compliment.” She twirled a lock of hair the color of drizzled honey around her fingers and wore the smile she had learned from imitating her sister. “A lady requires her privacy.” 
 
    Gaul looked her over with his pink eyes, not in the manner that most men studied Emily Muir, but with similar intensity. The former Director looked older than she remembered, with copious grey hair at the temples and the nape, advancing widow’s peaks, and a fine web of lines and folds radiating out from his pink eyes. He adjusted his tortoiseshell glasses and cleared his throat thoughtfully before responding. 
 
    “Just so,” he agreed dryly. “Care to explain how you facilitate that particular luxury, Miss Muir? Or are you a Lady now, in the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “Heavens, no!” Emily covered her artfully painted lips when she giggled. “The Anathema aren’t that big on titles. I have a role and a purpose, former Director; I have no need of rank. As for the issue of privacy, let us just say that I am not how you remember me.” 
 
    “As you say.” That look again, as impersonal as the fixed stare of a surgeon preparing to operate. Emily remembered how nervous it used to make her. “You seem to have little trouble parrying telepathic probes. Am I to assume that your expanded talents are the result of your tryst with Alexander Warner? Are his abilities as a catalyst really so substantial?” 
 
    “Substantial indeed.” Emily nodded, adjusting her blouse. “Whatever talents I might have, I came by them of my own design, however, Lord Thule. You would do well to remember that.” 
 
    He blinked and appeared irritated, like an old man miffed by an insolent teenager. 
 
    “I see. I won’t ask further, then.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    “I will say that is good to see you, Miss Muir.” Gaul looked out the window at the furious sea as he spoke. “Regardless of your current loyalties, I regret the consequences the affair with Mr. Warner had on you.” 
 
    Emily froze for a millisecond. A trifle, really, but the slip embarrassed her. 
 
    “Do you truly?” Her tone was artificially warm. “One wonders, then, why you felt it necessary to have my family disgraced and the Muir name expunged?” 
 
    “It was required of me at the time. I was the Director, and we were at war with the Anathema. Your sister betrayed Central.” Gaul watched the whitecaps lash the rocks just offshore as he spoke. “Your actions left me no choice.” 
 
    “Fine words from someone with equally compromised loyalties. You are the head of one of the Great Families of the Hegemony, now, Lord Thule, and the Director no longer. You could atone for your actions by rescinding the Muir Cartel’s expulsion from the Hegemony, and freeing my innocent parents from the house arrest you imposed upon them…” 
 
    Lord Thule adjusted his glasses. Emily glared. 
 
    “…but you no doubt prefer to hold off on playing that particular card, in hopes of gaining some sort of influence over me.” 
 
    Gaul hesitated, rubbed the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “It is simply politics. I assure you, I have seen to it that your family has come to no harm over the years, despite your continued treachery to Central. I realize that it is small conciliation, but to be frank, I could have done much worse. Such is still within my power, even now. Do you hate me for it?” 
 
    “Not for that especially,” Emily said, settling back into her chair. “I’ve become fairly political myself, and I was never very close to my parents.” 
 
    “You do hate me, though?” 
 
    There was a surprising vulnerability to the old man – which was increasingly how Emily thought of him – as he asked the question; his eyes fixed on the empty and agitated sea, his back ramrod straight in a burnished leather chair, the creases on his face made more pronounced by his deepening frown. She almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “I think everyone does to some extent,” she said gently, gauging his reaction. “Why have you established yourself in my family’s former estate, Lord Thule? You are aware, of course, that this was once my parent’s bedroom, when I was a child.” 
 
    She gestured at the plainly decorated office. There was lots of varnished birch and aluminum shelving attached to plaster, a pair of monitors, and several neat stacks of documents on a large, plain desk, but little personality. 
 
    “Was it?” Lord Thule seemed unconcerned. “My understanding is that it took a great deal of work to prepare.” 
 
    “I would think so,” Emily agreed pleasantly. “There is very little left to recall the original space. I believe that my sister and I were nursed, Lord Thule, precisely where your desk is located today.” 
 
    “Fascinating. I had nothing to do with the selection of the property, I’m afraid. It was simply on the market at a reasonable price when the Thule Cartel required space in Central, and our old estates were long ago deeded away…” 
 
    “To the North Cartel and the Academy, as I recall,” Emily said. “For the record, sir, the Muir Estate never came up for sale. I checked before coming here. Whatever else may be true, you will not convince me that this was not a deliberate decision. If you want to convince me of your intentions, Lord Thule, then why not release my parents? They are not involved in my affairs, I assure you, and my mother has never been permitted to visit her daughter’s grave. I’ll even say please, if you like, Lord Thule.” 
 
    “I don’t see why I should discuss any of this with you. Your conduct of late, Miss Muir…” 
 
    “You might want to move on from the teacher-student relationship you have in your head,” Emily suggested. “It’s funny, actually. We call ourselves Anathema, but these days, I think you might be the real article, Lord Thule. Can you even leave your home?” 
 
    “When necessary.” 
 
    “What a relief! I’d hate to think you were suffering the consequences of your actions.” 
 
    “Do you have a purpose here, Miss Muir? Aside from taunting me.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I’m not mocking you, though I’m afraid you can’t count me among your admirers.” 
 
    “Imagine how that makes me feel.” 
 
    “I’ve no need to imagine,” Emily said, with a pert grin. “I’m an empath. I’ve been choosing my words for effect, Lord Thule, and your emotions have answered for you already.” 
 
    Emily could feel Lord Thule reinforcing his mental shields, searching for any sign of intrusion or surveillance, and was amused by the reaction. Since her time with Alex, empathic halos were a permanent fixture in her vision, bypassing psychic defenses and telepathic fortification to broadcast emotional states for her benefit. 
 
    Lord Thule’s halo was a peculiar mixture of orange and blue tones, with a base layer so dark as to approach black. To Emily’s self-invented system of analysis, his halo indicated anger and regret, along with a level of resignation that approached fatalism. Such emotions were typically cut with proportionate ratios of outrage, fear, and guilt, but Lord Thule was an apparent outlier. His emotional makeup included little of that, but even more unusual was the absence of the metallic sheen of hope, which should have been woven subtly through the halo like golden thread. 
 
    Whatever fate Lord Thule had resigned himself to, he saw it as inescapable. That gave Emily most of what she needed. All that remained, she thought giddily, was to push. 
 
    “I have a question for you, Miss Muir. I have many, as a matter of fact, but this one is particularly pressing. You are clearly aware of my precognitive abilities. Let me share something else regarding my Protocol with you – when I consider your future, I see nothing at all.” 
 
    Emily covered her mouth in mock terror. 
 
    “Oh dear.” 
 
    “You knew already,” Gaul said, nodding slowly. “That sort of blankness is exceedingly rare, Miss Muir. I’ve encountered it in a handful of individuals at most. How did you acquire such an attribute?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” Emily said, after a thoughtful pause. “If you in turn tell me the other people whose futures you cannot see.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Was I unclear?” Emily gazed around at the office, and then shook her head. “I want the names, in exchange for how I became…obscure. Not because it serves any specific purpose, mind you, but simply because my curiosity is roused.” 
 
    Gaul Thule adjusted his glasses and turned his cold eyes on her again. 
 
    “This is not a game, Miss Muir. Do not trifle.” 
 
    “We are very much at play, Gaul, whether you like it or not. And I am very fond of trifling.” 
 
    He sighed and stared up at the heavily inlayed ceiling. 
 
    “Those you know personally are obvious,” he said, the words leaving him without force, as he slowly deflated. “Anastasia Martynova and Alexander Warner. Miss Martynova is an absolute blank – I’ve never seen the like before – while Mr. Warner is an oddity, neither a blank like Miss Martynova or obscured like yourself, but rather sort of…blurred to indistinctness. The general shape of his life is as obvious and dramatic as a wrecking ball, but Mr. Warner himself is hardly there, in the details. Very odd.” 
 
    “How very like them both,” Emily said fondly. “Do go on.” 
 
    “A woman named Talia and her adopted brother. You wouldn’t know them. They both died before you were born. Two unrelated men I met in Asia, years apart, before I became a Director. Neither was an Operator; I’ve never thought of a good reason for their mutual lack of a future. And…” 
 
    Lord Thule trailed off briefly, seeming lost in contemplation of the tumultuous Icelandic sea. Emily waited, because she thought it polite. Eventually, he resumed, glancing briefly in her direction before droning on. 
 
    “…Marcus Bay-Davies, former colleague, former Auditor. Among the very first to be lost to the Outer Dark and the study of the forbidden technologies that created your kind.” Gaul gave her a sour look. “Anathema.” 
 
    Emily smiled, because it was polite to smile. 
 
    “You see, Lord Thule – that’s why you shouldn’t make assumptions, precognition be damned,” Emily exclaimed. “I know three of the people on your list personally. Mark – he prefers to be called Mark these days, in case you didn’t know – made me a gift of a lesson in obscurity. He said I would need it.” 
 
    Lord Thule’s face darkened. 
 
    “That sounds like something Marcus would do.” 
 
    “He also told me to say hello to you, should our paths cross.” 
 
    “He would do that as well,” Gaul Thule snapped, jerking his head away, back to the view of the sea. “How is Marcus?” 
 
    “He has good moments and bad. Perhaps slightly more of the former. He worries over you often, Lord Thule.” 
 
    “I assumed as much. Marcus was always soft.” 
 
    “He’s still a big softy,” Emily said, smiling. “A beautiful failing.” 
 
    “I have not yet asked, Miss Muir,” Lord Thule said, raising his voice and glaring. “How is it that you know Marcus Bay-Davies?” 
 
    “Be careful, Lord Thule – I scare easily!” Emily giggled and scooted her chair away. “Mark and I are neighbors. The Outer Dark may be very vast beyond all imagining, but the inhabitable area is quite limited.” 
 
    “Do you mean to suggest that you bumped into Marcus at the store?” His halo rippled with brilliant yellow disbelief. “Taking a midnight stroll?” 
 
    Emily smiled, because she was certain that politeness dictated she smile for a little while longer, despite Lord Thule’s general rudeness. After all, Emily reminded herself, he was very much her elder. 
 
    “Close, but not quite. Mark and I both live in an isolated enclave with a small community of the like-minded, far from John Parson and his followers. Mr. Bay-Davies work is either pioneering new ground in the physical and scientific realms, or absolute madness,” Emily said, with an affectionate smile. “Depending on who you ask and the specific instance. His coffee, for one, is amazing, but I would avoid his brandy.” 
 
    Lord Thule’s pink eyes studied her so intently Emily thought she should probably take offense. The window that his desk was situated beneath, circular and fitted neatly below the narrow apex of the house, was the only unaltered element she could find in the room, and the pattern of shadow that it cast beside the desk on the new hardwood floor filled her chest with aching nostalgia. 
 
    “What if I ask you, Miss Muir? What do you think of the work of Mr. Bay-Davies?” 
 
    “Oh, I think Mark’s a genius.” Emily crossed her legs. “He is also quite damaged.” 
 
    Gaul Thule nodded as if she had confirmed his expectations, which made her feel oddly disappointed. 
 
    “How did he…?” 
 
    “That’s not part of our arrangement.” Emily wagged her finger at him. “Mark taught me the trick of evading precognition. Wouldn’t it be a tragedy for your kind if his method became common knowledge?” 
 
    Emily felt the oppressive weight of hostile telepathy as nearby Thule Cartel telepaths went to work in earnest, attempting brute force when subtler means did not produce the desired outcome. 
 
    The lack of patience and grace dismayed her. The fall from power had clearly been hard on Gaul Thule. 
 
    “How did he teach you? What did you learn from Marcus, Emily? What is the secret? Tell me quickly, and spare yourself further trials…” 
 
    “I won’t say a word.” Emily smiled broadly as blood poured bright red from her nose, staining her blouse. “I’ll die first. And I can’t die. Shall we talk?” 
 
    Lord Thule hesitated as Emily battled the team of telepaths beating a frantic tattoo against the high walls that protected her mind. 
 
    “Why would Marcus teach you that kind of secret?” 
 
    Lord Thule’s halo gave him away again. 
 
    “He wouldn’t teach you, I gather?” Emily held out her hands to the fire for warmth, acting as if she were not fighting a secret and pitched battle in her mind. “Envy is an ugly emotion, Lord Thule. You would do well to put it aside.” 
 
    Gaul seethed while his lackeys renewed his defenses against empathic probes, for all the good it would do him. The telepathic assault abruptly ceased, leaving Emily with the psychic equivalent of ringing ears. Lord Thule offered her a handkerchief, and she accepted, using it to dab the blood from beneath her nose and her lips. 
 
    “Very well. Consider the matter dropped.” Lord Thule leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. “With that in mind, why have you come, Miss Muir?” 
 
    “The usual.” Emily leaned close to the fire. “I need something. I wondered if we might do an exchange.” 
 
    Lord Thule’s pink eyes cracked open to regard her with rekindled suspicion. 
 
    “An exchange requires a measure of trust in both parties. This is not the case, when it comes to the Anathema,” Gaul said. “I am not interested in such commerce.” 
 
    “Are you absolutely certain, Lord Thule?” Emily said, settling back in her chair, cheeks flushed with warmth. “What if I were to offer you something you truly wanted?” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Gaul’s voice was full of disinterest, but his halo was saturated with the pearlescent sheen of intrigue. Emily wanted to laugh at the arrogance of his attempted deception, but that would have been impolite, and that was still important. 
 
    For just a little while longer. 
 
    “Something you had to give up when you left the Directorship. I’ll let you choose,” Emily said coyly, crossing her legs. “The current Rite of Access for the Source Well, or an administrative level password to the Etheric Network. What would you prefer?” 
 
    Gaul nodded, looking like he expected the offer, and that expectation tired him. 
 
    “How could you know…?” 
 
    “The information is current and valid. That’s all I will say.” 
 
    “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Why would I lie?” 
 
    “More reasons than I can count.” 
 
    “I suppose you’ll just have to take a chance,” Emily said, turning over her palms. “I’m at as much risk as you, Lord Thule. I’ll have to take your word at face value.” 
 
    There was a silence, and an abstract sort of effort about Gaul that made Emily think he might be attempting to operate his dormant implant out of long habit. 
 
    “You have a point,” Gaul conceded. “What would you want in return?” 
 
    “Nothing too precious,” Emily assured him. “A spark. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I have communed with the assembled Church.” 
 
    It was a bald statement of fact, perhaps with a hint of challenge. Alex made no reply. 
 
    “They believe that our progress is too slow.” 
 
    Alex tried not to react. There was no telling what of his thoughts or emotions Samnang was privy to – or even understood – but he had to assume that her access was total. He was still reeling from the last set of nightmares, in any case. 
 
    He could not specifically remember waking up, but the terrible dreams seemed to have gone on forever. Alex was afraid to inquire further. 
 
    “They also believe that your recalcitrance is due to an excess of compassion on my part. I will face sanction for it, upon my return to the Church.” 
 
    “That’s insane. I’m not cooperating with you because you haven’t told me what you want.” 
 
    “Is that unclear?” Samnang appeared suspicious. “Very well. All that the Church of Sleep – and by extension, I – require of you, Alexander Warner, is one single memory. A memory which is not your own, in which my sister hid the important part of herself, in a vain attempt to evade the Church of Sleep. I am certain that you know exactly which memory I am speaking of, even if you do not understand the rest.” 
 
    The Yaojing waited like a coil snake while he deliberated. Eventually, even her preternatural patience was exhausted. 
 
    “Your decision, Warner. Will you comply?” 
 
    Alex laughed, or he wanted to laugh. It sounded a bit more like coughing, or barking. 
 
    The Yaojing was angry, he knew. Alex focused nervously on not thinking about the vivid orange wings of Monarch butterflies, or the blue of the sea behind them. 
 
    Nonetheless. 
 
    “Your decision?” 
 
    “Sorry, Samnang. I’m gonna stay…what was it? Recalcitrant.” 
 
    The joke missed. She simply acknowledged his decision, with a finality that made him immediately regret it. 
 
    “Very well.” 
 
    “Yeah. Um. Do your worst.” 
 
    A missed beat. He could feel her studying him. 
 
    “Was that a joke?” Another pause. “Or a serious request?” 
 
    Alarm, entirely out of his control. 
 
    “A joke, a joke.” 
 
    “I see.” She thought it over. “In that case, we will begin something less severe, and work up from there.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was no way to be sure how closely Katya was watching, so Vivik had taken up the practice of waking in the middle of the night to use the bathroom for the last several nights, making a little more noise than necessary to be certain that she noticed. He would not be able to fool the assassin if she was already suspicious, but establishing a pattern made him feel more secure. 
 
    Vivik stayed up most of the night, diverting himself with his Vigil Protocol until the arranged hour, before the dawn painted the east. 
 
    He rose quietly, stepping into his boots and zipping his jacket to the neck. He didn’t use the flashlight in his right front pocket until he was a small distance from camp. The brush around him was sufficiently dense that he worried about finding their camp again, if he strayed from the old footpath or game trail they had been following for days. The flora was reassuringly familiar, with feathered grasses and reeds predominating, while fauna was reassuringly absent. Vivik flinched nonetheless at every crackling leaf or snapping twig. 
 
    She did not make him go far. On the other side of a bamboo grove she had hung an LED lamp, her dress the color of vanilla ice cream in the blue-white light, her lips and nails painted the color of shallow tropical water. His breath caught in his throat for a moment when she waved at him, and then he hurried over to her, grinning shyly. 
 
    Emily touched him gently on the bicep and looked deeply into his eyes, smiling encouragingly. 
 
    “Vivik, dear.” 
 
    “Emily, I...it’s good…” 
 
    “Yes, dear. I know.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t think I was followed or anything…” 
 
    Emily shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” She looked out into the darkness, squinting for some detail that eluded him. “No halos.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. I have exciting news for you.” 
 
    He perked up, and she laughed and took his hand. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “You are very nearly there,” she said, eyes sparkling in the harsh, singular light. “Tomorrow, or perhaps the next day. Eerie will manage a few more minor miracles. After that, all that remains is the Outer Dark.” 
 
    Vivik’s shoulders slumped, and he sighed involuntarily. 
 
    “Not long, then. You’ll be waiting?” 
 
    “On the other side,” she promised. “Don’t worry. Everything is going perfectly. It’s all going to work out exactly the way we planned, dear.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alex moaned at the pain of a manipulated broken bone, an orderly having made good and sure to manhandle the injured limb in the process of delivering Alex, naked and shouting, into the converted pantry that served the institution as a makeshift solitary confinement. 
 
    Alex shifted from one position to another on the bare concrete floor, his body screaming at him, trying to find some sort of comfort, trying not to think about reasons or past circumstance. The only thing he could do was keep moving forward, Alex reminded himself, semi-delirious with pain and thirst. 
 
    Someone important had told him that, once, but he could not remember who, or when, or…anything, really. 
 
    Did forgetting things like that usually bother him? Alex could not remember. 
 
    The forgetfulness was a consequence, Alex suspected, of being left alone with his own thoughts until the lines between dreaming and waking blurred. Days melded together in the soundproofed room, peeing in a bucket and eating off a tray, the lights always on. 
 
    It did not usually start this way, Alex thought, not sure exactly what he meant. Or did it?  
 
    There was no point in worrying, he reminded himself. He was already laying in a pool of his own sweat, and the room only seemed to be getting hotter. 
 
    Time went on, in theory. 
 
    In practice, he picked over the holes in his memory like sores, listening to the hum of the magnetic ballast in the antiquated lighting fixture and counting the pits in the painted concrete wall. A name, even a name – the institution, the staff member who singled him out, the inmate he had tangled with – any of that would have helped to settle his mind, so that he could ease into what felt like a long period of confinement. 
 
    How long had they kept him in here, the last time? Was there a last time? There must have been. 
 
    It was hotter in the room, now, then it had been a few – hours? Minutes? Surely more than that! – earlier. Alex fanned himself with his bandaged hand, wincing at the way the air felt passing between injured fingers. 
 
    His eye ached and his vision was funny. He knew that it was a bad injury, though he could not remember how it happened. Alex could not seem to fully open or close the eye, light just came pouring directly into his head from a tiny seem in his eyelid, leaving him perpetually dazzled and half-blind. The sweat off his forehead stung like mad when it got into his eyes, so Alex paused from his fanning, using his bandages to mop his forehead clean, glad that his distorted vision kept him from seeing his injuries. When he opened his mouth, he could taste the hot dust of the San Fernando valley in the air, seeping around the door and settling in his lungs. 
 
    Was it hours, or days? The question itself enraged him. He settled back against the wall, reminding himself that there was nothing to wait for. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You haven’t said a word, Vivik.” Katya’s mouth was mostly full of beef jerky, her words indistinct. “You gonna tell your story, or what?” 
 
    Vivik drained the rest of the instant coffee from his aluminum cup. 
 
    “Eerie?” He turned to find the Fey engrossed in her dusty, battered laptop, a fabric solar panel spread out on the grass beside her, Derrida sprawled belly up nearby, within casual scratching distance. “How far did you say we were from the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “Huh?” Eerie brushed dirty hair from her face and glanced up from the screen. She was mostly blond at this point, the remaining blue a few centimeters from the ends of her hair. “Close, I guess.” 
 
    “How close?” 
 
    “That’s kinda...” 
 
    “Eerie, what is our timeframe?” Vivik patiently changed tactics. “Days? Weeks? Hours?” 
 
    Eerie scratched her head. 
 
    “Hours?” There was uncertainty in her tone. “I guess?” 
 
    “Today, then?” 
 
    “Sooner,” Eerie confirmed. “This morning. This is the last morning…” 
 
    “Got it.” Vivik cut off the Changeling curtly. “Let’s get packed up, then. I’ll tell you everything on the way. My story is short.” 
 
    Katya sighed and shoved her balled up jacket in her backpack, squinting at Vivik as though he stood in front of the sun. 
 
    “You are making me very nervous, Vivik.” Katya studied him with clear-eyed mistrust. “What do you know that I don’t?” 
 
    “So many things,” Vivik said cheerfully. “My story should satisfy your curiosity, though.” 
 
    “Assuming you ever tell it,” Katya complained, zipping up her bag. “You’ve been stalling the whole trip.” 
 
    “Oh, this’ll be the day, don’t worry.” Vivik grinned as he helped Katya lift her frame pack to her back. “Honestly, my story tells itself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kern County is as hot as a baker’s oven in September, and it was dusty enough in the old school bus to suffocate the inmates. The trip began the day before, stopping at every juvenile lockup and state hospital that California had to offer, an agonizingly slow procession of bone-rattling rural highways and drought-ravaged fields. Alex thought maybe he started off at a youth facility in Plumas County, but he wasn’t sure of anything except the heat, the chalky dust that lingered in his lungs, the cramping in his back and legs, and the steady and insistent demands of his bowels and bladder. 
 
    The chains that attached him to the seat were too tight and notably short, forcing Alex to hunch over and preventing him from straightening his legs or back. He shifted helplessly against the exposed springs of the bench, trying to find a position that offered some relief, trying to distract himself from the pain in his gut and the strident demands of nature. The back of his head was damp with spit from the inmate in the seat behind him, who ranted and spat and swore in an unintelligible loop. Alex’s handcuffs were attached to a wide leather belt around his waist, so the blood and snot from his dust-scoured sinuses ran freely into his mouth. 
 
    Sleep was an impossibility. Each time the bus passed over a pothole it sent a jolt of pain up his spine and down his legs, and the rattle of loose metal and the whistling of the hot wind was deafening. The interior of the bus reeked of rancid body odor and misery and human waste. 
 
    The guards were up in front, in a bulletproof enclosure, powder-blue uniforms stained navy with sweat. There had been no stops for the prisoners for food or restrooms since sometime late last night, and the guards had been ignoring increasingly profane demands and frantic begging for hours now. Alex harbored no illusions about prevailing upon their sympathies. 
 
    It was quicker and safer just to hose off the bus after the trip, after all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I never saw any of this coming,” Vivik said, with an embarrassed little shrug. “I was so busy formulating a plan to help everyone that I never even considered what sort of compromises might be necessary to realize it.” 
 
    The girls listened quietly, Eerie leading the way with Derrida at her heels, Katya lingering behind with a strange expression stamped on her face. The Waste was brutally hot, and a layer of grey chalk atop the arid ground kicked up around them with their footsteps and the gusts of indifferent wind, drying throats and stinging eyes. 
 
    In the near distance, a bank of metal towers the color of raw aluminum gleamed in early afternoon sun, kilometers of salt-flat and radioactive glass rippling with heat obscuring the view. Overhead, a battered and diminutive moon lingered in the washed-out sky, while an identical twin peaked out behind the horizon. 
 
    “You probably both already know that I had a thing for Emily Muir, even before Alex showed up.” 
 
    Katya knew already, judging by her frown. Eerie scarcely seemed to be paying attention. 
 
    “When she joined the Anathema, I…don’t know. It hurt. More than I knew how to deal with.” 
 
    Katya grimaced. 
 
    “Shit, Vivik! You don’t mean…?” 
 
    Vivik shrugged and gave her a hapless smile. 
 
    “I wanted to talk with her again. We were friends! Why should we have to stop being friends, just because of some stupid cartel feud? So, I found a way.” 
 
    Katya dropped her pack in the sand. Eerie stopped and glanced back at them, her eyes wide and blank, while Derrida whined softly. 
 
    “This isn’t cartel stuff, Vivik. You helped Emily Muir return to Central?” 
 
    Vivik nodded. Katya’s expression reddened. 
 
    “You helped the Anathema evade the Barrier?” 
 
    Vivik shrugged and looked embarrassed. 
 
    “No. I never showed her how – there was a trick, and I…I didn’t think about it that way,” he admitted. “I was lonely.” 
 
    “Do you love Emily?” Eerie held her hands clasped at her chest. “Are you in love?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Vivik said, reddening. “That might be.” 
 
    “Oh, Vivik!” Eerie squealed. “That’s so romantic!” 
 
    “You betrayed everyone you know to get laid?” Katya snapped, eyes wide with disbelief. “That’s fucking pathetic. I expect that sort of shit from Alex – he doesn’t know any better. You’re supposed to be smarter than that.” 
 
    “Hey, come on. You don’t even know what I was trying to do!” Vivik protested. “Emily and I are just friends, anyway. It’s not…not a romantic thing. You see, I have this idea…” 
 
    Katya howled with laughter. 
 
    “Oh, this is too fucking much! You betrayed Central to get friend-zoned? Holy shit, Vivik! You are a fucking nerd.” 
 
    “Hey! What the hell does it matter if we aren’t…?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Katya said, chuckling. “It just makes this all the lamer. As for Emily – you think she’s too stupid to figure out your trick with the Barrier for herself? Shit, Vivik – once the Anathema knew a bypass was a possibility, how long do you think it took them to reverse engineer your solution?” 
 
    “I didn’t consider that. This isn’t…listen, you need to hear my idea, there’s a reason for…” 
 
    “The Anathema attack on the Far Shores. Remember that? I saw Emily there, Vivik. She helped arrange the whole thing,” Katya said, giving Vivik a half-hearted shove in the back. “That’s on you, Vivik. Everyone who died, Alex being taken, all that shit.” 
 
    To everyone’s simultaneous surprise and embarrassment, Vivik nodded stoically. 
 
    “I know,” he said quietly, pursing his lips. “Don’t you think I don’t know that? That’s why I’m here, Katya. I’m trying to make amends. I have a plan.” 
 
    “That so?” Katya gave him a contemptuous look. “Let me be the first to tell you that you fucking can’t.” 
 
    Vivik just stood there, eyes leaking and mouth hanging open, while Katya took Eerie firmly by the arm and dragged her and Derrida off, leaving Vivik to hustle after them across the Waste. 
 
    “Katya! Eerie! Wait! I know you’re upset, but you need to hear me out!” 
 
    Or not, he supposed, trotting along hurriedly. Vivik scrambled over dust and dry earth, wondering if this was going better or worse than he had expected. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alex was in the Circle, circling Steve with a broken left hand and a nose filled with partially clotted blood, so that he panted from the mouth like a dog. His footwork was too slow; Michael had taught him just enough to realize that. Steve knew it, too, advancing without regard for Alex’s jab or his guard, confident that neither would be enough. 
 
    Steve must have calcified the front of his hand, because his knuckles pulverized Alex’s ribs into mush with a devastating combination, dropping Alex in an instant. He hit the ground with a chest full of gravel, his lungs flexing spasmodically. He gagged and spat blood, rolling helplessly on the ground from one agony to another. 
 
    “Did I say no protocols?” Miss Aoki from somewhere in the darkness beyond the Circle, cold and angry. “I know I did, Steve. Would you rather I was your partner?” 
 
    Steve stood on the other side of the circle, hands encircled in bloody wraps, not even breathing hard. 
 
    “No, Miss Aoki. Sorry. Won’t happen again.” 
 
    “Better not. Reset.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took him several minutes to catch back up.  Katya was practically towing Eerie along, she was so intent on setting a pace. The Changeling was agitated, chattering away about boundaries and arrivals, but Vivik was not in the mood, and apparently, Katya was not either. Derrida hopped in a furious circle around Katya, alternately barking and whining, trying to free the babbling Changeling from her grasp. 
 
    “This is the worst fucking club,” Katya muttered to herself. “Ever.” 
 
    They rounded a long, low hill, and there was green and water for the first time since the Club had encountered the Waste. The bickering of the Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club was silenced by the unfamiliar and exaggerated beauty of the stream and the graceful willows and white-barked sycamore which lined it. 
 
    Or, maybe they were just shocked, to see Emily Muir waiting for them there, wearing a simple white dress and a straw hat for the sun. She had waded out into the creek, and currently stood about midway, up to her calves in gently flowing water. 
 
    She waved when she saw them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The pig looked at him hopefully, and Alex felt a horrible weight on his chest. The animal was tethered next to a convenient drain, to handle the blood, and the knife in his hand was ludicrously sharp. He took one step forward, and his legs shook. 
 
    “Come on, Alex,” Ms. Gallow chided, somewhere in the dark behind him. “We all gotta eat.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Give me a break, Vivik.” Katya’s face was pale. He wasn’t sure whether that was shock or anger. Not that it mattered. “You can’t have fucked things up this badly, right?” 
 
    “I know how this looks…” 
 
    “Looks like your pretty damn cozy with the Anathema,” Katya said contemptuously. “Shit. I thought you were such a smart guy.” 
 
    “You’re misunderstanding the situation!” Vivik yelped, taking a big step back. “Please, Katya – the timing is off, here. Emily was supposed to arrive in a few hours, to give me a chance to explain. Please! You need to hear me out…” 
 
    “What is there to explain?” Katya pointed at Emily, who wandered in the little creek that separated the aridity of the Waste from indistinct ground and impossible sky of the Outer Dark. “Emily Muir. Anathema. She turned you. What else is there to know?” 
 
    Eerie sucked in air and hugged Derrida tightly about the neck. 
 
    “Is that true, Vivik? Are you bad now?” 
 
    “No, Eerie – it’s not true! I’m not bad. I’m just trying to deal with complicated issues.” 
 
    “You don’t even know how bad your problems are, do you, Vivik?” Katya’s tone was acidic. “You’re a damn traitor! You’ve got a date with the Auditors waiting. Are you really so deranged that you’d associate with that Anathema bitch?”  
 
    “Not happy to see me?” Emily gave the assassin a wide-eyed look. “Katya, I’m hurt.” 
 
    “Not yet, you aren’t,” Katya said, glancing at her. “Bother you much, the last time I filled your frontal lobe with sewing needles?” 
 
    “Oh yes!” Emily nodded urgently. “Obviously not fatal, but it’s rather an awful experience. Let’s not repeat that, shall we?” 
 
    “Katya, please, calm down!” Vivik put his hands out in supplication. “Let me explain!” 
 
    “Eerie, stay behind me.” Katya delivered the order with calm authority, and Eerie followed in mute obedience, Derrida guarding her fearlessly. “You know I’m going to kill both of you, right, Vivik? You and your Anathema whore.” 
 
    “The mouth on this one,” Emily muttered, splashing deeper into the creek, holding her hem primly above the waterline. “Vivik, you have terrible taste in friends.” 
 
    “I’m not Vivik’s friend,” Katya snarled. “Not even.” 
 
    “We aren’t all friends?” Eerie looked worried. “Oh, no! I had hoped. We are all members of the same club, though! We all made the club together. We are the Rescue Alex…” 
 
    “Oh, Eerie,” Katya moaned. “Please don’t.” 
 
    “…from the Outer Dark Club! I made up the name.” 
 
    “How delightful!” Emily smiled indulgently. “I hope you have room for new members! It’s nice to see you again, Eerie.” 
 
    “I guess,” Eerie said suspiciously. “Last time I saw you, you weren’t a jerk. Is Alex okay?” 
 
    “That’s…” Emily looked briefly troubled, and then she smiled. “I’ll say this – he is doing better than when you last saw him, and none of the harm that has come to him is my doing. I’m trying to help him, I swear.” 
 
    “I don’t really get it.” 
 
    “He’ll be okay, I think. I’ll do my best to see that happens.” 
 
    “But you…aren’t…you know?” 
 
    “We aren’t…? Oh!” Emily covered her mouth in surprise, and then giggled. “Oh, not at all! I’m completely over Alex, I assure you.” 
 
    “I guess that’s okay, then. You want to join our club, then?” 
 
    “Sure!” Emily’s eyes sparkled. “Why not?” 
 
    “I can think of a reason,” Katya snapped. “Alice fucking Gallow, torturing both of you to death.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Where is Alex?” Eerie asked, while Derrida barked madly. “You left with him and…and…” 
 
    “Your sister?” Emily cocked her head. “Samnang Banh says she is your sister, you know.” 
 
    Eerie deflated like a punctured balloon. 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” Eerie said. “It’s just genetics! I don’t even know her; really, we just have the same father…” 
 
    “That, uh, makes her your sister,” Katya explained gently, patting Eerie on the shoulder. “It’s a biology thing.” 
 
    “I don’t like her, though!” Eerie wailed. “We never even met until right then – and when we finally do get a chance to talk, we don’t get along very well.” 
 
    “Is the poor girl,” Emily whispered, nudging Vivik, “having trouble with her tenses?” 
 
    “I wish it were that simple,” Vivik said ruefully. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “My tenses are fine,” Eerie said. “Where is Alex?” 
 
    “He is in the Outer Dark, with the sister that you don’t like.” Emily smiled obscurely. “Buried and frozen like a popsicle, but alive. Mark claims that Samnang is interrogating him, but I can’t say for sure, since to me they both appear to be soundly asleep.” 
 
    “Well, actually,” Eerie said, cheeks ashen, “that’s probably how Samnang would ask questions.” 
 
    “I’m concerned about that as well. I was thinking that perhaps we could work together, as far as freeing Alex is concerned. You see…your arrival is not as secret as you might have hoped.” Emily waited politely for the news to sink in, while the Rescue Club exchanged frowns. “Anathema precognitives divined your coming almost before you left, and my understanding is that the very worst of them…” 
 
    “Of them?” Katya appeared a slight provocation away from throwing punches. “Don’t you mean of us, Emily?” 
 
    “If you like,” Emily agreed graciously. “Your picture of the Anathema is badly distorted, though. You may see us as a monolithic threat, but we’re no more united than you are in Central, my dear Black Sun assassin.” 
 
    “Why should we cooperate with you, Anathema?” Katya demanded, edging closer to Emily. “Even if you’re telling the truth – not buying that shit at all, by the way – then what’s to stop you from turning on us the minute you get…ah…what did you need from us, again?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. This isn’t what you think, Katya,” Vivik explained, with a great number of distracting gestures intended as reassuring. “I wouldn’t…” 
 
    “Yes, as he said, it is complicated.” Emily smiled at them. “Perhaps one favor from each of you would be fair?” 
 
    “What?” Vivik vacillated between shock and outrage. “I thought we just needed…you didn’t tell me…” 
 
    “No, I didn’t. Why would I?” Emily touch Vivik’s shoulder softly. “It isn’t just your help that I require, Vivik, dear. I require the assistance of the…what was it again?” Emily tried to keep the laughter from her voice. “Oh, yes! The Save Alex from the Outer Dark…” 
 
    “Rescue. It’s the Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club,” Eerie corrected sternly. “We aren’t taking new members, so don’t even ask.” 
 
    “Truly? That’s too bad.” Emily offered a brief faux pout. “What if you can’t manage the rescue without me?” 
 
    “Why would that be true?” Katya said, eliminating another half-meter of the distance between them. “You gonna try and stop us, Emily? Wait, let me rephrase that. Please try and stop us, Emily.”  
 
    “Heavens, no,” Emily said, with a wave of her hand. “Quite the opposite. I also want to save – sorry, rescue – Alex.” 
 
    Katya planted the soles of her hiking boots in the center of the path and paused to consider Vivik and Emily, her expression one of grim fury. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Katya, listen,” Vivik pleaded. “I’m going to be completely honest…” 
 
    “Only liars say that, Vivik.” 
 
    “I’m not lying! I haven’t lied to anyone. I do need your help, though…” 
 
    “We need,” Emily reminded. “Us.” 
 
    “Of course,” Vivik agreed. “We need a favor.” 
 
    “Two favors,” Emily corrected. “Maybe three. After all, the dog…” 
 
    “Cut the shit,” Katya demanded. “What is going on?” 
 
    “You can’t really expect me to explain,” Emily said. “Isn’t it enough to know that, when it comes to Alex, our interests align?” 
 
    “Not even close.” 
 
    “Perhaps if I swore an oath, and joined the club?” Emily suggested optimistically. “I am prepared to provide you with transport to the Outer Dark. I can help you evade the Anathema forces that are already hunting for you, Alistair and John Parson included. I can protect you. You won’t make it very far without my help.” 
 
    Katya spat on the path between them, her saliva sinking rapidly into the dry ground. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Vivik started forward, his expression a picture of beaming civility. 
 
    “Katya, please…” 
 
    “Don’t come near me, Vivik,” Katya said sourly. “I’m very seriously considering perforating your dumb brain.” 
 
    Vivik halted. Eerie cleared her throat, and then hesitantly tapped Katya on the shoulder. 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Eerie delivered the question to Katya in a ridiculous stage whisper, audible to all. “We can’t fight the Anathema on our own…can we?” 
 
    Katya seized the Changeling by the shoulder, shot Emily and Vivik a warning glare, and then dragged Eerie and the dog a short distance away for a hushed conversation – or, rather, a lecture, judging from body language. Emily gave them a few minutes to stew, ignoring Vivik’s plaintive looks, before circumstances intervened and she was forced to tighten the screws. 
 
    “I do so hate interrupt,” Emily called out, waiting until she had their attention, “but I have just received a telepathic update from a colleague in the Outer Dark, and I’m afraid that your presence has been noted.” 
 
    “Imagine that,” Katya said, taking a sewing needle from a hidden pocket and then testing the sharpness on her own index finger. “Wonder how they found out?” 
 
    “I told you, we Anathema are no better than the cartels in Central,” Emily said, not doing everything within her power to mask her irritability. “Alistair and I can safely be considered unfriendly. Whatever you think of my motivations, be assured that I wouldn’t lift a finger to aid that man – particularly after what he did to Alex.” 
 
    That was a dark memory for all involved, and the group spent a second or two in remembrance. Katya stuck in her pricked finger in her mouth and sucked on it thoughtfully.  
 
    “Don’t trust you,” Katya said, toying with the needle. “Not going.” 
 
    “I realize that you don’t care for me, or my help,” Emily said, with a hint of urgency. “Surely you don’t mean to wait here for Alistair instead?” 
 
    Katya grimaced and glanced back at Eerie. 
 
    “Any chance you can get us out of here?” 
 
    “Not quickly,” Eerie hummed, shifting her weight nervously from one foot to the other. “I mean, we’d have to walk, and the only way I know how to go is forward to the Outer Dark, or back the way we came. If Alistair really is coming…” 
 
    “He will be here shortly, and that is bad for all of us,” Emily assured them. “Please believe me.” 
 
    Katya’s jaw worked from side to side as she considered Vivik and Emily in turn. Abruptly, Derrida rose to his feet, pressing himself against Eerie’s legs and growling determinedly at nothing obvious. 
 
    “What else are we going to do, Katya?” Vivik asked, his face glistening with nervous sweat. “We need Emily’s help…” 
 
    “You maneuvered us into Anathema hands.” Katya dumped her bag on the dirt and then kicked it aside. “I don’t need to hear any more from you, Vivik.” 
 
    “How about from me?” Emily asked. “We are running out of time, Katya. It’s time to make a decision.” 
 
    “What do you want in return?” Katya asked suspiciously. “You haven’t told us yet.” 
 
    “Oh, right,” Emily said, slapping her forehead. “Silly me.” She produced a cotton swab and held it toward the Changeling. “Eerie, be a dear and rub this on the inside of your cheek, won’t you?” 
 
    Eerie looked to Katya for guidance. 
 
    “Do I…?” 
 
    “DNA?” Katya took the cotton swab and inspected it. “What do you need Eerie’s DNA for?” 
 
    “Not to worry. I have it on good authority that she has no such thing,” Emily said reassuringly. “I promise, nothing nefarious as far as the three of you are concerned. That’s my price, though, to go any further.” 
 
    “Emily…” Vivik looked distressed. “You didn’t say anything to me about this.” 
 
    “Didn’t I?” Emily put a finger to her moist lips. “I’m sure that I meant to.” 
 
    Katya turned the swab over in her palm, shrugged, and then handed it to Eerie. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Katya said, nodding. “What’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Emily looked on approvingly. “Do be thorough, Eerie, dear.” 
 
    Eerie turned her back on the group before swabbing her cheek, then returned the damp swab to Emily with a blush. Emily nodded happily, and then stuck the swab in her mouth. 
 
    “Emily!” Eerie cried out, recoiling. “That’s gross!” 
 
    “Really?” Emily laughed. “I thought you of all people would understand, Eerie. Biological protocols are not always as sanitary as one would like, you know.” 
 
    “She’s right, Emily,” Katya said, shaking her head in disbelief. “That was gross.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever.” Emily tossed the swab aside. “Are you coming with me, or what?” 
 
    “Katya?” Eerie looked at her hopefully. “Do you know what to do?” 
 
    Katya nodded absently. 
 
    “Yeah, I think I do.” Katya dropped to one knee in front of Derrida, seizing the dog firmly by the furry folds of his cheeks and staring into his black eyes. “Hey, Hegemony drone! Hayley Weathers? You there, Hayley? I know why you sent your stupid dog, so fess up.” 
 
    Eerie smiled approvingly. Emily and Vivik shared a dubious look. Derrida panted. 
 
    I’m here, Black Sun drone, Hayley thought, her presence made ghostly by distance. What do you want? 
 
    Privacy and a brief word. I have Anathema crawling all over me, so privacy is paramount. 
 
    Katya scratched Derrida’s cheeks with her well-nibbled nails as Hayley forced a private telepathic channel through the substrate of her mind. 
 
    We are as private as I can manage, given the distance and the fact that Emily Muir and her supporting telepaths are trying like hell to break into our conversation. Where are you, anyway? I’m experiencing actual lag, you know – and that’s a telepathic impossibility. 
 
    Impossible seems to be the norm around here. I don’t have time to explain right now, Hayley. You catch this scene with Vivik and Emily fucking Muir? 
 
    A pause that seemed long, in the near instantaneous realm of telepathic contact, while Hayley reviewed Derrida’s recent perceptions. 
 
    I just got caught up. Holy shit, Black Sun girl. You have dug yourself quite a hole. 
 
    Don’t give me any shit. I got my reasons. 
 
    I suppose you must, Hayley allowed, followed by another pause pregnant with telepathic activity. I don’t like leaving Alex behind either, no matter what Ms. Gallow says. What do you want? 
 
    Two things. Can you tell me if Alistair is coming here? 
 
    Can I what? I don’t even know where you are, and the interference... 
 
    Hayley? 
 
    Quiet. I’m working… 
 
    Another pause. Emily and Vivik shared another look of confusion, while Eerie hummed a nostalgically familiar tune to herself. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s Alistair, but there is an intense amount of Etheric activity in your area. 
 
    What does that…? 
 
    Maybe nothing. Maybe a World Tree firing up. Wanna hang around and find out? 
 
    Not really. One more thing… 
 
    Quickly now. 
 
    Tell your fleabag to stay close to Eerie, whatever happens. She’s gonna need the help. 
 
    I already did, before you even left. What are you gonna do, Katya? 
 
    No idea. Whatever the fuck I can. 
 
    Katya petted Derrida roughly and then stood, wiping her hands clean on her jacket. “Okay, what the hell. What’s the plan, Emily?” 
 
    “Oh good. My apport technician should be here directly,” Emily said, with an encouraging nod and a little splash. “I am so pleased you decided to trust me.” 
 
    “I haven’t. Then again,” Katya said, “we’re all traitors here, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Close enough,” Emily agreed. “So, am I a member of the club now, or what?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tiny closet grew hot and stale. Alex long ago sweated through his grimy, second-hand uniform, and the cheap cloth hung heavily from his aching limbs. The last indeterminate period had been passed in a fit of constant motion, working his legs and adjusting his back, trying to find a less uncomfortable reality. 
 
    Nothing worked. How long had it been? Had he been forgotten? 
 
    There was no way to measure, no sight of the sun. Had he been brought a meal? The bucket in the corner wasn’t full yet. Had it been emptied? Had he slept? 
 
    He threw himself to the floor and whined, curled into a ball and hugged his knees. He was assailed by vision of a darkened building, evacuated or condemned or simply forgotten, nothing in the halls, no one to remember him, trapped and suffocating under a bare lightbulb in a hanging fixture. Had they left him in here? 
 
    Alex called out, voice quavering, hating himself for it. Cries for help that slowly became pleas, for release, forgiveness, even conversation. Eventually he must have lost his voice, dry from the dust and lack of water. Under the relentless light, suffocating on hot stale air, Alex pressed his lower back against the marginally cooler concrete, and sobbed loudly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The apport was deftly done. Katya felt the ground beneath her feet an instant after arrival, with only the mildest jolt on impact. Katya opened her eyes, a backhanded compliment on the tip of her tongue, intended for Emily Muir’s dreamy apport technician. She swore instead, but the oath was half-hearted. 
 
    Beside her, Eerie made her way clumsily to her feet, leaning on Derrida’s ample back for support. 
 
    The Club stood beneath a sky as dark as it was before the universe began, a void still waiting on God’s word. They were in a shallow valley, carved from the lifeless plain like it was gouged with some great tool, scrub trees and unusual weeds clustered around her legs and poking through her tights. At the upper edges of the valley and along across the plain about them, a layer of black mist lingered, so dense that she initially mistook it for water, obscuring the dry riverbeds and impact craters beneath. Across the whole of the alien sky, slow lightning bolts crawled and forked, casting baleful light, but making no noise. A wind chilled her beneath her sweater, and the only sound she could hear were the frantic whispers it carried with it. 
 
    Horrors grazed on the sluggish lightening in the near distance. At the edge of the vast plain, great mountains rose into the ebon sky, skirted with black mist.  
 
    “Fucking Emily fucking Muir!” 
 
    “Katya?” Eerie looked around nervously. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Katya sat down heavily on her pack. “What a bitch.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alex came back to himself slowly, his awareness returning in staggered bursts. 
 
    A body, first, along with a litany of complaints that were becoming familiar – eye, leg, fingers. 
 
    Then the beach, same as before in the simulation, but at night. There were no stars, just a black mist that obscured any sense of place or distance. 
 
    Then Samnang Banh, staring at him with jack-o’-lantern eyes. 
 
    Words returned to him slowly. 
 
    “Fuck.” He shook his head; tried to spit and discovered he could not. “How long?” 
 
    She cocked her head like an inquisitive bird. 
 
    “From my perspective? About ten seconds.” 
 
    Alex moaned, and buried his head in his hands. 
 
    “For you,” Samnang continued, “I would guess something along the order of a year or two.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Prosper,” Emily said appreciatively, taking his hand while she had navigated the narrow stair that allowed access to the Spire’s basements. “Did you see the girls off safely?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am…” 
 
    “Miss, please. Let’s not give away my youth before I’ve had a chance to misspend it.” 
 
    “Of course, Miss Muir.” Prosper agreed, suppressing a blush while his halo glowed with vivid pink puppy love, with deeper undercurrents of sanguine lust and bone-white loyalty. “I left them exactly where you indicated. Without a World Tree, they are far beyond retrieval. I confirmed, there are no Horrors, or anything else, anywhere even remotely close to them. My return was a struggle, even with assistance and plotting.” 
 
    “Brave Prosper,” Emily said, touching his shoulder approvingly, stoking his halo ever brighter. “Well done. I need to ask more of you before this is done, I’m afraid…” 
 
    “Fatigue isn’t a problem for me.” Prosper assured her, puffing out his ample chest. “I’m ready to do whatever’s needed, Miss Muir.” 
 
    She studied his halo briefly, and with a restrained amount of pride found his statement to be true. Emily made a few tweaks anyway, steading his nerve and solidifying his intent, out of affection and long habit. Prosper was the only other full Anathema under her command, aside from Leigh, so it was important to her that he be at his best. 
 
    “Excellent. Hurry back home and retrieve Leigh, won’t you? I need her here. Update Mark as well, if he’s up and fit. Warn him that he will have company shortly, and should therefore make himself presentable.” 
 
    “I’ll try, Miss Muir. You know how Mark is, though. I’m not sure…” 
 
    “I won’t hold you responsible for his failings, Prosper,” Emily said, laughing. “If he’s conscious, throw him in the bath and call it a day. Ask Thu to keep him from drowning, if he’s particularly out of it.” 
 
    Prosper nodded and took a pocket mirror from the breast pocket of his tailored shirt. He stared at it intensely for a moment, and then appeared almost to fold, turning a corner at an impossible angle, and then was gone. 
 
    Emily continued. 
 
    The next basement chamber was aggressively occupied by Alistair’s troops, who had setup a variety of probably superfluous monitoring and recording gear. Everyone was armed, and the air was agitated with the energy of a dozen barely suppressed protocols, the atmosphere dense with body odor and gun oil. Nobody looked happy to see her, until Emily adjusted their responses, turning the line of halos a benign shade of blue, feeling the usual surge of pride that her enhanced abilities evoked within her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How are you even doing this shit, Samnang?” 
 
    “Dream state manipulation. My protocol. I can control all parameters of the dream, including your perception of time. I could have left you in the closet – or the bus, or the circle – for a hundred years, Alex. Or a thousand.” The light from Samnang’s eyes stung his own. “I was hesitant to start with such extremity, but you appear to have adapted to a certain amount of prolonged confinement, and the Church is impatient for results.” 
 
    Alex smiled. 
 
    “You keep saying that.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Perhaps then we should resume?” 
 
    “Okay, okay! It’s really not…it’s just, when you talk about the Church or whoever rushing you…it doesn’t really make a lot of sense.” 
 
    “Oh?” Samnang looked smug. “Please, do explain.” 
 
    “You told me yourself. Time isn’t linear for you – Fey, Yaojing, what-have-you – and your masters aren’t even part human. If the Church of Sleep is weirder than you are, Samnang, I can’t imagine that they could be impatient for anything. If they know it eventually, wouldn’t that be the same as knowing it now? Isn’t that pretty much what you were telling me?” 
 
    “That’s not it at all.” 
 
    “I think it’s close enough. You wanna know what else I think?” 
 
    “Not particularly.” 
 
    Alex studied Samnang closely, but detected no trace of sarcasm. 
 
    “I think that you’re lying to me.” 
 
    That got a muted, ambiguous reaction. 
 
    “In what way?” 
 
    “I don’t think your creepy tentacle monster masters…” 
 
    “They don’t have tentacles, for the record.” 
 
    “Whatever. I don’t think they are rushing you at all. I think it’s something else. Tell me the truth, Samnang – the Auditors are coming to rescue me, aren’t they?” 
 
    Samnang’s poker face was as perfect as a statue in the museum. 
 
    “A rescue from a dream, within the Outer Dark? You are naïve to entertain such thoughts, Alex.” 
 
    “Maybe. You do seem worried, though, Samnang. How close are they?” 
 
    “Even if your imagined rescuers were at the very door, what difference do you think it would make? One second of subjective time is all that I require to keep you here forever.” 
 
    “What good does that do you?” 
 
    “It means that we have all the time in the world, regardless of outside events,” Samnang said. “You should yield now, and give me custody of the memory, saving yourself several lifetimes’ worth of suffering.” 
 
    “Why do you bother asking? Can’t you just take what you need from my head? It makes you sound like some sort of movie vampire or something…” 
 
    Samnang shook her head with unnecessary vehemence, exactly the way Eerie would have done, and Alex was flooded with nostalgia and uncertainty. 
 
    “Not at all. I am not a vampire, and this is not telepathy. I am Yaojing, and you are dreaming – a dream of my devising, yes, but the dream itself is still yours. You may have no control over what happens to you, thanks to my protocol, but your permission in this environment is paramount. The sanctity of your mind is inviolable until you decide that is not. The rest of you – your awareness, perceptions, and memory – does not enjoy such good fortune.” 
 
    “That’s not a fucking answer. Just be honest with me! What is it you want?” 
 
    Samnang frowned and a full spectrum of color rippled through the characters engraved on her cheeks.  
 
    “I have told you. A memory that is not your own.” 
 
    “Why would you want something like that?” 
 
    “Ériu cares for you, in her own diminished manner, so you are the most logical place for her to hide it.” Alex recoiled from Samnang and her burning eyes. “You need only to recall the memory of which I speak, and our encounter will be at an end.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Samnang. I barely remember my own life. I certainly don’t remember anything from anybody else’s!” 
 
    “You are lying,” Samnang decided. “That is a terrible mistake, on your part.” 
 
    “God…it’s…this whole thing is terrible, you know?” 
 
    “By its very nature, the Outer Dark is terrible,” Samnang agreed. “You currently exist within the condensed manifestation of a reality in which life never developed and light never shone. The Outer Dark hates you, Alex, and we – Ériu and myself alike – are creatures of the Outer Dark. My sister can only hurt you, whatever her intentions.” 
 
    “You’re not the first person to tell me that.” Alex knew his smile was weak, but any sort of smile felt like a victory. “I suppose you also think I should’ve stuck to dating humans?” 
 
    “I am not so ignorant as to think you ever had a choice in the matter. You have been my sister’s puppet for so long that you have ceased to have any other identity.” 
 
    “Wow! That’s…you know, a guy could take that personally.” 
 
    “Is it untrue, then?” 
 
    “I don’t really care. You say you dug all sorts of crap out of my head, and maybe you did, or maybe you made it all up. Maybe I used to be some kid that nobody even remembers, including me…and so? You think it would change anything? Your sister is the most fun person I’ve ever met, once you get to know her. And she’s smart. And – no offense – she’s cute! Like, way out of my league cute! Maybe she was a little over-involved, but a girl like that is…not the worst. You know?” 
 
    “Are you insane? Ériu has doomed you, Alex.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I like to think I doomed myself, thank you very much.” 
 
    Samnang’s expression did not change, but Alex got the feeling she was angry. 
 
    “You mentioned my worst, earlier,” Samnang said. “A brief inventory of the contents of your mind has helped me to identify those experiences that would qualify as such.” 
 
    “Hey, you know, there’s no need to…” 
 
    “Allow me to give you a demonstration,” Samnang said, closing his eyes with a thought, “of the worst that I can do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alistair’s guards were easy to persuade. Emily had been left in charge of the continuing disaster at the base of the Inverted Spire, after all, even if no specific mention of her venturing into the guarded area had been made. Emily fixed security’s glum and suspicious attitudes, turning their halos friendly and flirtatious shades of blue and pink, and they were more than happy to help her descend the remainder of the fractured stairway to where the debris field slowly ground itself out of existence. The field commander was nice enough to take her hand and help her to where she had stood beside Alistair previously, at the very base of the Spire, and was rewarded with a quick peck on his unshaved cheek. 
 
    Emily wanted to laugh as she watched the field commander blush and grin, shouting something at one of his subordinates in an excessive display of authority. She stood atop the mounds of rebar and cracked stone, and imagined that she could feel the frigid and yawning void beneath her bare feet, expelling matter into the Ether like air escapes from a puncture in a balloon. 
 
    Her vocabulary was insufficient to describe the sensation of decoherence, abandoning her human form to become liquid, seeping through the cracks and filtering the ruins, but it was something like relief, comingled with regret for abandoning the dress she had just bought at Neiman Marcus a few weeks before as she flowed down into the collapsing base of the Inverted Spire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The silver beast was a huge, vile thing, teeth protruding from a blunt snout, ears shredded to nubs, its coat matted and patchy. The Weir reeked of musk and dried blood, pale yellow eyes locked to his throat. It was old and fast, moving in the halfway form that some Weir could assume, a bipedal wolf-thing, knuckles dragging like an ape, fingers tipped with cruel talons. It burst from the stinking water of the nearby lake, charging for him across the muddy park. 
 
    Alex flinched and whimpered as the beast drew near, just enough to keep the first lunge from tearing him in half. The Weir struck, raking the boy down his back with its claws, digging furrows on either side of his spine. Alex whimpered when he wanted to scream, and collapsed when he meant to run. The Weir followed him down, clutching and tearing. 
 
    He watched the teeth, unable to move as the Weir bit down on his forearm. Even as he felt blood spill and tendons snap, Alex still could not find it within himself to scream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The passage was narrow, and grew more so, the deeper she went. Emily slowly became adapt at finding tiny ways through the chaos, packed increasingly tight by the pressure below. The temperature dropped dramatically as she descended, her liquid form freezing to crystal ice. The sensation of flowing as a semi-solid was unique and indescribable. 
 
    She dragged what she would need with her. Though it was hardly more than a few strands of cotton soaked in saliva, the burden of its solidity slowed her progress immensely. Fortunately, Emily was patient. 
 
    As she worked her way carefully down, Emily wondered what would happen to her, if she remained in her incoherent state, if her consciousness would gradually dissolve along with her body. The prospect was intriguing, but not worrisome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mr. Blue-Tie came back from wherever he had gone, and kicked Alex savagely in the midsection, leaving Alex wheezing and cursing. The other Weir must have come up behind him while he was still blind with pain, because they had a canvas bag over Alex’s head before he even realized what was going on. The burlap wrapped around his head stunk of fear and old vomit. He tried to struggle free, to pull the bag from his head, but this also turned out to be futile. Without much trouble, they wrenched his arms behind his back, and then handcuffed his wrists together. 
 
    “I’m sure you remember me, right? You know what I’m capable of. I’m going to ask once more, nicely,” Mr. Blue-Tie said, delivering another devastating kick to Alex’s stomach. It was only through an act of tremendous self-control that he avoided throwing up inside of the bag over his head. Instead, he retched involuntarily and tried to curl up tighter, half-crazy with claustrophobia and panic. “Then things are going to get ugly real fast. Where is the girl?” 
 
    Alex was glad that he didn’t know. He had no confidence in himself, not in this terrible situation. He was very afraid; terrified on a fundamental level about what he knew was going to happen to him. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Alex said honestly, pressing his knees as tight to his chin as he could manage. Even thinking the word ‘torture’ had started him shivering uncontrollably. “I thought she was with me.” 
 
    “Okay then,” Mr. Blue-Tie said with obvious relish. “Don’t say that I didn’t warn you, shithead.” 
 
    Two of the Weir grabbed Alex and carried him forcibly into the bathroom, banging his head into what seemed like every available surface on the way. In the suffocating confines of the bag, Alex could not anticipate the impacts, which made the whole experience that much worse. Eventually, they got him wrapped around one side of the bathtub, one Weir standing on either side of him, with their feet on the backs of his knees, his thighs pressed up against the cold of the tub wall. 
 
    “To refresh your memory,” said Mr. Blue-Tie, his voice made resonant by the small bathroom’s acoustics. “The question of the moment is: where is that little bitch we saw you with, earlier? No need to answer right away. I’ll give you a minute to think about it.” 
 
    When Alex felt the hand on the back of his head, he stiffened his neck against the pressure, but it was hopeless. The water was ice-cold, and the shock of hitting it almost made Alex gasp involuntarily as his head went under. The fabric of the bag soaked through immediately, and the rough burlap clung to his face, increasing the feeling of suffocation. Alex could see nothing at all, even when he opened his eyes, and he could feel nothing except the water around his head, the unyielding force of the hand on the back of his head, and the dull sound of his own legs pounding desperately against the side of the bathtub. He wondered how long they would hold him under, and the question repeated itself in his mind, became obsessive, and made him acutely aware of the agonizing passage of time. 
 
    Alex’s existence was defined by a consuming panic, an increasingly urgent need to breathe, and his eroding self-control. As Alex tried to count the seconds ticking by in his head, the dull pain in his chest grew sharper, his lungs seeming to contract, to collapse in on themselves. More than he could remember wanting anything, ever, more even than he wanted to breathe, Alex wanted the bag off his head. Drowning did not seem as bad, outside the stifling confines of the sack. 
 
    The seconds crept along imperceptibly. His chest was on fire, and his throat had started to make convulsive motions. Then they pulled his head back out of the water, and his chest convulsed, trying to force air through the waterlogged fabric that had worked into his mouth and clung to his eyes and nostrils. The pain in his chest was matched by the agony radiating out from somewhere behind his eyes. Through the bag, the lights of the bathroom were dim and strange. He spat, coughed, and squirmed helplessly on the hotel tile, frantic to pull the wet, suffocating fabric from his face. 
 
    “Was that a minute? I don’t even think it was that long. We aren’t too good at counting, Alex,” snarled Mr. Blue-Tie, his breath tickling Alex’s ear with the intimacy of a lover. “We almost lost you there. You feel like telling us anything, or do you want to test our math again?” 
 
    Alex finally drew in a long, shuddering breath, gagging as the bag worked its way more deeply into his mouth. 
 
    “Nothing, huh? Well, that’s great, as far as I’m concerned. You see,” Mr. Blue-Tie confided, pulling Alex up by his shoulders, and leaning him against the side of the bathtub, “we don’t need you to tell us anything. We’ve got this area locked down, and your girlfriend isn’t going anywhere, not without running into us. And when we find her,” he hissed, grinding his crotch against Alex obscenely, “well, maybe we’ll start with you, so you don’t have wonder what we are going to do.” 
 
    Alex felt the stiffness pressing against him and was horrified, a further level of panic and dread somehow opening beneath him, impossibly worse than the prospect of being drowned in an anonymous hotel bathtub. He wanted to say something, anything; Alex knew with cold certainty, if he had anyone to sell out, he would have done so in a heartbeat. He would not have been able to help himself, and that hurt to know. In the moment, however, he had nothing to say, and no breath with which to say it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The void was smaller than Emily anticipated, and she nearly missed it, the gravity of the breach to Ether was so great. Emily was briefly trapped in flux, pulled by the breach as she struggled toward the void, but eventually her will won out. She filtered up through the last few meters of debris, emerging as a puddle on the floor of the interrogation chamber, the strands of cotton permeated with the Changeling’s saliva carried safely within her. 
 
    The space was no more than two meters across, and less than that in height. There was just enough room to accommodate the forced evolution chamber, like a contoured metal egg, the back portion blossoming out into a rat’s nest of braided cord and spliced wire. The carbon fiber exterior was cracked and bowed beneath the weight of the collapsed levels above, but the interior shape was still intact, the clear lid separated from the chamber housing, leaving a gap of several centimeters. 
 
    The Yaojing sat beside the evolution chamber on a miraculously intact chair, debris bending around her like rain off an umbrella. Her eyes were closed and her breathing was slow and regular, the tattoos on her cheeks flashing like LEDs embedded beneath her skin. Samnang Banh’s left hand was slipped through the gap between the evolution chamber and the cover, pressed to the forehead of the blurry figure inside of the chamber, in a gesture that was almost tender. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alex searched for openings where there were none. He did his best to ignore the searing pain from his chest, from what felt like a broken bone when he attempted to move or breathe. He could force himself into action, but all the strength had left his movements. Alistair’s stance was casual, but his defense was impeccable. Every attack that Alex tried was effortlessly dodged or deflected, with a bit more damage dealt out as a reward. An attempt at a right-left combination earned Alex a knee to the midsection that knocked him to the ground. A low kick was met with a shin check that numbed the entirety of his leg. A jab to buy Alex space ended with the hilt of the knife driven painfully into his elbow, sending pins and needles down his arm. And his protocol... 
 
    “Too slow, Alex!” Alistair crowed, laughing as Alex stumbled, reeling from a blow to the side of his head that left his ears ringing. “Your protocol won’t work on me. I don’t even need to use telepathy to see it coming.” 
 
    Alex bought time, circling with his guard high. He only needed a few seconds, but Alistair knew exactly what he needed, and kept it frustratingly out of reach. Alex avoided a wild slash from the machete near his head, and gave up another step, and used the momentary respite to glance around. There were four bodies nearby, but only one was close enough to reach. The soldier was sprawled across the elevated perimeter of the room, one arm dangling over the lip above the sunken floor air, carbine nearby. 
 
    Alex made his play, feinting as if he were planning to dive for a double-leg takedown, and then diving for the carbine instead. He felt his fingers close on the barrel. 
 
    Then, impossibly, the front half of his index and middle fingers, along with the whole of his pinkie, separated from his hand and tumbled to the ground. 
 
    The blade pulled back, streaks of red across the middle. Alex watched the fragments of his fingers leak and roll on the floor, mute until the pain hit. Alex flinched, far too late, clutching his maimed right hand to his chest and crying out. He glanced at the stumps of his fingers, neatly severed and bleeding profusely, and thought briefly that he would simply pass out. Alistair’s mocking laughter brought him back to reality. 
 
    “Too bad. You really need that gun,” Alistair said, chuckling and wiping the machete clean on his pants. “Care to try again?” 
 
    Alex screamed and lunged for Alistair, meaning to hit him with a shoulder block, but collided with nothing but air. Alistair sidestepped the attack gracefully, passing so close that Alex could see the knife aimed for his head. Alex twisted desperately, the side of his face going suddenly numb. His vision blurred, and he momentarily had trouble making out the small thing lying on the ground beside him. 
 
    Then his vision cleared, and he wished it had not. 
 
    Alex scrambled to his feet and ran halfway across the room, his uninjured hand clamped to the side of his head, where his right ear had been. 
 
    Alistair was going to take him apart, piece by piece, Alex realized, in a fit of slowly dawning horror. And no one was coming to rescue him. 
 
    He leapt back up, aware that he had only made it back to standing because Alistair allowed it. His opponent laughed and spun the knife as if he were in a martial arts movie. Alex braced himself as best he could and reached for the Black Door, determined to withstand or ignore whatever Alistair threw at him. 
 
    “I think not,” Alistair said gleefully, lunging forward with the point of the blade. 
 
    Alex flinched at the proximity of the knife, shattering the routine before he could complete it. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
    The point of the machete pierced Alex’s right eye. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took a long time to remember her human form in great enough detail to regain it. 
 
    Only after she stood naked on the stone, excess moisture flash-freezing to her skin, did Emily find that troubling. Grimacing, Emily rooted around in her mouth with her finger, finally extracting a wet glob of cotton. 
 
    Emily considered the Yaojing, and the hand resting on Alex, for some time, considering whether to risk breaking their connection. Eventually, she decided against it, at least for now. 
 
    She pried at the lid of the evolution chamber, but it wouldn’t budge. Emily closed her eyes, and her arms extended like a noodle being stretched, the damp wad of cotton on the end of one very long finger. It took a few tries, but eventually she managed to place the cotton on Alex’s bloody and bitten tongue. 
 
    Emily stood back to wait. 
 
    It took a while, but patience was one of Emily’s strengths. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This will be a very long day. There will surely be dancing until very late, so do not expect me before midnight.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mai offered smoothly, with the gracefully suppressed good humor of a lifelong servant. “Shall I have a bath drawn for your return, Mistress?” 
 
    “Yes,” Anastasia said, eyes closed so an artist – imported from Shibuya for this specific purpose – could perfect the complex arrangement of liner and shadow. “I am certain that the shoes selected for the event will have crippled me by then.” 
 
    Mai gave the hand-stitched Italian pumps a quick evaluation, pausing to rub out a minor imperfection in the black leather. 
 
    “It seems likely. Shall we plan for company?”  
 
    Anastasia frowned, and was immediately chastised by the soft-spoken makeup artist. Mai shared a small smile with one of the maids, darting into the enormous bathroom with a fresh vase of hothouse roses. 
 
    “Not at all!” Anastasia snapped, to the amusement of the servants around her. “This may be my debut, but I have no intention of rushing into any sort of affair.” 
 
    The makeup artist hushed Anastasia as she turned her brushes and paints on the Mistress of the Black Sun’s lips. Mai seized the moment, much to the delight of the assembled maids. 
 
    “Certainly, Mistress.” Mai offered a deep bow Anastasia would never see, as a sort of apology for the smile on her face. “All the same…perhaps tonight we will prepare the larger baths, in the event that one of the young men turns out to be particularly eligible.” 
 
    Anastasia squirmed helplessly in the grips of her makeup artist, who scolded her in Japanese, surrounded by the excited giggles of her servants. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Great Hall of the Black Sun was the largest enclosed space in Harbin, built as a monument to the union of the Moscow-based Cartel and the Hong Kong-based Triad, symbolically placed on the disputed border between the various Chinese and Russian factions, in the heart of then-prosperous Manchuria. 
 
    Thanks to a variety of shielding and concealment protocols, the Great Hall had survived the artillery of the Red Army, the Japanese occupation, and the Cultural Revolution – but the red neon of the fried-chicken chain restaurant opened directly across the street warned that international capitalism meant to succeed where the forces of history had failed. Only a vast amount of money distributed to the right officials and invested in the right firms had prevented the ongoing development of the Dailo district from obscuring the view of the cupolas of the Saint Sophia Cathedral from the estate’s walled gardens. 
 
    Versailles was an obvious point of inspiration for the Great Hall, Renton thought, hurrying down the mirrored and gilded expanse of the massive hall, his eyes passing disinterestedly over framed paintings from Chagall and Vrubal, lush alcoves stocked with Fabergé hardstone cameos and calligraphy from Wen Zhengming. He typically would have shown interest in the array of young women about, clustered in small groups of Black Sun youths – of necessity, the daughters of the cartel rank and file, with few responsibilities – but his priority was Ana today. Perhaps even more so than usual. 
 
    He never would have admitted it – in fact, he buried the knowledge telepathically – but Renton had not slept a wink in two nights, wandering about in a haze of sullen depression and pointless anxiety. Ana had spared him the announcement of her debut until the last moment, and that courtesy enraged and humiliated him, even as he was cravenly grateful for it. 
 
    Renton’s progress was briefly impeded by a crew maneuvering an unwieldly ice sculpture, complete with polished marble base, into one of the smaller halls, where the family planned to dine after the ball. The laborers were taciturn and clumsy, and the installation was progressing poorly, to the obvious consternation of the lone maid assigned to watch over them. The Black Sun security staff must have been stretched to the breaking point, Renton reasoned, performing security checks on the thousand or so guests expected this evening. 
 
    He made a note to give Timor shit over staffing, and then promptly resumed fretting. 
 
    Ana was always going to marry someone else, Renton chided himself. There was no reason to be upset over it. 
 
    Sir? 
 
    Startled from his ruminations, Renton hurriedly organized his thoughts and packed away sentiment, before allowing his assistant and analyst, Riesa Martz, entry into his consciousness. 
 
    Yes, Riesa. What is it? 
 
    I have another message from the party in Reykjavik. A set of coordinates, and a meeting time. 
 
    When and where? 
 
    This afternoon in Scotland. My, they are in a hurry. 
 
    Apparently. What’s in Scotland, Riesa? 
 
    Nothing that I can find. It’s just an alley in a little town outside of Glasgow. On the coast. Sleepy. 
 
    Hm. Okay. Do we show any Thule personnel in country? 
 
    No, but they’ve been busy everywhere else. They use a scrambler and baffles to confuse surveillance, but they’ve been performing apports all over the globe for the last few hours. 
 
    We aren’t the only ones keeping busy. Dig deeper for me, Riesa. I want everything that could potentially tie into this, everything Thule has shown an interest in the last month. 
 
    That’s a lot of material, sir. A lot of potential connections. 
 
    Then you’d better get to work. 
 
    Business attended to, Renton returned to his reverie. 
 
    When Josef Martynova assigned Renton to his daughter’s service years before, he warned him of the inevitable end to the story of a love-struck servant. A telepathic implant was a requirement of the job, compulsions that would prevent him from crossing boundaries with his charge, and Renton had submitted to it willingly, because he could not imagine falling in love with the oddly quiet child he was sworn to protect. 
 
    Those were the easy days, before his feelings betrayed him. 
 
    It was not even that bad during her first years at the Academy. Ana felt that dating was beneath her station, speaking of her eventual marriage rarely and with a tone of resignation. Renton found it easy to pretend that the inevitable would never happen, and Anastasia did little to dissuade him.  
 
    In Renton’s mind, at least, they both preferred it that way. 
 
    The children of the Black Sun traditionally debuted at seventeen. The event for males was held the month before in Moscow, to a polite representation in the few hundreds. Tonight’s ball was nominally a shared event for all three debutants, but the near-universal attendance was for the debut of Anastasia Martynova. Special attention would be paid to whose company Ana kept – and whose invitations to dance she accepted. Speculation would be rife as to the presumed assumption of her father’s role as leader of the Black Sun, along with the position’s matrimonial obligations. 
 
    The situation did not register completely for Renton until he overhead Mai and one of her maids gossiping several weeks earlier, regarding the eligible bachelors that would vie for Ana’s attention at the Ball. The Black Sun was a meritocracy, and standing among the families and subsidiary cartels was necessarily fluid, so at present four other families could potentially contend with the Martynova family for dominance. Two had sons of an appropriate age, while the other two had adopted promising orphans and groomed them for the same purpose. All would presumably fall all over themselves to attract Ana’s notice at the Ball, if not before. 
 
    Renton caught himself grinding his teeth. He paused briefly to ensure his composure before knocking gently on the bombproof door of Ana’s chambers. 
 
    A discreet telepathic intrusion confirmed his identity and the door opened. Deep circles surrounded Timor Zharova’s eyes, and his voice was slightly hoarse, but Renton nonetheless wished he could wear a suit as naturally as Timor wore his pinstriped Italian number. 
 
    “Renton.” Timor shook his hand and led him inside. “Welcome.” 
 
    The bodyguard escorted him through the entry to the makeshift security room, little more than a desk with a pair of folding chairs to furnish it. 
 
    “You look nervous.” 
 
    “I’m a bodyguard who isn’t allowed within three rooms of his principal,” Timor complained, pacing the length of a room like a caged animal. “You’re damn right I’m nervous! I’m beside myself! The last time I saw Ana was two hours ago. She could be kidnapped and halfway to Macau for all I know.” 
 
    Renton laughed and patted Timor on the shoulder. 
 
    “Is Mai with her?” 
 
    Timor nodded. 
 
    “Anastasia is in more capable hands than ours,” Renton said, with a self-conscious shrug. “Mai chooses her staff carefully, and Ana’s safety is paramount to her. Your hypothetical kidnappers wouldn’t stand a chance against the full fury of Ana’s maids.” 
 
    “Is that a joke? I can never tell.” 
 
    “Not at all! One of Ana’s maids – you know Kisma? – was a candidate for Auditors a few years back, and Thiri – the tall one with glasses – was a combat telepath in the cartel forces until Mai recruited her. That’s not counting Mai herself, former leading light of the Hegemony until Ana got her hooks in. Those ladies would have us for breakfast.” 
 
    “You, maybe.” Timor shook his head ruefully. “I take a more hands off approach.” 
 
    Renton grinned, his view of Timor having slowly evolved from potential rival to a sort of secret ally. Lacking the company of his sister, Timor had started sharing his worries over Ana and looking to Renton as a mentor. If Renton could no longer be at her side, it was not the worst arrangement. Timor was entertaining, and his observations and griping were as close to Ana’s daily life as Renton could currently get. Even better, for obvious reasons, Renton trusted him not to develop a thing for Ana. 
 
    It was not much, but it helped him sleep. Up until recently, anyway. 
 
    “You here to see Ana?” 
 
    “I have an update on a couple of things.” 
 
    “Priority?” 
 
    “Fucking high, Timor, or I wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Sorry. You know I have to ask.” 
 
    “Just buzz me in, okay? I’ve got stuff to do.” 
 
    “Watch how fast I go,” Timor said, laughing. “Are you going to the Ball?” 
 
    “My attendance has been deemed mandatory,” Renton said, a bit louder than intended. “Political stuff. You?” 
 
    “Attendance is part of my job,” Timor reminded him, eyebrows raised in surprise. “You know that.” 
 
    Timor knocked on the interior door and conferred briefly with someone in Ukrainian. A brisk telepathic probe confirmed Renton’s identity a second time. Mai opened the interior door after a suitable delay, wearing a simple black dress that accented her slim figure. Renton noticed with approval. 
 
    “Good morning, Mr. Hall.” Mai smiled pertly, showing not a hint of the exhaustion that must have dwarfed his own. “How very nice to receive an unexpected visit at such a terribly busy time.”  
 
    “Thanks, Mai. How are you this morning?” Renton flashed his best smile out of habit. “I hope preparations for the Ball haven’t run you completely ragged.” 
 
    She led him into the frontier of Ana’s chambers, closing the door on poor, anxious Timor. 
 
    “I find no burden in my duties, Mr. Hall,” Mai said modestly. “There is joy in service.” 
 
    Renton found himself nodding. 
 
    “That’s…a good point, Mai. Thanks.” 
 
    For the first time in his memory, Mai looked surprised, gesturing for Renton to take one of the cloth-backed chairs arranged neatly in the parlor. 
 
    “Please wait here, Mr. Hall,” Mai said. “Miss Martynova is presently occupied…” 
 
    “Makeup?” 
 
    “…but I am certain she will wish to hear whatever you have to say.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mai.” 
 
    The head maid bowed and then retreated to the inner rooms, where servants would be laboring frantically over Ana, her dress, and the minutia of the ball. Renton leaned his head against the wall and closed his eyes, the missed sleep catching up with him. Rumor was that Anastasia’s dance card had been the subject of months of intense preparation, but the contents were a secret known only by Ana and her maids-in-waiting. Like much of the Black Sun at large, Renton had spent the last few days contemplating options, and making his own assessment of the potential candidates – all of whom he found severely lacking. 
 
    Among the Great Families of the cartels, marriages were uniformly political. Ana’s marriage would be an especially dramatic example of the breed, however, because her requirements were so well known. Everything, after all, came down to wresting control of the Black Sun Cartel from her father, Josef Martynova, in a clean and painless a manner. 
 
    Anastasia could count on the support of most of the Asian cartels beneath the Black Sun banner, who had pledged their loyalty to her mother, along with the more internationally-minded members of the Russian and European. The traditionalists in the Black Sun were grouped under Josef Martynova's authority, particularly the conservative families in Moscow and their subsidiary cartels in Eastern Europe and South America. The allegiances of this block would only be available to Ana if she were already the overwhelming favorite for cartel leadership. 
 
    For Anastasia Martynova to become Mistress of the Black Sun, in Renton’s estimation, she needed at least one of the Great Families to declare for her. The peripheral cartels and subsidiaries in North America, Japan and North Africa hewed to the traditional loyalties of the Great Families, but they could be persuaded. Anastasia had cultivated ties with several important groups of semiautonomous cartels within the sphere of Black Sun influence, but without the backing of at least one Great Family, she would achieve little more than a bare majority. 
 
    That meant open conflict with the conservative faction, and perhaps even Josef Martynova himself, which would be a disaster for the Black Sun, as well as for Anastasia personally. The Hegemony had waited generations for exactly such an opportunity. 
 
    “Mr. Hall?” Renton opened his eyes to find Mai standing over him. “Lady Martynova will see you now.” 
 
    Renton nodded wearily and followed her to Ana’s private chambers. 
 
    The outer rooms were occupied by the supplies and accoutrements of a veritable army of stylists, tailors, and cobblers. As Renton hurried after the serene head maid, he heard snatches of agitated conversation in Italian, a discussion of eyeshadow conducted in a stew of Japanese and French, and a maid with a Caribbean accent reading a hapless Russian flower vendor the Riot Act. The rooms buzzed with activity like an overturned hive. As a concession to the cold outside, the fireplaces roared in every room. 
 
    They hurried across a short hallway lined with guest bedrooms for the servants, sleeping two each in dormitory-style bunk beds. Philippine and Nepalese maids rushed about, attempting to tame the disorder the consultants and stylists created, under the supervision of Mai’s lieutenant, Jira, the daughter of a clan of Punjabi butlers trained in Britain. She spared Mai and Renton a quick wave and polite smile before running off to handle a wardrobe issue. 
 
    Renton waved at her disappearing back, admiring, among other things, her efficiency. 
 
    Another receiving room followed, this one pristine. The walls were lined with art he didn’t recognize, scenes of antiquated Moscow and Shanghai and portraits of fierce-faced old men. Likely intended for Anastasia’s private use, the room had been redecorated since his last audience. 
 
    Renton tried to take it in stride when Mai led him straight through the receiving room and into the antechamber outside of Ana’s bedroom. This area had been declared off limits to him since Ana was ten, and it wasn’t like Ana to allow an exception. 
 
    Mai paused at the door. 
 
    “I apologize, Mr. Hall.” Mai sounded amused rather than apologetic. “The Mistress is terribly busy, as you might imagine. She has chosen to receive you in her chambers as she is prepared for the ball. Please forgive the stylists; also, please forgive – and forget! – the unready state of her appearance.” Mai smiled at him and it felt like a warning. “You know how important tonight is, Mr. Hall.” 
 
    “I do,” he said, forcing a return smile through unseemly anxiety. “Consider any unnecessary thing already forgotten.” 
 
    Renton followed Mai into the bedroom, praying for a scandalous state of undress. 
 
    He was disappointed, but only mildly. 
 
    Anastasia sat on the white canopied bed, put out and uncomfortable, while a pair of women worked on her feet and whispered to each other in Korean. One applied a pumice stone to Ana’s left heel with vigor, while the other worked with a file on the nails of her right foot. Ana wore a black terrycloth robe with a matching towel wrapped around her hair, legs bare and shiny with fragrant lotion. Svetlana slept in a small chair in the corner of the room, curled into a ball on the cushion. Clearly, the apport technician’s abilities had seen taxing recent use. 
 
    “Hello, Renton.” Ana looked happy to see him, which worked for Renton, even if all she wanted was a distraction. “What news?” 
 
    “Milady,” he said, dipping his head. “You look beautiful, as always. I am sure you will be the belle of the ball.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ana said huffily. “That is a given, is it not? This is my ball. Or did you think that Ilyana Medvedkova would have the fullest dance card?” 
 
    Renton laughed, but he felt a little bad for Ilyana – and Su Gao, for that matter. They both seemed like nice-enough girls, with the misfortune to share a debut with the most powerful young lady in Black Sun history. It must have been a galling prospect to be a distant second on the most important night of their lives thus far, though they would be wise to smile graciously throughout the evening regardless. Renton felt particularly bad for Ilyana, having conducted a brief affair with her a few years before. 
 
    Renton wondered if he would be doing Ilyana a favor by asking her to dance that evening, given the enhanced perception of his status as Anastasia’s lieutenant and representative in the Assembly. He shuddered briefly at the thought of his own respectability, and then wondered exactly how generous he felt. Ilyana had been entertaining, in her own way… 
 
    “You must have something to say,” Anastasia prompted, wincing at the aggressive dual pedicure. “What is it?” 
 
    Renton hesitated, and Anastasia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “All the technicians have telepathic blinders implanted,” Anastasia explained, gesturing at the women working on her feet. “They hear nonsense in a language they do not understand when we talk. As for my servants, I trust each of them with my life. Speak freely.” 
 
    “Of course,” Renton said. He shared Ana’s confidence – after all, Renton had performed due diligence on every staff member. Multiple times, with the more amiable maids. “I’m sorry for the timing, but this won’t wait. I’m sure you remember Dr. Graaf – that weird little Belgian we picked up from the Far Shores, after all the Anathema’s agents went belly up? Short guy, smokes terrible cigars?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Anastasia said impatiently. “The traitor scientist we recruited from the ruins of the Far Shores. He performed much of the work on the restoration of the World Tree, as I recall.” 
 
    “That’s the one. We’ve had Dr. Graaf working out of the Gobi site for some time now…” 
 
    “That’s the synthesis project, correct?” 
 
    “Yeah, the one that Wa and Leibevich have been working on. Dr. Graaf has been all sorts of helpful, incidentally, if a pill to work with.” 
 
    “Given the extent of the telepathic implantation to which he was subjected, I would hope so. His allegiance was an expensive achievement.” 
 
    “I remember.” Renton had spearheaded that interrogation and enfolding, and was sitting on a few choice extracted memories, should Dr. Graaf unexpectedly recover his spine. “The science guys seem to think it was worth it.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Yesterday I wasn’t so sure. Today, I think it was a damn bargain.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Ana looked intrigued for the first time, brushing away the grumbling woman with the pumice stone. “You visited the facility, then?” 
 
    “Yes. Just returned to Central from China a few hours ago. Dr. Wa and Dr. Graaf were able to arrange a demonstration of their most recent production.” 
 
    He paused, for effect…and fun. 
 
    “Well?” Anastasia looked delightfully annoyed. “Don’t be coy, Renton.” 
 
    “I think you got your money’s worth.” Renton shrugged. “The process is the same, but the new patches are more specialized and effective, tailored for specific protocols.” Renton’s hand brushed over his breast pocket, which contained one of the nanite-infused dermal patches in question, a parting gift from Lady Gao. “The demonstration was impressive, though Dr. Wa seems quite concerned about the potential for lasting injury or diminishment for regular users.” 
 
    “Let him worry over something useful.” Anastasia paused briefly to admire the nail technicians work. “I have no intention of making a habit of such augmentation.” 
 
    “That aside,” Renton said, “I’m not sure what specific application you could have in mind.” 
 
    “That is as it should be,” Anastasia said. “Is there more?” 
 
    “Yes.” Renton battled the urge to move closer, aware that Mai’s good humor would evaporate in an instant if he were overly familiar with the Mistress of the Black Sun. “Lord Thule contacted me via his niece, Lóa Thule. He wants a face-to-face meeting.” 
 
    “This is hardly the time.” Anastasia gestured at the madness which surrounded her. “I’m in no state for diplomacy, Renton.” 
 
    “Believe me, I tried to demur on your behalf,” Renton explained. “He insisted that I pass along the message – and his urgency – and he is a precognitive. Maybe he knows something we need to know.” 
 
    Ana’s expression darkened, and the chatter of the servants gradually died down around them. 
 
    “Damn it, Renton,” Anastasia snapped. “Can you not see that I am busy? You are my representative and advocate, are you not?” 
 
    “Of course! I only meant…” 
 
    “…to inform me, yes. With that duty discharged, I delegate the responsibility for negotiations to you, Renton. Speak to the Thule Cartel with my full authority, and resolve whatever matters may arise from the conversation as best you see fit. Consult me only if affairs are of the utmost urgency – what you have told me today being far from that standard, incidentally. Understood?” 
 
    “Yes, Ana.” Renton added a hasty bow when he noticed Mai’s narrowed eyes. “I’ll see to it right away.” 
 
    “Do that.” 
 
    Renton turned on his heel and headed for the door, to find that Mai anticipated him and held it open for his departure. She really was good. 
 
    “Oh, Renton?” Anastasia’s call halted him at the doorway. When Renton looked back, Anastasia was involved in selecting a color from a collection of fabric swatches. “I have taken the liberty of arranging a dance card for you this evening.” 
 
    Renton was certain that the many women in the adjoining rooms were all laughing at him, though they made no obvious sign of it. 
 
    “You did?” Again, he was grinding his teeth. “Ah…thank you, milady.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” 
 
    “Could I see it, perhaps?” 
 
    “Whatever for?” Anastasia glanced up briefly from the swatch, cheeks flushed with humor. “Do you doubt my ability as a matchmaker, Renton?” 
 
    “Not at all!” Renton cried out, while thinking the exact opposite. “I will look forward to the surprise, then.” 
 
    “Yes, I imagine you might.” Anastasia waved him away. “You never know, Renton. There may be a girl out there for you, after all.” 
 
    Then Mai led him gently from Ana’s chambers, leaving Renton to worry over Gaul Thule, politics, and mixed messages. 
 
    Maybe it was time to move on, Renton told himself, hurrying down the gilded hallway, past all the important people with nothing to do. Time to give up on the dream he could not even dare to think without erecting telepathic defenses, and start thinking about a realistic future. Anastasia was not the only one who could improve their standing with a strategic marriage, after all, and his role as the right hand of the future Mistress of the Black Sun might make the ladies very curious indeed. 
 
    Yes, Renton thought, slipping into a waiting limousine that would ferry him out of the range of the apport-baffling technology the estate employed – that was exactly the line he would deliver, to whomever Anastasia had elected to be his partners for the evening. 
 
    One of them would go for it, Renton thought with a slow private smile. Maybe more than one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Is all of this truly necessary, Mai?” 
 
    “Naturally, Mistress.” 
 
    “Must it be now?” Anastasia sighed. “There is no possibility of perhaps delaying until after my debut?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not.” The lady’s maid took a step back to regard Anastasia. “Your hair is perfect.” Three hours of labor ensured that. “Your dress and shoes are exquisite.” Tens of thousands of dollars invested. “Your makeup is the very best.” Time and money, again. “Think of it as armor, Mistress. You will never be better suited for this particular battle.” 
 
    Anastasia shook her head gingerly, afraid to upset her hair, and adjusted her corset slightly. 
 
    “Very well. If I must.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit! Now, try not to look too reluctant.” 
 
    Mai smiled and glided to the door to exchange whispers with staff. Anastasia erased any trace of moodiness from her face, striving to create the perfect balance between a polite welcome and beguiling indifference, as she had been coached. She found herself wishing that she had asked Mai for pointers on beguiling before she left. Mai was quite good at that, after all. 
 
    A liveried Vietnamese maid opened the door and announced the Yurchenko Family in flawless Russian, guiding Olesya and her son Simeon to chairs situated in front of but suitably below the dais where Anastasia rested. She nodded generously to her guests, and they both offered deep bows in return. Olesya required the assistance of a maid to find her chair, nearly blind from retinal damage sustained during her Activation. Simeon, Anastasia noted approvingly, remained standing until his mother was seated. 
 
    “It has been too long, Olesya.” Anastasia put a slight emphasis on her familiar usage of the older woman’s name. “It is good to see you! Simeon, you look well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lady Martynova, for making time for us,” Olesya said, voice hushed reverently. “I know how busy this day must be for you.” 
 
    “It is rather hectic.” Anastasia smiled politely. “I can always make time for you, however, Olesya.” 
 
    This was provisionally true, because Olesya Yurchenko had exercised the utmost discretion in utilizing that privilege. Olesya and the Yurchenko family had been loyal supporters of Anastasia’s mother, transferring their loyalties effortlessly to her daughter on her death. 
 
    Olesya herself was a former classmate of Anastasia’s mother; a bookish woman in her apparent mid-fifties, with curly salt and pepper hair, horn-rimmed glasses, perfectly smooth skin, and tapered eyes that hinted at some Taiwanese ancestry. Anastasia had known her since childhood, and held in her in some esteem. They had enjoyed a comfortable working relationship for years, spoke only Russian in private, and occasionally reminisced about Anastasia’s mother – particularly around Christmas, when Olesya relaxed her usual prohibitions on alcohol. 
 
    Her son Simeon was markedly less personable, though apparently just as loyal. He had graduated the Academy three years earlier, excelling in the Program, and had since distinguished himself in both family negotiation and cartel intelligence. Anastasia had him thoroughly checked over the years, of course, but her agents never turned up anything of note. Like his mother, Simeon was stubborn and determined. Simeon was ambitious and strategically minded like his father. He showed no inclination to drink himself to death, however, as his father had. 
 
    “I will not overstay my welcome,” Olesya promised, smoothing her generous skirts. “Except to remark on your beauty, milady. You remind me more of your mother with each passing year.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded. This year, she thought, there might be some truth to that observation. Three and a half centimeters might not have been much, but it was something.  
 
    “Thank you, Olesya. I can only hope to match your own loveliness. My father, among others, has never forgotten the figure you cut at your own debut.” 
 
    Olesya blushed and waved off the compliment.  
 
    “You flatter me, milady! Let us put all this aside, however, given the importance of the day.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded again and waited. 
 
    “In the matter of your debut tonight,” Olesya said, eyes nervously averted, “I would request a favor, Mistress.” 
 
    “There can be no favors, Olesya, because there can be no debts between us,” Anastasia stated firmly. “You were – are – my mother’s childhood friend and confidant. I will freely give to you whatever you might desire, Olesya, if only it be within the scope of my limited authority.” 
 
    “You are too kind, Lady Martynova!” Olesya cried out, blushing. “I would never ask for such a favor, however.” 
 
    “Thus shall you receive.” Anastasia curbed her impatience. “What can I do?” 
 
    Olesya nodded and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Very well. You have met my son, Simeon.” 
 
    Anastasia had to admit that despite all that, she did not care at all for his hair, which was both excessively styled and entirely too long for her tastes. Other than that, he was fine enough to look at, she supposed, though not nearly as inspiring as Timor. As a dance partner, however, he seemed acceptably presentable. 
 
    “Yes, I have.” Anastasia shot the boy a glance that garnered no reaction. Simeon sat stiff and upright, hands resting on his thighs, expansive chest puffed out, eyes politely focused on the middle distance. “We attended class together at the Academy, one semester, and we have been introduced at cartel events.” 
 
    “I assume that he has rarely spoken to you,” Olesya said, with a knowing grin. “His father was the same. Tongue-tied around the pretty girls.” 
 
    “I cannot imagine how he ever managed to woo you, then, Olesya.” 
 
    “Oh, stop! To be honest, though, he didn’t. Our parents arranged the union in the wake of my debut. Different times, you understand.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anastasia agreed chillily. “How things do change.” 
 
    The change had occurred at Anastasia’s mother’s insistence a decade earlier. Another reason the conservative faction within the Black Sun held animosity toward the Martynova clan. 
 
    “Quite so! It can be rather disconcerting.” 
 
    “Isn’t it just.” 
 
    “My son will never approach of you of his own accord, and your mother – bless her soul – has gone ahead of us.” Olesya’s hand brushed the icons of the Eastern Church that she wore around her neck on worked gold chains. “That’s why I’ve come to present Simeon Yurchenko, the son of Anatoli Yurchenko, confirmed heir to the Yurev Oblast and the Longmire Cartel, a graduate of the Academy and the Khakassia Refining facility…” 
 
    Simeon stared intently at his feet. Anastasia nodded and kept her expression neutral. 
 
    “…already leading his own reconnaissance unit, in anticipation of assuming full control of cartel affairs at the close of the year. He has served the Black Sun as an intelligence analyst and Operator…” 
 
    “With distinction,” Anastasia said, favoring Simeon with a brief smile. He frowned and grumbled in the endearingly gruff manner of Russian men. “As I recall.” 
 
    Anastasia had discretely maneuvered him out of Renton’s command and to safer harbors when she discovered Simeon’s intentions to serve in intelligence, out of an abundance of caution. Her former bodyguard was not to be trusted alone with a potential suitor, Anastasia suspected, until such matters were settled. 
 
    “It pleases me to hear you say that, milady. He has made me proud, if I might speak truly, Mistress.” 
 
    More reddening and pained muttering. Anastasia found herself liking this side of the boy. 
 
    “He is patient, hardworking, and sober,” Olesya explained, her words unpacking a restrained sadness. Sobriety, Anastasia knew, was an important virtue in the Yurchenko house, after the ignominy of Anatoli’s passing. “He has earned the respect and trust of the Operators under his command, his cartel, and his family.” 
 
    “Of the Black Sun as well,” Anastasia added, studying Simeon closely. “I have heard a great deal about the Operator from the Donbass, and that his actions – diplomatic and otherwise – aided greatly in securing Mariupol without excessive bloodshed. The Operator in command, Lord Qi, spoke extensively of your tenacity and initiative, Simeon.” 
 
    He finally met her eyes. They were the soft brown color of the creek near her dacha when it ran with mud in the summer. 
 
    “I am honored to serve,” Simeon said, his Moscow accent diluted by an education obtained abroad. “The Black Sun, and yourself, Mistress.” 
 
    “In that order?” 
 
    Olesya gave Simeon a worried glance, but Simeon never noticed. His brow furrowed and his frown deepened, but he plowed forward the way Anastasia had suspected he might. 
 
    “No, Mistress. I reversed my loyalties, for the sake of decorum.” 
 
    “Then you exercised good judgement.” Anastasia regarded the mother and son thoughtfully. “Your priorities are firmly in order. Tell me, then, Simeon – what do you do for fun?” 
 
    More discomfort as he grimly approached the problem. Anastasia appreciated Simeon’s fatalism. 
 
    “Simeon enjoys riding horseback and camping in the back country,” Olesya explained hurriedly. “Also, archery, American detective novels…” 
 
    “Mother, please…” 
 
    “…hockey, that awful PlayStation with all the shooting games, I’m sure you’ve heard about it…” 
 
    “Mother!” Simeon gave Anastasia a mortified look. “Not since I was a child, you understand.” 
 
    “You were a child quite recently, then. There is no point in hiding anything from our Mistress. The truth will find its way to her,” Olesya explained firmly. “Simeon also spends more time than I would like at a filthy warehouse with his questionable friends…” 
 
    “Mother!” 
 
    “…who, I would admit, if pressed, are not entirely worthless. You might think as much, from the way they dress, but really, with his generation, that just seems to be normal.” 
 
    “Mother, please!” 
 
    “You said something about a warehouse?” Exhaustion curbed her amusement. “Are you a fan of electronic music, then?” 
 
    “No, not raves. It’s…” 
 
    “…nonsense,” his mother sniffed. “Robots dressed as nurses and bathtubs of fake blood and fire-breathing bears…” 
 
    “…art,” Simeon finished, clearly mortified. “Installation art.” 
 
    “It’s foolishness,” Olesya said firmly. “I worry that he doesn’t get enough sleep. It isn’t all bad, though. The statue he made for the last show was quite nice, even if you can’t tell at all what it’s supposed to be. That’s art these days, though.” 
 
    “I must make time to visit your studio, Simeon,” Anastasia said approvingly. “I was completely unaware.” 
 
    “Simeon has merit, Mistress.” Olesya hesitated. “With respect, he will make a good husband.” 
 
    Simeon looked at the ground and turned approximately the shade of a ripened tomato. 
 
    “I am certain that he will.” Anastasia agreed. “He is not already promised elsewhere?” 
 
    The question was rhetorical. The whole conversation was a formality. Anastasia knew that her guests hung on every word nevertheless, and privately she found their enthusiasm mildly contagious. 
 
    “No, Mistress.”  
 
    Olesya considered saying more, but decorum stopped her from stating the obvious – by accident of birth and station, Simeon had been reserved for Anastasia from childhood, on the off chance that Josef Martynova might think him a good match for his daughter. His dance card for the evening was an audacious blank. 
 
    Anastasia took a long, thoughtful look at Simeon. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet, Simeon.” Anastasia noted. “And all we’ve done is discuss you, rather rudely ignoring your thoughts on the matter. Tell me, if you would – what do you think of the prospect of marriage?” 
 
    His eyes narrowed, the corners of his mouth curling into a habitual frown. Olesya opened her mouth to respond for him, but Anastasia silenced her with a glance. 
 
    “You are my Mistress. I would be whatever you would make of me.” 
 
    This, Anastasia thought with exasperation, was no way to get to know a boy. 
 
    “That is not a bad answer,” Anastasia allowed, mildly let down. “Not a particularly bold one, however. I appreciate a restrained degree of boldness, personally.” 
 
    Simeon grimaced and nodded. Olesya covered her mouth. 
 
    “Remember that, Simeon.” Anastasia nodded at the maid in the corner of the room. “For when we meet again.” 
 
    Another grim nod from Simeon, while panic and hope fought it out on Olesya’s face. 
 
    “Perhaps another opportunity will arise?” Anastasia smiled gently as the maid and Simeon helped Olesya to her feet. “Tonight, for example. At the ball.” 
 
    Simeon met her eyes while leading his mother by her frail hands. 
 
    “If you have even a moment, I would be honored.” 
 
    “Can you dance, Simeon?” 
 
    “I’ve had lessons, Mistress.” 
 
    “Is that so? Should you be feeling bold, then, Simeon, you might find me receptive, say…around the third dance? Yes, the third would be a good choice.” 
 
    Simeon simply nodded and straightened his shoulders, while Olesya looked like she might faint. 
 
    “Till then, Olesya, Simeon.” 
 
    The maid led them out and, once she was sure they were gone, Anastasia had a quiet laugh in an empty room. 
 
    It was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton was unused to delays. When he needed an apport, he generally just found Svetlana and bugged her until she took him where he needed to go. Since that was out of the question, Renton went to the staff and requisitioned an apport, resigning himself to the delay. He spent a quarter of an hour pacing the floor before they found him an outbound apport with a technician with a blonde weave and a runny nose. The apport took him as far as Edinburgh, where the tech planned on picking up a set of VIPs bound to Ana’s debut. It was hardly the smoothest apport he had ever experienced, but Renton arrived intact and nearly on schedule. 
 
    The Edinburgh Black Sun office was a disaster, much of the staff pulled for duty in Harbin, the higher-ups busy trying on their nicest clothes for the Ball. Renton marched in and pulled rank, quickly rounding up a field Operator who was just barely qualified enough to drive the car. He dragged the kid out of a break room, requisitioned the first sedan he could find the keys for in the motor pool, and then lay down in the back seat of the late-model BMW and instructed the young Operator to drive him to Dunbar, on the coast, perhaps thirty minutes away in traffic. 
 
    Ignoring questions and grumbling, Renton gave himself firm telepathic instructions not to wake up for the next twenty minutes for anything, beyond summons from Anastasia herself. If it was something inconsequential, such as an attack or a car fire, Renton trusted that it would work itself out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How was your trip, Lady Gao?” 
 
    Lady Gao smiled her enigmatic smile – the one she had inherited from her mother, along with a reputation for insight and careful action. Her family claimed descent from the Triad which gave the Black Sun its name, during the Russian merger, and her family still controlled a substantial portion of the Black Sun’s interests in southeast Asia. 
 
    “Troublesome. The road to this place is in poor repair, Lady Martynova.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded sympathetically. For security reasons, her guests were forced to apport to prearranged remote locations, where they were met by staff well outside of Harbin proper, and then driven the final fifty kilometers to the estate. 
 
    “By design, I’m afraid. My staff prefer a thorough look at all our guests before arrival. You understand.” 
 
    Lady Gao nodded in weary agreement. 
 
    “Quite so, milady. A burden we all share in unsettled times.” 
 
    “Your affairs in Hong Kong – I was informed you made the trip from Gansu. Did you resolve matters to your satisfaction?” 
 
    The responsibilities placed on the Gao Cartel included the protection and maintenance of the Black Sun’s secretive research facilities, embedded within the PRC spaceport in the Gobi Desert for convenience and security, as well as more public manufacturing and fabrication plants in Hong Kong and Macau. 
 
    “Oh, yes. I merely accompanied my husband on a visit to renew old contacts and acquaintances. The whole affair was greatly exaggerated, to be honest.” 
 
    Lady Gao was not being honest, as they both knew. By the time the Gao family departed from Hong Kong, fourteen Operators and associates of the Black Sun, suspected of treason – or, at the very least, stupidity and greed – were summarily judged and executed. While Lord Gao was the physical instrument of their destruction, it was Lady Gao’s telepathic talents that facilitated his work. The diminishment of her role was a reflexive social nicety; a relic from her mother’s era that Anastasia despised, but tolerated out of necessity. 
 
    “Indeed. As always, I trust you to put things right.” 
 
    Lady Gao simply nodded, her hair still gleaming black at more than seventy years. She wore a tailored suit and skirt with an antique golden comb in her hair that Anastasia immediately coveted. The modest amount of jewelry and makeup she wore accented her pleasantly rounded appearance. A heartbreaker in her younger days, Lady Gao had put on weight during a decade of miscarriages and fertility treatment. She was an old friend of Anastasia’s mother, from their days at the Academy, despite the marked social gap between them. Lady Gao had married a vampire shortly after graduation, and then personally deposed the leadership of her cartel, changing the cartel’s name to match her own recently acquired moniker. 
 
    Anastasia had known Lady Gao since childhood, and they always got along quite well. 
 
    “How is your brother and his young family, Lady Martynova?” 
 
    “They are doing well. Kirsten is more trouble every day,” Anastasia responded, with just a hint of impatience. “I understand that your niece, Su, will be debuting tonight as well?” 
 
    A very discrete clinic had helped work around the fertility issues Lord Gao’s vampirism created. After several heartbreaking failures, Lady Gao managed to have two healthy children, both daughters, nearly dying in the process. Doctors forbid further pregnancies, threatening Lady Gao’s dynastic ambitions. 
 
    “Quite true, milady. She’s a dear girl, and the whole family is thrilled for her. As for the debut, this meeting is a formality, and we will not keep you long.” Lady Gao’s voice was smooth with the assurance of long association. “You look radiant, by the way, Mistress. Your mother would be proud.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I would like to present my son, Daniel Gao.” Daniel Gao sat bolt upright at the mention of his name, face studiously blank. “I am certain that the two of you know each other already.” 
 
    Daniel was two years ahead of Anastasia at the Academy, as she recalled, and had managed affairs for his class with competence. They had met perhaps once a month to review candidates for cartel membership and exchange pleasantries. Ana had found the time to be not objectionable. 
 
    “Yes, I do remember. Pleasant to see you again, Daniel.” 
 
    The boy reminded her instantly of his father through his mannerisms: the way he stood partway from his chair so that he could bow when he addressed her, the confident urgency of his movements, and the way he clasped his hands behind his back. Of course, there was no other physical resemblance. 
 
    “Mistress,” he said, voice deeper than she recalled. “An honor.” 
 
    Lord Gao was slim and short, of Han Chinese extraction, with a modest Tibetan contribution. His adopted son, on the other hand was of mixed Gambian and Pakistani origin, arrested on drug charges during a police sweep of Hong Kong, and later discovered at a PRC Detention Center, during a charity-funded medical clinic the Black Sun arranged. His age, native command of Mandarin, and F-Class protocol had immediately caught the attention of the Gao Cartel, who began scouting orphans after Lady Gao’s fertility treatments failed. Seven months after arriving at the Academy, Daniel was sufficiently persuaded to commit, to the Gao Cartel and the Black Sun. 
 
    “How have you been, Daniel?” 
 
    His trajectory since joining the cartel had been one of a marked rise, in compliment with his thoughtful demeanor. He wore steel-rimmed glasses that Ana knew were cosmetic, along with a pin-stripe suit cut just a little too slim for her tastes, and kept his curly hair clipped short and regular. 
 
    “Very good, Mistress. Things are going well.” 
 
    That was Ana’s opinion as well. Daniel worked in the diplomatic arm of the Black Sun, primarily negotiating contracts between cartels. His work had won cautious praise from a council of elderly clerks and lawyers who rarely bestowed it. 
 
    “You’ve been developing something of a reputation. For quality work, among other things.” 
 
    Lady Gao faltered, masking her hesitancy with an apologetic smile. 
 
    “Mistress, despite what you may have heard…” 
 
    “Mother, if you please,” Daniel Gao said politely. “The duel to which you refer, milady, was not something which I undertook lightly.” 
 
    Anastasia covered her mouth with her fan to hide her amusement. 
 
    “Oh, yes, of course, Daniel,” Anastasia said, smiling pertly. “I would be more inclined to sanction a man who failed to advocate for his sister. Regardless of how important the person they skewered was to the Black Sun.” 
 
    Daniel Gao took two steps forward, and then sank to his knees a respectful distance from Anastasia’s chair. 
 
    “I offer my deepest apologies for any harm suffered by the Black Sun, or by my Mistress. I will accept whatever punishment or sanction you find appropriate,” he said, head bowed. “I will not apologize for my actions.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded approvingly. 
 
    “Nor should you. No one profits from an apology. Do not make a habit of offering them,” she ordered, sharing a smile with Lady Gao. “Instead, give no unintended offense. Rise and rejoin your mother.” 
 
    Anastasia noted the possessive way Lady Gao touched the back of his neck when he returned, simultaneously reassuring and chiding. 
 
    “The incident is closed, my friends. There will be no sanction; merely a request to take more measured action in the future.” 
 
    Daniel Gao merely nodded, while his mother looked relieved. 
 
    “In that case,” Lady Gao offered rapidly, “my son wishes to express…” 
 
    “Mother, please.” Daniel’s expression was strained, but kindly. “Mistress, may I speak?” 
 
    Anastasia assented, the lower half of her face concealed by her fan. 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “Your debut is this evening, Mistress.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded. 
 
    “In the unlikely event that your dance card is not full, Mistress, then I would humbly offer myself as a partner – even an escort to the ball, should you require one.” Lady Gao covered her mouth at her son’s effrontery, but Anastasia was covertly pleased. “Failing that, Mistress, if you would have my service, in any capacity, then that would be the highest honor I could achieve.” 
 
    “It would indeed,” Anastasia said approvingly. “I will accept your service, Daniel, gladly. As for the ball, my card is quite full, leaving me in the unfortunate position of refusing many well-intended invitations.” 
 
    Daniel Gao nodded calmly. Lady Gao concealed her disappointment with less success. 
 
    “With that in mind,” Anastasia added, as if in afterthought, “do be sure to arrive promptly tonight, Daniel. The second dance always begins earlier than one expects, and I would hate so dreadfully to be forced to find a new partner.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The car heater blasted away relentlessly, shriveling his sinuses, but Renton woke up freezing at the end of his nap, huddling deeper beneath his overcoat and telepathically ensuring that his teeth would not chatter. He looked out the window at soggy green hills and dreary coast and decided that he hated Scotland. 
 
    Seeing no further possibility of sleep, and judging that he had another ten minutes of crawling through traffic, Renton connected to the Etheric Network and downloaded the latest digest his industrious staff of analysts had prepared for him. 
 
    There had been an increase in Hegemony intelligence chatter in the last two days, electronic and telepathic. The analysts were divided as to why – one thought it the result of duplicate intelligence services running parallel operations, while the other two attributed it to a general buildup of hostilities in the wake of the losses the Black Sun sustained during the Anathema invasion. 
 
    The crowded mess of claims in South China Sea continued to vex larger international affairs, with nearly every major cartel somehow caught up in the perpetually renewing conflict. Maneuverings last night had changed the balance of power in the region several times, only for the status quo to reassert itself by morning. Renton allowed himself to feel a moment of superiority before continuing. 
 
    Siberia was quiet, for once. The latest attempts at pacification, spearheaded by Ana’s uncle Petrov, seemed to have driven the Weir back into the taiga, and hopes were high for a quiet summer. 
 
    Josef Martynova’s allies had suggested many changes to Black Sun traditions at the last meeting of the Great Families, all designed to make Anastasia’s potential ascension more difficult. While much discussion followed, any decisions were put off until a date in the indeterminate future. Any decision would be postponed, Renton suspected, until after it became obvious which way the wind was blowing. 
 
    A series of raids had struck Black Sun holdings near Las Vegas. The target was a research and fabrication facility, one of many that supported the Black Sun’s private branch of Etheric Network. Specialized equipment was looted, technicians kidnapped or killed. Retaliation was still in the planning stages, the Thule Cartel thought to be responsible.  
 
    Renton requested further data from the Network, and his staff responded by dumping raw intelligence directly into his head in one migraine-inducing burst. 
 
    The Thule Cartel maneuvered in an obscure manner. The North Cartel consolidated loyalties among the Great Families. The Auditors eviscerated any cartel even suspected of Anathema sympathies. 
 
    There were any number of obvious patterns and motivations, but none of them explained the sudden and urgent entreaties he had received from the Thule Cartel. 
 
    Renton sat back against the chilly leather interior and watched the dull highway scenery, wondering what in the hell was happening to his carefully ordered world. The Thule Cartel wanted to talk, the Anathema were attacking Black Sun installations while Auditors rampaged aimlessly, and he was going to spend the evening watching a bunch of drunk Russians step on Ana’s feet. 
 
    The world had clearly gone insane.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Rurikovich family were considered ambitious, even by Black Sun standards. It was therefore no surprise that they claimed no subsidiary cartel, but instead simply the Black Sun itself, a conceit that only the Martynova family traditionally employed. It was a calculated affront, certainly, but also a reminder of standing. 
 
    The Rurikovich family were considered eccentric, therefore it seemed appropriate that Peter came not with his mother, but instead with his adopted sister Olivia, his companion and advisor since both were children. 
 
    “Lady Martynova,” Olivia said, dress designed to emphasize her enviable bosom, “it is a pleasure and an honor.” 
 
    “Good to see you, Olivia.” 
 
    Olivia smiled and gestured to her brother, who was still standing ramrod straight, very nearly at attention, dressed in the livery of the Black Sun’s elite corps, exercising both a familial and practical right. Peter had only recently returned from Syria, where he had spent the last several months securing Black Sun interests in Raqqa, Tal Afir, and Palmyra, with admirable success, if very little diplomacy. 
 
    “May I present to you my brother, Peter Rurikovich, of the Black Sun Cartel,” she said proudly. “The eldest son and heir of the Rurikovich family.” 
 
    The Rurikovich family had produced several children, all of whom lacked the potential for Activation. Lady Rurikovich died during a miscarriage. Lord Rurikovich had turned reluctantly to the adoption of orphans from the Academy to solve his familial crisis, and in defiance of all expectation, appeared to genuinely care and advocate for his new children, abetting both in their rise to positions of prominence within the Black Sun. 
 
    Peter was acquired by talent scouts at a charter school for privileged students in Warsaw, while Olivia was discovered at an orphanage in the Basque region of Spain, the product of a raid on a local Roma encampment. They were brought to Central young and were adopted by the Rurikovich family as children. Peter had a fierce sort of handsomeness about him, hair trimmed to prevent it from curling, face sprinkled with freckles. Olivia’s green eyes, tanned skin, and determinedly curly hair hinted at a complicated ancestry, but her manners and affectations were every bit the Continental aristocrat, as befitted her position. Olivia presided over the young women of the Black Sun Cartel at social events with graceful aplomb.   
 
    “Peter.” Ana nodded. “I’m pleased to see you again.” 
 
    “Milady.” Peter’s bow was stiff and deep, conducted with so much force it looked like the beginning of a gymnastic maneuver. “It is an honor.” 
 
    The maids brought chairs forward, but Olivia waved them off. 
 
    “We won’t be long. I know your time is short, Mistress, so I will be brief.” Anastasia nodded in agreement. “I will not bother to praise my brother; you are I’m sure already aware of his attributes. His capability, and his loyalty to the Black Sun, are without question.” 
 
    “As is your own, Olivia.” 
 
    “You are too kind, Mistress. You are also aware, I’m sure, of my own modest gifts in the realm of precognition?” 
 
    Anastasia nodded. Olivia was an automatic writer, a rare and somewhat limited form of precognition. Her protocol activated at random, manifesting in multi-hour sessions of unconscious writing – all in an enviably elegant cursive, Anastasia noted – which Olivia deciphered after recovering from her stupor. Some of it was merely poetry – Olivia was a gifted poet, with several published volumes, who had read Pushkin at Pavel’s wedding – while a small amount was murky premonitions of a probable future. Deciphering the writing was an art, and the value of such precognitives was generally considered dubious, but Olivia had successfully counseled her cartel and brother to notable successes. 
 
    “May I make a tremendously bold suggestion then, Mistress?” 
 
    “You may.” 
 
    “You should declare your intentions to marry my brother, Peter, this evening at your debut.” 
 
    Anastasia was never shocked, as a rule – but this suggestion strained the boundaries of even her self-control. 
 
    “Is that so?” Her temper was held in check, but only just barely. “And why should I do that?” 
 
    “There is a black mark on the Martynova family, a heavy one, like ink spilled across a page, blotting out names and futures. This disaster is nearly unavoidable, and difficult even to alter. This future has become far too likely, unless…” 
 
    “Unless I marry your brother immediately?” Anastasia frowned. “How terribly convenient.” 
 
    “That’s not it!” Olivia shook her head. “You could marry anyone. If you are publicly acknowledged as betrothed before the start of the ball, the black mark is thwarted. Tragedy averted, or at least forestalled.” 
 
    Anastasia’s anger drained away like a receding tide, leaving behind only the dregs of her bewilderment. 
 
    “If any suitor would suffice, then why…?” 
 
    “Peter will make an admirable husband, and an able partner,” Olivia said, looking at her brother with obvious fondness. “He has been a good brother, Mistress. The very best.” Peter’s lips pressed into a colorless line. “I would give you the finest man I know, Mistress, since you find yourself in need of one.” 
 
    Anastasia smiled hesitantly. 
 
    “That much, at least, aligns with what I have already heard. Come, Peter – a man should speak for himself, should he not?” 
 
    “I live to serve, Mistress.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    “Also…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “…I respect you, Mistress. In a way that I could not imagine respecting another woman. I…truthfully, I believe that we understand each other, or perhaps I believe that we can arrive at an understanding. We share the bond of descent from a Great Family, as well as the burden of being the heir to extraordinary legacy. You could perhaps call me an admirer from afar, Mistress. I appreciate the delicacy with which have approached your succession, and the firmness by which you rule over what is yours. To be regrettably bold, Mistress, I will not be satisfied with anything less than you.” 
 
    “Peter!” 
 
    “No offense is taken,” Anastasia said, waving her off. “This is the matter we are here to discuss, is it not? I appreciate a frank declaration of intent. As for your request, Olivia – I expect you already know that I cannot do such a thing, even if I would. I have obligations to my family and to the Black Sun, and I take these obligations seriously. I appreciate your warnings, however, and will factor what you have said into my thinking.” 
 
    “As you say, Mistress,” Olivia said, trembling as she bowed. “Please – do be careful. Everything is so frightfully unsettled.” 
 
    Anastasia briefly wondered if there was a hidden meaning or a subtle threat in her words, but then put that worry aside. She had enough enemies already, she reasoned, without creating more from an ill-considered remark. 
 
    “Quite so. As for you, Peter, I would continue our discussion, but not in your lovely sister’s company.” Anastasia smiled ambiguously at Olivia, to put her on edge and restore a bit of balance. “Tonight, perhaps? As you might imagine, I am unimaginably busy, but I believe I might have a moment…around the sixth dance, perhaps. That is a lively one, traditionally. Do you believe yourself capable, Peter?”     
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dunbar shivered underneath a thundercloud so black it looked as if part of the sky had simply been unwilling to let go of the night, long into midday. The rain had tapered off as they crawled through the traffic of the suburbs, which he found just as dreadful as the core of Edinburgh. Dunbar was a cute enough village, though, Renton had to admit, with nice old stone houses scattered around and pleasant greenery. 
 
    The dead drop was in a video store that served the area’s modest Asian community. A significant telepathic intervention prevented the locals from overreacting to Preston’s arrival and smoothed over linguistics difficulties. Not that Urdu offered much difficulty to telepathic translation; rather, Renton found the local accent nearly incomprehensible. 
 
    The address was on a hand-lettered pink index card inside the DVD case for an Indonesian action film. The drive was not long, but traffic was bad, so it took twenty minutes to reach what turned out to be a small community clinic that did STD screenings and pregnancy tests. Renton provided the name from the index card, and received a manila envelope of tests results in return. Amid the jumble of someone else’s medical nightmare, Renton pieced together the highlighted numbers of the next address and cursed the man who invented tradecraft. 
 
    Of course, that address was on the other side of town, not terribly far from where they had started. They found Lóa Thule and her guard in a deserted alley, some three blocks from the main thoroughfare, so close to where they entered town that Renton suspected they had watched them drive past. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The meeting with Edvard Koss was short and perfunctory. Aside from the fact that Anastasia had disliked Edvard since early childhood, the issues between them were overwhelming. Making nice with Edward meant forgiving his mother, the Lady Koss, for being a zealot and a terrible bore, as well as disregarding issues of theology (Orthodox), geography (the Koss Family favored New York, even in the summer), and romance. Not to mention ignoring events in her recent family history, particularly the brutal social slights paid to Anastasia’s mother by the Koss family before her ascent to power. Beyond all this, however, was the one immutable truth that made Anastasia cold inside – Edvard Koss was her father’s candidate. 
 
    Anastasia met with the Koss family out of courtesy and respect for her father, but the conversation was short and heavy with formality. Edvard sullenly refused to meet her eyes while proclaiming his willingness to wed her, and his mother sneered with each compliment she delivered. The reception they received would charitably be called frosty. 
 
    Anastasia saw them out after grudgingly granting Edvard the fourth dance. After they left, Mai chided her for the curt reception, but really, Anastasia fumed, who in this day in age was seriously expected to marry a distant cousin? 
 
    Unless the cousin in question was Timor Zharova, of course, Anastasia amended, daydreaming and ignoring Mai’s gentle criticism. That was another matter entirely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Mr. Hall. All men are beasts, but you are particularly bad, aren’t you? All those nasty ambitions you have.” Lóa Thule’s expression was smug and superior within the circumference of her fur-fringed hood. “My uncle knows all about it, naturally. From your evaluation at the Academy.” 
 
    Their words turned to fog as they left their lips. There was no light in the alley aside from the diluted Edinburgh afternoon sun, and their guards eyed each other with hands resting on the butts of their guns. There was a slight buzz in Renton’s ears, like an electrical transformer was located nearby. 
 
    “Violating my privacy in the name of winning my trust? That’s a poor start, Lóa.” 
 
    “That’s not all, Renton. My uncle knows what you want. The indecent dream that has lived here for years.” Lóa Thule touched his chest lightly with oxblood nails. “The girl you want. Gaul Thule knows every bit of it.” 
 
    Renton slapped her hand away, and her bodyguard very nearly shot him. Only a sudden glare from Lóa prevented it. The speed with which she turned about was uncanny, but like every other Operator who had interacted with her, Renton could not detect signs of telepathic manipulation, or the telltale physiological distortions of the Alacrity Protocol. 
 
    “So?” Renton yawned. “You mean to blackmail me with that? The Mistress of the Black Sun knows all my secrets, Miss Thule. Even the most regrettable.” 
 
    “Everyone knows, Mr. Hall,” Lóa said. “Trust me.” 
 
    “I can live with that. If your intention is not blackmail, then…?” 
 
    “Wish fulfillment. That’s the business my uncle has me on today. We can make it happen for you, Mr. Hall. I can make all sorts of things happen.” 
 
    He felt sick and hot. Renton could have sworn that he had a dream like this, once, and woke up feeling bad with a racing heart. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said. Agree to our proposal, and we promise you Anastasia Martynova; health, virtue, and dignity intact. Exactly as compliant as you wish her to be. She can be yours on delivery, or you can work it out between the two of you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what to say. This is entirely…” 
 
    “…too good? Or are you simply not ready to admit what you feel?” She was close to him again, batting hateful, mocking eyes. “Think about it this way, if you prefer – Miss Martynova’s prospects are extremely bleak in the short and long term. If she should survive her ascension and then the process of consolidating the Black Sun, she will still face a unified Hegemony under Gaul Thule. By intervening at a chosen moment, in an invisible manner, you would be saving her a much more odious fate.” 
 
    “I have heard enough!” Renton pushed her away, heedless of the nervy Pakistani telepath serving as her second. “What kind of nonsense is this?” 
 
    “Alluring nonsense, Mr. Hall. There is no need to lie. We offer you that which you can have no other way.” 
 
    “Is that all? Did you come to me without an offer for my Mistress?” 
 
    “Of course I have an offer for her! After the death of her father and the downfall of her cartel, I offer her the possibility of being delivered – after a gentle confinement and debriefing, of course – to a loving servant, a survivor of the fall of the cartel.” Lóa tapped her lip speculatively. “Or, perhaps a rescue would be better? We could arrange for you to liberate Miss Martynova from one of our facilities, after all hope has been lost. Imagine arriving as a hero to save her from the very worst, Mr. Hall. A real-life rescue of a princess! I’ll be frank – as a single lady who played a great deal of Nintendo, I’m a bit jealous.” 
 
    Renton shook his head in disbelief. 
 
    “You…I don’t have the words, Lóa.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, but it’s polite of you not to say them.” Her toothy grin and the incessant background buzz had conspired to give him a headache. “Maybe you don’t want to be a hero, then? Perhaps you prefer to persuade her yourself, by charm or otherwise? Whatever your ideal, we can facilitate it.” 
 
    “This is all quite sick, Lóa. I’ve heard the rumors about the Thule Cartel, of course…” 
 
    “Degenerates?” She said it with pride. “Lunatics?” 
 
    “…but I never imagined you would stoop to this sort of nonsense. If that is all…” 
 
    “It is. Consider it, Renton,” she suggested, motioning for her second. “Perhaps while you watch your Mistress dance with other men tonight?” 
 
    “…if that is all, as I was saying, Lóa,” Renton said, giving her a once-over, “perhaps we could talk this over?” He grinned. “In private?” 
 
    Lóa was very close, suddenly, giving him a knowing look. Renton leered back. 
 
    “I have your interest, then, Mr. Hall?” 
 
    “My interest is the least that I have to offer, Miss Thule. Shall we?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Maxim Pashkevich came alone, surprising no one. His mother Lady Pashkevich was in none too great of health after producing an even dozen children. 
 
    Maxim arrived in formal attire with the accents allowed only to his cartel, nearly striding on the heels of the maid who led him in. Broad in the chest and tall enough to duck his head as he entered the door – though not actually tall enough that the move was required – the Belarusian was surprisingly nimble, offering her a bow with a finishing school flourish, and then taking his proffered seat. 
 
    “Maxim,” Anastasia said fondly. “It has been some time.” 
 
    Maxim nodded, tight-lipped. 
 
    “Yes, Lady Martynova.” His face contorted, like he found difficulty fitting the title in his mouth. “Pardon me, but this is ridiculous! I’ve known you since we were both children. I was wondering, could I…?” 
 
    “Address me familiarly, in the manner of children?” She didn’t bother to keep the scorn from her voice. She felt that it would help Maxim, in the long run – better from her, then from one who did not wish him well. “Are we here on the business of children, Maxim?” 
 
    He hung his head, like a massive, shaggy dog; resilient brown hair already fighting off the constraint of gel and intense styling to protrude every which way. 
 
    “No, milady.” 
 
    “If you are here as a man, then I’m afraid I must insist that you address me properly.” 
 
    “Of course. How foolish of me, Lady Martynova.” He gave her such a contrite look that Anastasia nearly laughed. “Could we began again?” 
 
    “Oh, my dear Maxim,” she said, with a forgiving smile. “We need not. I consider your correction an obligation born of my fondness for you. How is your mother?” 
 
    “Unwell. She rarely leaves her bed for any length of time.” Maxim grimaced. “She sends her apologies – and would be here, if she could…” 
 
    “Now, now, Maxim. We both know you told her not to come.” 
 
    He froze like a guilty child. 
 
    “It was what was best, yes? For her and for yourself.” 
 
    He nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Perhaps, Mistress. I would be heard, for better or worse, and my mother…” 
 
    “Marina is a delight,” Anastasia said, with a laugh. “She is also very loquacious. Do send her my regards. Does she require anything? Doctors, or perhaps empaths? The Black Sun Cartel stands at the ready to provide your family with anything needed.” 
 
    “Thank you. My mother requires nothing but rest, though she will certainly be encouraged to hear that you spoke kindly of her.” 
 
    “Always. Maxim – you said that you would be heard. What have you come to say?” 
 
    He looked like he would have rather been anywhere else, though that judgement was unfair to Maxim. He was a capable administrator within the Minskaja-Brest Voblast, and a careful and ruthless Operator in the field. Western Belarus had a reputation for being plagued by ghoul infestations until Maxim’s early ascendency to the head of his cartel. Two years of determined operation, and the wretched creatures were scarce west of route E-30. 
 
    Maxim was an Operator in the mold of his father, who had died in a car accident when he was young. He was simply uncomfortable at the prospect of a party. 
 
    “I would present myself, but that seems a bit ridiculous.” 
 
    “It does, does it not? While I might stand on propriety, I have no fondness for formalities. Dispense with presentation, Maxim.” 
 
    “Very well.” He took a deep breath and squared his hips. “Lady Martynova, you debut tonight.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded. 
 
    “You know what is expected of me,” Maxim said. “You are aware of my familial obligations.” 
 
    “Yes, Maxim.” 
 
    “What you do not know – forgive me, Mistress – are my feelings on the matter.” 
 
    Anastasia was intrigued. 
 
    Maxim was three years her elder, so their overlap at the Academy had been minimal. His mother’s health had prevented him from maintaining a residence at Central even during his schooling, reducing their interaction further. 
 
    The Pashkevich family had been firmly in the Martynova family orbit for two generations, and Maxim’s father had served as a senior advisor and portfolio manager within the Black Sun. Lord and Lady Pashkevich had been at her Chrismation and all her birthday parties. Lord Pashkevich was a capable equestrian, a passion shared by Josef Martynova along with Anastasia’s late mother, and was therefore a frequent companion at the dacha or summers in France or Malibu. 
 
    “I understand what my duty is, to my cartel, my family, the Black Sun – and to you.” 
 
    Lord Pashkevich had been a bear of a man, like Maxim, with a bristly auburn beard as untamed as the mop of hair on his son’s head. He had spoiled the children of all the allied cartels, but Anastasia had been his favorite for as long as she could recall. Lord Pashkevich had never attempted to impress her with acts of extravagance or largess like the rest of her father’s associates. He had instead provided her with a consistent supply of handmade dolls from around the world, candy (carefully vegan sourced, after she converted), reckless tossing of her person in the air, and crippling bear hugs. His funeral was held with full Black Sun honors and regalia at her insistence, and she wept over his coffin. 
 
    “I’ve never wasted time thinking further about it. My mother and father made sacrifices for me, and I never harbored illusions about my purpose. I was happy, in a way, to know what was expected of me.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded, to show that she was listening. 
 
    “Somewhere along the years, though, that changed…” 
 
    She smiled through an increasing sense of wariness. Had Mai perhaps erred, she wondered, in clearing this one to be among her suitors? 
 
    “I realized something.” Maxim looked up and met her eyes with an impudent frankness. “I have managed my cartel’s affairs for two years now, and I have not yet found my measure, in commerce or in the field. I discovered that I aspire to more than simply pleasing my mother, or fulfilling my duty to my cartel and to the Black Sun. My ambition is too great to be sated by such petty goals.” 
 
    “An admirable quality, within limits. Do go on.” 
 
    “Limits are my failing. I would have all of it, you see. The Black Sun first, and all the rest in time. I would offer you Central as tribute. I would see the world at your feet and myself at your side.” The way the words spilled out of Maxim, Anastasia suspected that this was a rehearsed speech. “I make no attempt at deception – I do not love you, in the manner of a man to a woman, nor do I think you would find me acceptable. Forgive my presumption.” 
 
    “I will not – but continue.” 
 
    “I have no taste for an arranged marriage, but I understand the benefits of such. To presume further, I suspect that you might feel the same way. What I would suggest is this – be my wife in name, and my ally and confidant in truth. I am your dedicated servant – allow me to remain such, and I will masquerade as Lord to your Lady.” Maxim looked at her with such unaccustomed gentleness that Anastasia was moved, and somewhat embarrassed for both of them. “I will never try and rule over you or usurp you. I will never betray or constrain you romantically, because there will be no romance between us. I will not take you to my bed or lay an unwanted finger upon you, save for appearances sake.” 
 
    “I see. What of children, Maxim? Do you not think I will be expected to provide an heir to the Martynova family and the Black Sun?” 
 
    “There are many ways to solve that problem. Children can be procured. Medical solutions are available. Of course, should it be required of me, I will serve you in any capacity.” 
 
    “How very honorable of you, sir,” Anastasia said, with a smirk. “An intriguing, if irregular and potentially treasonous offer.” 
 
    “Yes. I understand the consequences of my suggestion.” He finally looked way. “Do you wish me to leave? Turn myself over to Mr. Hall and his apparatus?” 
 
    “Neither, but I do wish that you might be a touch less dramatic, Maxim.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “And please do use the honorific, just on occasion, to remind me – and yourself – of your place.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, with a grimace. “Milady.” 
 
    Anastasia smiled.  
 
    “I suspect we are both occasionally in danger of forgetting.” 
 
    Maxim looked dazed, though by all rights she should have been the one perplexed. 
 
    “Something to think about perhaps,” Anastasia suggested. “Of course, there is so little time between now and the fifth dance; who is to say what can be accomplished?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lóa led him a few blocks away and then up a rickety set of stairs to an anonymous third floor flat, the door missing any sort of unit or number designation. She did not need to unlock the door, and the kitchen was filled with dirty dishes and the sickly-sweet odor of rotting fruit. The living room was filled with sleeping bags and dirty clothes, and it smelled like a locker room. Lóa led him by hand to the bedroom, her eyes so full of malicious excitement that Renton trembled with eagerness. 
 
    The bed was unmade and the sheets were sweat stained. Renton swept the blanket and pillows from the bed, and then pushed Lóa down atop the mattress. Her movements were urgent and sudden as they tore clothing off and tossed it aside. Renton pinned her wrists above her head and pushed her thighs apart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mai and her legion of cheerful maids gave Anastasia approximately fifteen seconds from Maxim’s departure before bursting in. 
 
    “Well?” Mai demanded, helping Anastasia up from the less than comfortable ceremonial reception chair. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think I am far too exhausted and mortified to go through with this.” 
 
    “Not to worry,” Mai said confidently, nodding at a pair of maids, who charged out of the room on command. “A brief mineral soak before you prepare for your debut will cure and reinvigorate you. I have an herbal compound from Tibet; your mother brought it back after the campaign against the Mountain Witches. I have preserved it for just such an occasion.” 
 
    Anastasia perked up slightly, and allowed herself to be led from the room. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton spent four hours tearing his hair out, waiting for an apport from Glasgow back to Harbin, having missed the original rendezvous. He was convinced he would miss the Ball when Svetlana arrived, looking like death warmed over. Before he could offer thanks or complaints, she snatched him by the arm, apporting them both back to the estate in Harbin. She then proceeded to collapse into the arms of waiting medical staff, while Renton looked on and offered telepathic encouragement. 
 
    After Sveta was settled, Renton hurried back to his personal quarters to prepare for the ball. He had an hour or so to shower and dress, and that would have to be enough time to get his story straight. 
 
    The only real problem, as Renton saw it, was making his day of work relevant to Anastasia, while saying nothing about Lóa Thule at all.  
 
    That was a whole other thing, Renton thought, running hot water over his hands in the sink, and he really did not want to get into it with Ana. Not tonight, and not ever – if it could be avoided. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “They didn’t invite you to the Black Sun thing, I suppose?” 
 
    Rebecca briefly stopped licking the spoon – which was covered in a glob of cookie dough purloined from the Academy kitchens – and shook her head. 
 
    “Anastasia’s party in China? You know, they actually did. I’m just not going.” 
 
    “What? You lazy bitch!” Alice threw her hands in the air in amazement. “Don’t you have to go?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    “But you’re the Director!” 
 
    “Yeah. I had Mrs. Barrett send flowers, though, so I should be covered.” 
 
    Rebecca reached for the cigarette lighter on the bedside table, holding the cookie dough spoon aloft to avoid messing her comforter. Alice watched the process in amazement, the Director of Central doing her best to stay under the covers. 
 
    “What are you doing? Stop fucking around!” Alice tugged the comforter off Rebecca, to discover her in a faded Bruins t-shirt and underwear. “You’re the damn Director now, Becca!” Alice slapped the lighter from Becca’s hand, sending it flying across the room. 
 
    “Well, that was rude. What’s your problem, Alice?” 
 
    Alice shook her head in disbelief as Rebecca turned her attention back to the cookie dough. Alice sighed, and then slapped the spoon out of her hands and into a pile of dirty clothes on the floor. 
 
    “Hey!” Rebecca rubbed her bloodshot eyes. “I was eating that!” 
 
    “I know!” Alice shouted, stomping around the room, aimlessly throwing clothes into a pile in the corner. “You live like a stoner dropout, Becca. Like a gross teenage boy! What the fuck is wrong with you?” 
 
    Rebecca pulled the covers back over her stubbly legs and shrugged. 
 
    “Dunno. Being me is hard, I guess?” 
 
    “Not doing your job is hard? It sure doesn’t look that way,” Alice groused. “I can’t believe you’re skipping Martynova’s debut! Have they ever invited the Director to one of their internal events before?” 
 
    “Nope. New thing, I guess.” 
 
    “You are a fucking disgrace,” Alice moaned. “Why aren’t you going?” 
 
    “It sounds boring, for one,” Rebecca explained, ticking off reasons on her fingers. “Those Black Sun people creep me out, second. Third, every time I go to China I get blackout drunk and then I’m useless the whole next day…” 
 
    “You could just not drink. Or moderation, maybe?” 
 
    “No way. You clearly don’t know Black Sun parties. Four, I confiscated a bunch of pot brownies last week from some freshmen…” 
 
    “Oh, no! Becca!” 
 
    “…and they were way stronger than I anticipated.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I figured, better not to go at this point, right? It’s only been a few hours since I ate them, and it’s already pretty crazy.” 
 
    “That’s…you are so bad at your job! Why are you such a terrible Director?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because I didn’t want the job in the first place?” Rebecca squinted at Alice and attempted to look crafty. “Hey, do you want to try and get one of the cooks to make us a pizza? It’s nearly dinner, and I really should eat something.” 
 
    “You are a disaster. How do you get away with acting like this?” 
 
    “You know,” Rebecca said, with a shrug. “Usual way?” 
 
    “Doesn’t anyone ever get pissed at you?” 
 
    “No! Of course not!” Rebecca concentrated for a moment. “There. Now you aren’t pissed either. How about that pizza?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    A film of tears and mucus sealed his eyelid shut, and the violence of the opening tore out eyelashes and drew a few sluggish drops of blood from the surrounding tissue. Alex’s right eye snapped open like a pressurized vessel rupturing. His other eye remained stubbornly shut, despite Alex’s best efforts. 
 
    He was confined, his movements restricted. His mouth and throat were terribly dry, a wad of something foreign stuck at the back of his throat and threatening to choke him. He knew little else. 
 
    “Alexander Warner, do control yourself!” Samnang folded her arms. “We don’t have the time…” 
 
    There was nothing but stagnant blood and dumb pain in Alex’s dull brain. He produced something between a growl and a moan in the back of his throat. He made a clumsy fist, and bashed it against the fogged Plexiglas shell that restrained him, to no effect. 
 
    “Alexander, stop! You will further injure yourself.” 
 
    He flailed about in a panic, pounding the egg-shaped cell around him with his forearms. The interior plastic panels popped and cracked, revealing thick sandwiches of pressed circuit boards behind them, but no possibility of escape. The clear shield that separated him from Samnang’s baleful glare was slightly ajar from the chamber itself, but he could not force the hinges open from the inside. 
 
    “Restrain yourself, Alexander! This device was programmed by the Anathema to keep you alive for interrogation, not to heal you. You will only aggravate your injuries if you struggle!” 
 
    Alex remembered the lessons he had received from Rebecca, during their interminable stay on the false beach. He shook out his hands, grimacing at his diminished fingers. Closed his eye and went through a breathing routine. 
 
    Then he put his intact hand on the transparent outer shell. Derived from an advanced acrylic, the material was tough beyond any terrestrial circumstance, resistant to any impact short of a local catastrophe, fireproof and magnetically shielded, garnering no additional brittleness even at subzero temperatures. 
 
    “Consider your actions,” Samnang urged. “If you use your protocol, you simply accelerate the process of falling back into my hands. As soon as you fall back to sleep, Alexander…” 
 
    Alex operated the Absolute Protocol. 
 
    The acrylic shell fogged, then frosted, and then finally turned a milky white opaque. The evolution chamber started to emit an intermittent low moan, punctuated with dramatic pops and rattles. The surrounding atmosphere was cooled to the point of frigidity, liquid oxygen pooling in glistening puddles around the chamber. Condensation sparkled on the synthetic shell of the chamber, as a blanket of tiny ice crystals sprouted atop it. The acrylic blistered and warped, deformed by temperature deferential. 
 
    Alex squirmed about and put his back to the wall of the chamber, his good leg jammed against the acrylic shell, and pushed. 
 
    Nothing happened, aside from the sole of the hospital slipper he wore adhering to the chilled shell. Alex lashed out again at his confinement, striking his injured leg against a restraint, and then howling in pain. 
 
    Emily reformed from a sluggish puddle on the icy floor. 
 
    “I’m sorry to be so late, but that took quite a while!” Emily glanced at the frozen evolution chamber. “Ice is a slow state of being, in more ways than I anticipated.” 
 
    Samnang turned to face her, evidencing no surprise. The Yaojing and the Anathema did not bother with the pretense of breathing the lethally chilled air. 
 
    “Emily Muir of the Anathema. You are not supposed to be here. Why have you returned?” 
 
    “To give Alex something from his girlfriend. I think that perhaps he has become stuck.” Emily pointed at the chamber, from which the occasional muffled scream emerged. “I’ve just joined this club, you see...” 
 
    Three of the characters beneath Samnang’s eyes flickered to brilliant life, and she lunged at Emily like a rubber band snapping. The Yaojing caught Emily by the neck and squeezed her fingers deep into her throat. 
 
    Emily tutted at Samnang and collapsed into a puddle, reforming immediately behind her. 
 
    “You should know better,” Emily chided, cracking her neck. “I felt you poisoning me, incidentally. That’s a nasty biotoxin you dreamed up, Miss Banh. The sort of thing that could survive an Anathema state change, even kill one of us. Not me, not today, though. An accident of nature, I suppose. I don’t mean to be a bother!” 
 
    “How annoying,” Samnang said, shaking milky-white poison from her fingernails. “Count yourself lucky, then. Others of your kind have fared worse.” 
 
    Emily nodded, glancing at the corpses of the frozen medical and interrogations staff scattered about the room. Those closest had been killed instantly by the operation of the Absolute Protocol. Those at a distance had a bit more time, which they had used to huddle together near the blocked door in a doomed attempt to escape, slowly freezing to death. 
 
    “That’s a good idea, you know, that toxin you generate.” Emily fixed her thumb on one of the scattered drops of poison on a nearby wall, and then put it in her mouth. “All sorts of people might be interested in a trick like that.” 
 
    “I ask you again, Miss Muir. Why have you returned?” 
 
    “Like I said – for Alex.” Emily glanced around at the impossibly cold room. “I think anyone who doesn’t need to breathe will probably be fine, don’t you? It’ll have to be Leigh, then. I’ll tell Prosper to send her direct, instead of popping over himself.” 
 
    Samnang gave her a contemptuous glare. 
 
    “That won’t work,” the Yaojing explained, eyes like twin furnaces. “There is a suppression field over the Spire, as you must know.” 
 
    “Alex wrecked that,” Emily said cheerfully, pinching her lip while she managed simultaneous conversations. “As soon as he kicked the Absolute Protocol into high gear.” 
 
    There was a brief energetic ripple, and then the small space beneath the debris was even more crowded. Leigh Feld ducked beneath the uneven ceiling beside Emily, the vampire’s straw-colored hair in a long ponytail, hands in her pockets. She yawned, displaying her augmented teeth as she tried to pop her ears. 
 
    “Jeez, Leigh!” Emily eyed her mesh-paneled yoga pants and neon-accented trainers. “Did I catch you on the way to the gym?” 
 
    Leigh Feld, true to form, ignored her. 
 
    “What’s this?” Leigh sniffed the frigid air, indifferent to the deadly cold. “You want me to fight the Yaojing, Emily?” 
 
    “No, no!” Emily waved urgently in the other direction. “The evolution chamber. The chamber! Open it up!” 
 
    Leigh sighed in obvious disappointment, and then turned her attention to the forced evolution chamber, rigid and crackling with extreme cold. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do that.” Samnang made no move to stop her. “Circumstances will worsen for everyone, I assure you.” 
 
    Leigh studied the exterior of the chamber briefly, and then extruded a set of bony claws from beneath the nails on her left hand. 
 
    The first swipe shredded the acrylic pod, while the second sent the external shell flying. 
 
    Alex was buried in layers of circuitry and surgical tubing, bloody ends torn free in his struggle. Leigh grimaced at the odor of necrotic flesh and retreated, as Alex thrashed weakly in a bed of IVs and electrodes. 
 
    “Oh, you poor thing,” Emily said quietly, as Alex freed himself. “Poor, poor dear.” 
 
    Alex struggled from the chamber, falling to the ground with a pathetic cry. His legs trembled and swayed as he tried to stand. He was naked and smeared with the contents of a torn catheter, one eye like a grotesque well sunk into his face, hot red lines of infection spreading out from his maimed hand and split leg. Trickles of fresh blood joined the dried stuff caked beneath his eyes and above his upper lip.       
 
    His first step was a failure, his injured leg buckling. Beneath a layer of frozen blood and pus, occasional hints of bone peeked out beneath rotting skin on his leg. Alex struggled up from the icy floor, one hand clamped to the side of his face, only partially concealing the festering hollow housing the withered remains of his left eye. The hand that shielded his wounded eye was notably lacking fingers. 
 
    “You are thinking of revenge.” Samnang cocked her head to study Alex, like an unfamiliar animal at a zoo. “That would be foolish to an extreme.” 
 
    Alex lurched forward and grabbed hold of Samnang with his undiminished hand, snagging her hair just above the temple, his reduced hand taking a rather feeble hold on her wrist. Samnang gave him a look of annoyance, but made no attempt to move. 
 
    “You underestimate me,” Samnang said quietly. “You have no concept of how grievous…Oh.” 
 
    “Alex!” Emily called out, hurrying over with Leigh in tow. “Please stop!” 
 
    Samnang’s arm froze wholly, a layer of ice sheathing her arm from fingertip to wrist, and frost was quickly colonizing the side of her face. 
 
    “This is a mess,” Leigh snapped, blocking Emily’s progress with her arm. “Stay back, Emily.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Emily assured Leigh, trying to push past her. “Alex would never hurt me.” 
 
    Alex drove Samnang’s half-frozen head into the nearby boulder. Her forehead caved and splintered, ice chips and fragments of frozen bone flying from the point of impact. He snarled and drew his arm back. The second blow left wet red crystal smeared across the metal wall. After the third impact, Alex dropped Samnang, her head deformed into an unrecognizable mess of slushy tissue and pink fluid. 
 
    The Yaojing never even made a noise. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Leigh hesitated. “Because…” 
 
    Alex turned his bleeding eyes to the empath and the vampire. He took a clumsy step in their direction, blood leaking from between his gritted teeth. The Anathema got a good view of what remained of Alex’s left eye, inspiring a pained look from Emily and an expression of disgust from Leigh. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Emily said, with a bob of her head. “Stand aside.” 
 
    Leigh eyed the boy shuffling toward them like a half-frozen sleepwalker, and was unconvinced. 
 
    “I think we should just knock him out real fast, and then have the heartfelt reunion somewhere else.” 
 
    “It’ll be fine, Leigh. Please trust me.” 
 
    The vampire hesitated, watching Alex lurch in their direction, pink liquid welling from his perforated eye and staining his cheek. 
 
    “If you say so.” Leigh took a few grudging steps back, and then folded her arms. “If he even tries to hurt you, though…” 
 
    “That won’t happen,” Emily said, with a beatific smile. “Alex would never hurt me.” 
 
    Leigh looked doubtful. Alex staggered, foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog. Emily smiled gently and extended her hands. 
 
    Alex stumbled forward, seizing Emily roughly by her bare arms. 
 
    Emily wrapped him in a tight embrace. Alex struggled in her arms, back stiffened, but Emily refused to release him. Alex relaxed slowly, soothed by whatever Emily whispered into his ear. He laid his head on Emily’s shoulder, and a choking sob emerged from his throat. 
 
    “Everything is okay now, Alex,” she said soothingly, patting his back. “You’re okay now. I’m here. You’re okay.” 
 
    Alex blubbered and sniffled into Emily’s shoulder, leaving a bloody smear on her skin, while Leigh crouched to examine the frozen wreckage of Samnang. 
 
    “Your boyfriend really did a number on the Yaojing,” Leigh remarked, poking at an icy chunk of brain matter. “That can’t be good.” 
 
    “Alex is my ex.” Emily stroked his overly long hair with fondness. “As you well know. As for the Yaojing, if Marcus is to be believed, then Alex bought us a bit of time, at most.” 
 
    “Typical. Nothing in this fucking place dies properly.” Leigh stood and wiped her hands on the synthetic fabric stretched across her thighs. “Why didn’t you stop him?” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting Alex to wake up in such a foul mood,” Emily admitted. “The swab I took from you-know-who woke him up, but it didn’t heal him the way I anticipated. I don’t understand why Alistair insisted on only stabilizing Alex before interrogation. It’s sloppy, and so risky! I should have been better prepared.” 
 
    Alex shook his head and wiped blood and snot from his face. 
 
    “Emily?” He blinked hard with his good eye, and made a strained expression. “For real?” 
 
    “Yes, Alex dear,” Emily said, with a broad smile. “I am very for real, and happy to see you.” 
 
    Alex’s mouth opened, but all that came out was a jumble of frightened words and sobs. 
 
    “I know just how you feel.” Emily patted him on the head. “Psychic torture. I caught the edge of it from outside. Samnang Banh was mucking about with your dreams, right? You were trapped with the Yaojing in some sort of nightmare, right?” 
 
    The light went out of Alex’s eyes like a candle being snuffed. He gave her a fraction of a nod. 
 
    Emily slid quietly into his traumatized brain, all defenses stripped and disassembled, the essential infrastructure of Alex’s mind razed and damaged beyond all recognition. It was like returning to a favorite park to find it clear-cut, and though she concealed her response, Emily was saddened by the wanton destruction. She flooded his thoughts with calm and his brain with endorphins, drowning Alex’s trauma in artificial serenity. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it too much,” Emily advised, squeezing his arm fondly. “You’re safe now.” 
 
    Emily was considering the insertion of a small amount of hope and optimism when a surge of reflexive suspicion nearly drove her from Alex’s emotional mind state. 
 
    “Safe?” Alex released his hold on her and took a self-conscious step away, nearly falling over in the process. “You’re Anathema!” 
 
    “Well, yes, that’s true, but…” 
 
    “So was…” 
 
    “Not really!” Emily protested. “Samnang Banh is an agent of the Church of Sleep. An ally of convenience at best.” 
 
    “Alistair,” Alex said, his face darkening. “Where is he?” 
 
    Leigh glanced about nervously, like invoking his name might invite his presence. 
 
    “Far away, I hope. The real world, I assume. You see…” 
 
    “This is fucked,” Alex said, face dark with furious blood. “You joined them.” 
 
    “It’s a bit more complicated than that, actually…” 
 
    “They killed Margot,” Alex said, numb-tongued and thick-lipped. “Shot her.” 
 
    “Alex, I…” 
 
    “Tortured me,” Alex ranted, eyes wild. “Cut me up!” 
 
    “Now, that’s not fair. I tried to stop that!” 
 
    “How could you, Emily?” Alex demanded hysterically. “Everything’s been wrong, since…” 
 
    “Does your boyfriend always whine like this?” Leigh asked contemptuously. “I’m starting to regret the rescue.” 
 
    “Ex-boyfriend,” Emily reminded her primly. “Alex, I understand that you’re hurt and upset, but I need you to calm down, until…” 
 
    “I need to get to hospital,” Alex said, staring in horror at his diminished hand. “Where am I?” 
 
    “The Outer Dark and the end of days,” Emily said sweetly, squeezing his intact hand. “Don’t worry. I’ll look after you.” 
 
    Alex nodded queasily, gave Leigh an apprehensive look, and then toppled like a bowling pin. 
 
    “Oh, poor thing,” Emily said sadly. “He’s been through an awful lot, you know.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Leigh said curtly. “You told me. Several times.” 
 
    Emily crouched beside Alex and patted his stiff leg. 
 
    “Do you think we should move him?” 
 
    “I think you should move him.” 
 
    “I think much of the damage is psychological,” Emily said worriedly. “But the infection in his leg…” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not sure that leg is gonna make it,” Leigh remarked, glancing over Emily’s shoulder. “Oh, and the eye. That’s probably a goner already.” 
 
    “Yes.” Emily turned and gave Leigh a speculative look, nibbling on a sapphire thumbnail. “Unless...”   
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” Leigh backed away slowly. “Never mind. I don’t care about the reasons. Just stop looking at me that way.” 
 
    Emily smiled benevolently. 
 
    “Be a dear and pick up Alex; won’t you, Leigh?” 
 
    The vampire shook her head in mute protest, then moved to comply, grumbling to herself. 
 
    “Yes,” Emily said, nodding in agreement with herself. “That might work.” 
 
    “What might work?” Leigh asked, hoisting Alex up into a fireman’s carry. “You’re freaking me out, Emily.” 
 
    “What? No, I’m not,” Emily assured her. “You trust me absolutely.” 
 
    “I’d be more inclined to believe you if you used empathy to make me believe you,” Leigh said, adjusting the dead weight on her shoulders. “Just saying.” 
 
    “I’m willing to chance it,” Emily said, with a dazzling smile. “Come along, Leigh dear.” 
 
    “Okay, but if your ex-boyfriend leaks on my shirt, I’m going to be upset.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We are agreed, then, Eerie?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We are agreeing,” Katya said, wiping dirt from her bruised face, “that the next time either of us sees Vivik, he’s a fucking dead man. Deal?” 
 
    “Katya, no!” Eerie paused in the process of removing the grit from her hair. “We can’t.” 
 
    “Enough with the bullshit, Eerie! Save the innocent little lamb act for Alex. I know you’re capable of worse, and I’m not sure I’ll live long enough to do it myself.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Eerie protested. “Vivik is Alex’s best friend! They watch pervy cartoons together, and other boy stuff. We can’t hurt him!” 
 
    “What the fuck? Alex can make new friends.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Eerie said seriously. “Alex isn’t very good with people.” 
 
    “He’ll learn. Let’s face it – the only reason Alex sucks at socializing is because you’re so fucking insecure that you manufactured a boyfriend who can barely talk to other people.” 
 
    “That’s not nice!” 
 
    “You aren’t so fucking nice, either, Eerie. That’s my point. Do you seriously still not get it? We are well past the point of everything going back to the way it was.” 
 
    Katya made an exasperated gesture at the sky, which was dark upon dark, a starless void with a single ebon star glaring down upon them. The anomaly about them was a shallow valley gouged from the desolate plain by a forgotten impact, narrow rock walls colonized by scrub pine and a strange tree with broad, reddish-toned leaves that made a crackling sound when they brushed against them. The valley widened out to perhaps a few dozen meters down below them, where a seasonal wash spoke to the ancient memory of running water, and then narrowed again near the other end, where a tight stand of willows stood sentinel around what Katya assumed was a spring.  
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “Shut up. You want the best-case scenario? Let me give you the best case: We rescue Alex, we all live through the experience, and then somehow make it back to Central. What happens next? Alex gets sequestered, for his own good. Put to sleep, if he hasn’t knocked himself out already. They stick him in a lab in the Far Shores forever…” 
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “Shut up! The rest of us go to debrief – with Ms. Gallow – and quarantine. Once they mine all that shit you did out of our heads, and replay every word we exchanged, that’s when Ms. Levy and Ms. Gallow decide that you need to be sequestered in a black site of your very own. I deserted the Auditors, so I’ve got a court-marshal coming. Vivik betrayed Central for the Outer Dark, on multiple levels, so I bet he gets put down by Director’s order.” Katya glared ferociously at the Changeling, who clung to Derrida for comfort. “Oh, and the dog. He gets cut up into pieces and put under a microscope, just to see what changed while we were in the Outer Dark.” 
 
    Katya patted Eerie on the cheek condescendingly. 
 
    “That is the best-case scenario.” Katya smirked at the horrified Changeling. “Have you ever considered what would happen if the Anathema captures us? I bet they have a whole list of stuff they always wanted to try on a Changeling, just on general principal.” 
 
    Derrida growled, and Eerie buried her fingers in his back. Above them, the black star consumed the light that escaped the anomaly, baleful and intent. 
 
    “Stop!” Eerie covered her face with her hands. “I don’t want to hear it!” 
 
    Katya’s eyes blazed as she seized a double-fist of Eerie’s hair, and then used it to drag the screaming Changeling to the ground, while Derrida barked and circled helplessly. 
 
    “We are fucking well beyond this shit, freak! I am not dying out here, in the damn Outer Dark, listening to you prattle on about your boyfriend like a little girl!” 
 
    “Stop! You’re hurting me!” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Katya dumped Eerie roughly on the ground. “Vivik screwed us, do you understand?” Katya gestured at the landscape unraveling around their narrow anomaly, a ribbon of the material flowing slowly through a fantastic congregation of Ether-shrouded monstrosities, the animate husks of dead stars, and the malevolent sentience of the darkness itself. “We aren’t just in the Outer Dark. We are at the end of everything! You heard Emily – even if you could work your shortcuts, we are a thousand years from anywhere. Was she lying?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head without looking up. 
 
    “No. I know where we are. Not far from where I am meant to return. So far from Central…” 
 
    Katya marched over and smacked Eerie across her face. Eerie recoiled, gasping in shock and clutching her reddening cheek. 
 
    “Quit fucking about and whining! Why are you so useless, Eerie?” 
 
    “You are being mean to me,” Eerie said quietly, her voice flat. “You should stop that, Katya.” 
 
    “I’m being mean? How much did you keep from me, Eerie?” Katya grabbed the Changeling by her shoulders and gave her a good shake. “You set this entire thing up from the start. All because you didn’t want to take a chance and strike up a goddamn conversation. Do you realize how easy it is to get a boyfriend like Alex? They’re a dime a dozen! You should have skipped the multi-year plot and just bought tickets to an anime convention.” 
 
    “Stop making fun of me!” Eerie’s balled fists shook. “Stop right now!” 
 
    “You think you can make me?” Katya scoffed, giving Eerie a dismissive shove. “You’re pathetic, and you know what the worst part is? You choose to be pathetic! All this shit just gets handed to you…” 
 
    “You don’t know anything about me,” Eerie objected. 
 
    “…all this power, and you use it for something so fucking trite? It’s just sad. I move needles, Eerie, while you can alter reality.” Katya folded her arms and smiled victoriously. “Who’s done more, though? I made it to the fucking elite of the Black Sun, from nothing…” 
 
    “You kill people!” Eerie shook her head violently. “What – what’s so good about…?” 
 
    “…and then, because the situation called for it – because the people I care about needed me – I gave it all up. Started over, as a stupid trainee for the Auditors, doing bullshit grunt work for Ms. Gallow and that psycho Mitsuru, like I hadn’t been working in the field since I was a kid.” 
 
    “Killing people! Again!” 
 
    “Then, I get wind of what you’ve got planned, and again, I see something that I can do, to look after the people I care about. Do I think about the consequences for myself? Sure, and they scare me shitless,” Katya ranted. “I just have an extra drink or two and then do it anyway. That’s me, okay? I did what needed to be done, no questions asked. What about you?” 
 
    Eerie stared at the ground and said nothing. 
 
    “Nothing to say?” Katya gave Eerie a little nudge in the chest. “Cat got your tongue, freak?” 
 
    “Such an attitude!” Eerie voice was plain and angered, deprived of its normal music. “What a bad mouth you have, Katya!” 
 
    Katya laughed and reached for Eerie. 
 
    The Changeling looked up, and her pupils were of perfectly normal size, ringed by brilliant golden irises that shimmered inhumanly. Katya’s hand froze midway, afraid to touch the cloud of golden motes that rotated about Eerie like her own private solar system. 
 
    Coughing, Katya backed away. 
 
    “No more words?” Eerie followed her with confident steps. “Nothing left to laugh over?” 
 
    Katya continued to cough, eyes watering and face reddening. 
 
    “Jeez, Ériu,” Katya gasped. “Took you long enough.” 
 
    The cloud of golden dissipated, though there was no wind. Eerie frowned. 
 
    “You baited me.” 
 
    Katya shrugged, still coughing. 
 
    “No choice. We are stuck out here, and I need a grownup Fey, not a love-struck little girl.” 
 
    Eerie smiled, and the smile was somehow the saddest expression Katya had ever seen on the Changeling. 
 
    “Do you realize at what cost we are having this conversation?” Eerie wondered neutrally. “My full manifestation excites the Church of Sleep, and we are perilously close…”   
 
    “No choice,” Katya said, hands on her knees, pausing to spit phlegm. “You said that your future self would be more powerful, right? Well, you aren’t going to ever get the chance to exist, Ériu, unless you get involved now.” 
 
    Eerie closed her eyes, and a series of concentric rings composed of tiny golden particles expanded around her at set intervals, rotating in paradoxical opposition. A ghostly filigree rotated about her, interlocking like an Etheric clockwork mechanism. 
 
    “Impressive,” Katya said quietly, wiping her mouth. “What’s that?” 
 
    “Quiet, child,” Eerie said, with a superior tone. “I am operating.” 
 
    Katya took the Fey at face value and shut up. 
 
    She noticed something wet pressing against her hand, and realized that Derrida was hiding behind her, terrified of Eerie’s transformation, his hindquarters shaking uncontrollably. Katya tried to comfort him, running her hand along his back until his fur no longer stood at edge. Ériu floated to the center of a golden-iridescent matrix of tremendous complexity, particles drifting from her fingertips and her hair. The ephemeral clockwork began to move, the assemblage burning so brilliantly that she was forced to shield her eyes. 
 
    Katya pressed her palms deep into her eye sockets, but that was not enough stop the metallic light from piercing the wet grey matter behind. She held up her hands in front of her eyes, and was startled to see the bones within. 
 
    A slow lightning bolt erupted from the glassine surface of the Outer Dark, growing toward Ériu’s bare feet like a meandering vine. Katya felt her body tingle, Derrida’s coat bristling and crackling with static electricity. It seemed like there should have been tremendous sound, but instead Katya heard a pervasive and monotonous static that rattled her bones and dismantled her thoughts. Even with her hands pressed to her ears, Katya gradually became aware of something else struggling to be heard beneath the static; a simple melody, sometimes hummed and sometimes sung. 
 
    Katya was certain she had heard the refrain before, though she could not recall the name or an occasion. The Ether resonated in sympathetic unison with the melody, as did her body, a vibration that extended from the tips of her toes to the caps atop her teeth. She tried to shout, but her voice was lost in the sea of overwhelming sound. Derrida barked silently, and Katya clung to his leather collar, smoothed by years of use. 
 
    The sky was dominated by a massive and vibrant construct, dense to the point of incomprehensibility, each arc and flourish poignant with promises and terrible secrets; one great illustration, or many; a diagram for a machine that could only build itself. 
 
    Ériu gestured and plucked like a harpist, as the construct rotated and flexed about her. Katya wiped her eyes, and found blood in her tears, but she could not look away. Katya’s mind refused to comprehend the scale of it, the Fey tiny by comparison, but somehow not obscured by the vastness of the illuminated glyph. The refrain Ériu hummed reverberated softly through the glimmering lines of the construct, flaring along the shuffling rhythm of her respiration. 
 
    There was a discharge of energies outside of the electromagnetic spectrum, the construct rippling as a wave passed through it. Static droned dispassionately from the sky as the melody arrived at its logical conclusion. Katya clamped her hands over her ears and shouted, but nothing did any good. Derrida pushed his head into her legs, nearly bowling her over. 
 
    Katya felt like she had been struck in the chest, the air knocked from her lungs, recoiling from a blow that never happened. It felt like waking from a sleep she could not remember. The golden lattice stretched from one horizon to the other, and snagged in her heart like a fishhook. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gaul Thule trailed off midsentence, hesitating so long that Lóa and Mateo exchanged a worried look. 
 
    “I believe…” 
 
    The Lord Thule’s voice was wooden. Blood dripped from his nose on to his desktop. 
 
    “…a change has been made.” He curled his nose. “One of significance. Someone is tampering.” 
 
    “Uncle?” 
 
    The color slowly left Gaul’s face, and only a timely intervention on Lóa’s part kept him from sliding out of his chair, eyes twitching like those of a sleeper. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chandi paused in the act of brushing her hair, and then set her brush carefully aside and took a seat in a convenient plush chair. 
 
    The nosebleed came fast, but she was prepared, having already snatched a box of tissue from the nearby bathroom. She dabbed away the trickle of red thoughtfully, occasionally sipping from a glass of water she had prepared for herself a moment before she knew why. 
 
    Her phone waited, neatly centered on the nearby side table. The number was already selected, waiting for her to tap the phone and make the call. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Emily and Thu Tran did their best to control Marcus Bay-Davies as he raved and convulsed, seized by an ecstatic vision of frightening intensity. The words he muttered would have consumed their minds as a wildfire consumes dry grass if not for the telepathic baffles that deafened them, a wooden spoon wedged between his teeth to keep him from biting off his tongue. 
 
    In the shattered sky above the Inverted Spire, at the near border of the Outer Dark, a vast congregation of Horrors screamed in unison and then died in mass, deflating like punctured balloons and splattering on the ground. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Outer Dark has no depths, no directions, no dimensions. And yet… 
 
    Deep within the Outer Dark, the Church was roused. An unearthly chorus began, and a great black star, as obscure as the darkness that existed before the invention of light, opened like an eye. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For approximately fifteen minutes, the perpetual grey of the sky above Central was tinted a vibrant red, as residents were driven from the streets by a sudden downpour. After the brief squall, a profusion of seashells will be discovered in the gutters and on the roofs, all tracing their origin to Monterey Bay, on the central coast of California. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Timor sneezed, which was followed by a momentary fit of blurry vision. He recovered admirably, concealing his distress with a napkin and a glass of water until it passed. 
 
    It was nothing, he assured himself, smiling ingratiatingly across the table at one of the better-looking of Anastasia’s hundred-odd cousins.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sofia Morales-North called to her husband, her voice weakened by an unaccustomed tremble. 
 
    He hurried up the stairs and burst in through the bathroom door, finding her fallen beside the porcelain tub, her nose leaking on the tasteful earthen tile. He gathered her in his arms, casually ignoring the blood staining his Saville Row bespoke shirt as he carried her carefully into the bedroom. 
 
    “Sophie, are you ill?” Henry North laid her carefully atop the bed. “What has happened? Are you…?” 
 
    “I’m well, love.” Sofia put a hand gently to his chest as he laid beside her on the white cotton comforter. “A passing spell. A vision.” 
 
    Her husband studied her with obvious concern. 
 
    “Shall I call for the doctor?” 
 
    “No need,” she said, attempting a smile. “I already feel much better.” 
 
    Henry North hesitated, torn between marital and Cartel obligation. 
 
    “You said a vision,” he said reluctantly. “Something bad?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Sofia said, pulling him down on the bed beside her, and then curling up within his arms. “Something…familiar, though it has been a long time.” 
 
    She explained as best she could, and then, not long after, drifted off to sleep. Lord North held his wife while she slept, issuing telepathic instructions to his lieutenants and weighing options. The strange flutter he felt in his chest was eagerness, Lord North assured himself, and not at all trepidation. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The suit Ana had selected for him for the evening was perfect, because Ana had chosen it. Renton arrived at the Great Hall in Harbin a full forty minutes before he intended, along with the earliest and least important of the guests. Renton nodded at the harried security staff and leered at the exhausted and oblivious maids, doing his best to look like he was entirely busy as he briskly crossed the estate. 
 
    The act improved his mood, even if no one else noticed. All about Renton was carefully managed chaos; Mai’s uniformed maids supervising the combined activities of an army of maintenance personnel, security, gardeners, cooks, and sundry functionaries of every conceivable variety. They directed deliveries, oversaw decoration and table setting, performed last minute cleaning and polishing, cajoled guests into position, and fretted over details. The house maids were a force to be reckoned with, even without considering Mai’s invisible presence, and they politely steamrolled any opposition to their reign of ruthless efficiency. Only the contractors responsible for the ice sculpture centerpiece seemed willing to challenge them, stubbornly camping out in the Lesser Hall designated for the family dining so that they could perform nebulous maintenance tasks on an improperly frozen swan. 
 
    Thanks to the demands of his new role, it took nearly twenty minutes’ worth of glad-handing and meaningless conversation before he made it to the secured door at the entrance to Ana’s private wing. Timor opened the door before he could knock or telepathically announce himself. 
 
    “Renton, thank god!” 
 
    Timor hustled him inside before the rest of the guests grew curious. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Wrong? The Ball starts in less than an hour, and I haven’t had a minute to get ready!” Timor looked disheveled and exhausted. “I haven’t eaten or showered since four this morning, and this suit…” 
 
    Renton thought that the suit still looked good. That was none of his business, though. 
 
    “I got it,” Renton grumbled. “You want me to cover for you for a few minutes?” 
 
    “You’re my hero!” Timor squeezed his shoulders. “Give me ten minutes.” Timor grinned at him as he slipped out the security door. “Maybe fifteen.” 
 
    “You have ten, asshole!”  
 
    Renton waited until the door closed behind Timor, and then gratefully collapsed into his vacated chair, putting his feet up on the desk and leaning his head against the wall. 
 
    He felt a certain amount of exhaustion, but little inclination to sleep. On the other side of the security door, the party laughed and gossiped, while within the chambers he guarded, a cosmos of servants that orbited around Ana. 
 
    “You seem to have made yourself comfortable,” Mai observed, from just behind his shoulder. “What happened to Timor?” 
 
    Renton nearly toppled in his chair. 
 
    “Jesus, Mai! You scared the…you scared me.” 
 
    “I saw that, actually. Where is Timor, Renton?” 
 
    “He needed to change and eat,” Renton explained. “Ana really should have two bodyguards, you know.” 
 
    “She has her maids, Renton. We do not allow her to be alone, even when she sleeps. Donner and Blitzen are always at her side. And she has me, as well. You are not as crucial as you imagine yourself, Renton.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get it, Mai. Still don’t like it.” 
 
    “A good bodyguard is always unhappy with the situation,” Mai said approvingly. “Though your role has changed, you maintain your professional instincts.” 
 
    “I watched her since she was a kid, Mai. You, too. You know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    “Yes.” Mai gave him an undisguised smile. “Her father would feel much as we do, if he were not a Martynova.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Renton said, not truly in agreement. “It’s hard. I’m not…” 
 
    “…not ready?” Mai’s expression was sympathetic. “I don’t think anyone is ever ready to let a child they love become an adult. It is a goodbye of a sort, even if tomorrow will be much like yesterday.” 
 
    “Jesus.” Renton nodded. “You’re deep today, Mai.” 
 
    She laughed, startling him with her sudden lack of reserve. 
 
    “Am I? Perhaps. I suppose I am in an unusual mood. You aren’t the only one who loves her, Renton.” 
 
    He was so used to objecting that he had to stop himself from arguing the statement. 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, rubbing his temples, “but for me…I don’t know. You’ll still have a place with her, Mai.” 
 
    “As will you.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ll have the same place, Mai. Marriage won’t change much between you two. For me and Ana, though…” 
 
    To his surprise, Mai embraced him gently from behind. 
 
    “It is the death of a dream,” Mai said quietly. “No matter how unlikely, such an event is always tragic. What will you do with the emptiness I feel inside of you, Renton?” 
 
    He needed time to think about it. 
 
    “Find someone to take it out on,” Renton said eventually. “Same as always.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Briefly restored by a float in the rose-petal infused waters of the baths, Anastasia’s makeup was quickly restored, her hair subtly altered and enhanced while she stood naked in a steam-filled room. Then there was the second dressing, in the gown tailored for the evening, which Anastasia had only a moment to appreciate before the process of fitting her inside of it began. As she entered the library where her family waited with a modest retinue of Mai and two handpicked maids, Anastasia felt sore, tired, and weirdly stretched out, like there had not been quite enough of her for Mai’s technicians. 
 
    Her father Josef and her brother Pavel remained in their seats, but the remainder of the table rose when she entered – though Pavel gave her a wink and a smile when he was sure their father was not watching. Anastasia nodded them back into their seats, and then rounded the table, the floor length skirt of her silk and chiffon dress trailing behind her. She wore the colors of the Martynova family – cardinal red with a backing of midnight black gauze – her grandmother’s broach and jade comb, her mother’s rings, and her absolute favorite shoes, sourced from a now-defunct boutique in Paris. 
 
    Anastasia went to her father first, curtseyed formally, and then kissed him on his grizzled cheek. 
 
    “My god, Ana!” Josef’s face was florid and his eyes shone with alcohol. “You look as radiant as your mother did so many years, at her debut.” 
 
    “Thank you, father,” Anastasia said politely, trying to hide the rush of glee she felt. “That is high praise.” 
 
    “That dress…” Josef pinched the fabric of her dress between his fingers. “The same?” 
 
    “I wish,” Anastasia sighed. “Mother’s dress was destroyed in the fire at the Moscow house. This gown was reconstructed from telepathic impressions of her debut.” 
 
    “Astounding,” Josef said approvingly. “You are a daughter to be proud of, Anastasia.” 
 
    Anastasia repeated her curtsey. Her stepmother smiled faintly and said nothing, as was her habit where Ana was concerned, and her father returned to his wine. Anastasia continued her circuit of the table, making greetings and accepting compliments in three different languages with a dozen different family members and close associates, paying special attention to her younger sisters, Molly and Diana. After greeting his wife, Huian, and her young niece, Kirsten, Anastasia reached her brother Pavel, who stood, and then in typical fashion eschewed custom by throwing his arm around her corseted waist and lifting her from her feet in an embrace. 
 
    “You look like a queen, sis!” 
 
    “Thank you, Pavel, but do try not to muss me terribly.” 
 
    He laughed and released her tenderly, ignoring his wife’s pointed glare. 
 
    “Your big night! God, you are beautiful, you know? Not at all my kid sister…” 
 
    “Pavel!” Huian Martynova, pregnant and slightly disheveled, covered her mouth in mortification at her husband’s effrontery. “Anastasia, I’m sorry; you know how he is…” 
 
    “Of course!” Anastasia laughed despite herself. “It’s fine, Huian. Pavel is naturally exuberant.” 
 
    Anastasia smiled at her jovial older brother, noting the glass of water beside his plate with approval. Huian Martynova was a godsend to the family in any number of ways not initially recognized, Pavel’s relatively newfound sobriety chief among them.  
 
    “No, that’s not it!” Pavel protested good-naturedly. “I’m grateful. You saved me from a fate worse than death, Ana.” 
 
    “Oh, Pavel, you must not say such things…” 
 
    “It’s the truth! I see you standing here in front of me, Ana, about to realize your destiny and looking beautiful, and I’m proud, but I can’t forget that you took a bullet for me.” 
 
    Anastasia remembered her brother dropping to his knees before her, when she was still a child, gravely asking her to take on the responsibilities of the sole heir to the Black Sun Cartel, in a shocking dereliction of rank and duty. Anastasia had understood exactly what was on offer even then, and what she wanted in return.  
 
    “Pavel…” 
 
    Her brother was at first desirous of peace and quiet, and then after he met Huian, Pavel wanted to marry and raise children in mundane Europe, untroubled by cartel affairs or mundane troubles like money and employment. Thanks to his abdication, Anastasia was in a position to provide that sort of lifestyle. 
 
    It was a sort of symbiosis, Anastasia mused. The siblings had always understood each other. 
 
    “I won’t forget what you’ve done for me, little sister. I promise.” 
 
    “I appreciate your sentiment, Pavel. You must remember, however, that this is the culmination of my ambition – and our mother’s ambition. My ascension is not about you.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a little about me.” Pavel flashed an impertinent smile. “You’re right, though, as usual. I just want you to know that you’ll have my support. In everything, from this point forward, any decision you make, you can count on my support, whatever that is worth. I don’t know what the support of a marketing nerd is worth, but…” 
 
    Risking makeup and hair, she embraced Pavel and kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    “I love you, Pavel.” 
 
    “I love you too, sis. I mean…Lady Martynova.” 
 
    Strengthened by his approval, Anastasia completed her circuit of the table, returning to her father’s side. To her surprise, he took her hand in his own, his rough skin thinned by time and long exertion. 
 
    “My family, friends, if you might leave us briefly.” Josef Martynova gestured at the assembly, and they rose obediently. “I would speak to my daughter in private, one final time, before her debut.” 
 
    The other guests filed out, Molly and Diana waving and Pavel looking worried, mouthing “good luck” as he closed the door behind him. 
 
    Anastasia and her father regarded each other behind political smiles. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Svetlana had intended to do her own makeup, but Mai would not allow such a thing from a servant of the house hold at an event of this magnitude. She sat in a rotating chair while one of Ana’s team of makeup artists painted her lips with a very fine brush. It was an extended and a bit intimidating process, but one that Svetlana found herself enjoying, despite her habitual modesty. The maids and beauty technicians were all far too busy and tired for conversation, which suited her. 
 
    Left to her own devices, Svetlana would have apported home to her little apartment in Moscow for a salad and a glass of wine, with only her cat Schrödinger for company. Svetlana was happy for Ana over her debut, of course, but she had no desire at all to attend a ball. As was usual, however, no one cared what Svetlana wanted, and nothing was left up to her. Her attendance was compulsory, as was dancing. 
 
    The Black Sun was currently suffering a gender imbalance among the young adults, and many families had an extra son or two of eligible age of which they were eager to rid themselves. These young men required partners for each of the evening’s partnered dances, to save face, even if the partner in question was of the serving class, and therefore an unflattering match.  
 
    “You do yourself little credit.” Mai perched in the vacant seat beside her like a wren ready to alight. “Servant girls have ascended to great heights from such frivolity, Sveta.” 
 
    “Ana’s mother,” Sveta said. “She was an exception to the rule, though. Beautiful and glamorous…” 
 
    “As are you, my dear,” Mai said, motioning a pair of maids into the room, carefully wheeling a dress cart between them. “Or, you will be shortly, in any case. In this.” The maids lifted the dress from the rack with practiced coordination and displayed it like the flag of a revered nation. “Don’t you think?” 
 
    Svetlana tried to stand, and was chided back into her seat by the makeup artist, still plying her trade on Svetlana’s eyebrows. 
 
    “It’s…perfect. Where…?” 
 
    “Anastasia had it made well in advance, of course. You are not forgotten among us, Sveta,” Mai said sternly. “The Mistress of the Black Sun has not overlooked you.” 
 
    Svetlana had no words. She very nearly burst into tears. 
 
    “Shall we try it on?” 
 
    Svetlana attempted to nod, and was again upbraided. Mai interceded in Malay, and after a rather sharp exchange, won Svetlana a brief reprieve. With the assistance of the maids that accompanied Mai, she was dressed in surprisingly little time, cheeks ladybug red. 
 
    The women examined the results of their work in the mirror, to general acclaim. 
 
    “Beautiful, miss,” one of the maids said, with a small bow. “Very!” enthused another. 
 
    Mai nodded and squeezed Svetlana’s hand. Svetlana made a small turn in front of the mirror. 
 
    “It can be frustrating to be a warm and sensible light in the periphery of a great bonfire.” Mai’s eyes flicked to the outer door as another maid opened it. “We all have moments when we feel overshadowed or neglected.” 
 
    Renton hurried in behind the maid, looking embarrassed and eager at the same time. 
 
    He froze when he saw Svetlana, in dress and makeup, posed in front of the mirror. 
 
    “There are compensations for service, though,” Mai offered, taking Svetlana by the elbow. “Wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Your mother would have been so proud.” 
 
    “And you, father?” 
 
    “For my part, I am very proud. Exceedingly so! You are the hope and future of the Martynova family, and I take great pride in your ascendency, Anastasia. I did not see it early, and I have not recognized it often, but you were born to inherit all that I have, and to achieve even greater things with it.” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “It is true! You do me a great credit, daughter – and the same is true for the Martynova family, the Black Sun Cartel, and your mother’s memory. I expect nothing less of one who would be my heir, and the heir to the Black Sun.” 
 
    “Do you mean to recognize my claim, my lord?” 
 
    “Yes. I mean to recognize you as my heir. An announcement has already been prepared, and is even now being circulated. By the time you make your debut in the Great Hall tonight, all concerned will know that you are my heir.” 
 
    “I am grateful, father.” 
 
    “As I would expect. You have been a dutiful daughter, and your brother’s failings and proclivities are well known. You will honor me and the work I have done for our family as my heir. This is all good and appropriate.” 
 
    “As you say, sir.” 
 
    “Not for much longer. That’s what you wish to say next, is it not?” 
 
    “I would say no such thing, sir. I am much too clever for such brashness, father.” 
 
    “Nonetheless, clever daughter. You would have me stand aside, the sooner the better.” 
 
    “If I would, sir?” 
 
    “You are my daughter, Anastasia, and your mother’s child. Her relentless ambition was matched only by my own.” 
 
    “I would not be so certain.” 
 
    “I expect nothing less than ruthless and ambitious conduct from you, in your own interest – for who else is to be your advocate? – and in the interests of your family and cartel. It is the latter two of which I would speak to you, content as I am that you have a firm grasp of the former.” 
 
    “I would listen to anything you might have to say, my lord.” 
 
    “In the immediate future, a major conflict between the Black Sun and the Hegemony will almost definitely erupt. The precognitive pools may have been largely destroyed by the Anathema, but our remaining precognitives are in general agreement. This conflict is anticipated to outstrip all previous confrontations in savagery and destruction, and will likely end with one faction in functional control of Central, with all that entails. The Anathema watch from the Outer Dark, a World Tree under their control. There is every reason to believe that they will use this opportunity to attempt a return to Central. The Director is inexperienced and rash, the Auditors depleted and under the leadership of a sadist. The Black Sun suffered more than the Hegemony in the Anathema incursion; our reserves are already tapped and our resources strained. There has never been a more dangerous and crucial time in the history of the Black Sun.” 
 
    “As you say, sir. My own sources indicate the same.” 
 
    “Your beauty has affected me, daughter. I will be brief, for you have dances and suitors awaiting you. I have recognized you as heir independent of anything that we might say here, to show that I would deal plainly with you, and that I have no intention to bargain. I will abdicate for you, daughter, as you require. The timing, however, will be my own. I have built the empire that you stand to inherit, and I will shepherd it through this time of crisis. Five years, daughter, that is my decision. You will wait five years while I subdue the enemies our cartel faces, and assure that your transition will be smooth and unquestioned. You will act as my lieutenant and advisor during that time, learning under me and putting your forces under my command. At the end of five years, I will stand aside for your ascendency, and retire.”  
 
    “As you say, my lord.” 
 
    “We must do what is best for the Black Sun. While I trust in your capabilities, our enemies will perceive your inexperience and youth as weaknesses. Even if you subdue your rivals successfully, there will be unneeded bloodshed and infighting. My hands have guided this cartel for decades in good stead, daughter. Trust them for another a few years, learn and establish credibility at my side. Then take power with my unreserved endorsement.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Lord Martynova bent close, to examine his daughter’s impassive face. 
 
    “Have you no other thoughts on this matter, my daughter?” 
 
    “You have said that you do not mean to bargain, my lord. Who am I to question the Master of the Black Sun? I remain your dependent and loyal daughter, under your care – for the next several hours, in any case.” 
 
    “I see. And after your debut?” 
 
    “I will do what is best for the Black Sun, father, as you have taught me.” 
 
    “I understand. You must leave?” 
 
    “Indeed I must. With the little time that remains, Mai and her maids still have much work to do, or so I am told.” 
 
    “Very well. Go in peace, daughter. I will see you at the ball.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord. I anticipate it keenly.” 
 
    “…oh, daughter?” 
 
    “Yes, father?” 
 
    “You have received several suitors, to my understanding?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. You will instruct them to present themselves to me in the morning – no objections, daughter. I know full well what your mother said, but she is gone and I am here – so that I might make their acquaintance and determine their fitness. Am I well understood, my dutiful and obedient daughter?” 
 
    “Of course. I understand perfectly.” 
 
    “Then be on your way, Anastasia. Bring acclaim to the Black Sun with all that you do.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Timor kept busy to keep his spirits up, simple as that, so the monotony and extended hours of guard duty was agony. Bodyguard was frankly not an ideal job for him. Not that anyone was sure what an ideal job for Timor might look like. He had spent the day trapped in an anteroom screening visitors who were largely limited to maids and tailors. He left only when Anastasia did, and aside from a brief ceremonial toast with her family, she had not done that since very early that morning. 
 
    The night, of course, would offer more interest, but the ball would likely be relatively dull. The event promised more watching, more waiting for something to happen, when assuredly nothing would. Anastasia’s happiness aside, Timor had trouble seeing the point in the frippery, and was not wildly fond of dancing. 
 
    He wanted to work, so that time would pass, so that something interesting… 
 
    Timor cocked his head to the side, as if listening to a distant noise, though the general level of muted clamor had not changed. 
 
    Timor was not impossible to surprise, rumors to the contrary aside. 
 
    He simply experienced surprise a few seconds before the surprising event itself took place, so Timor always had time to prepare his response. In this case, he got to his feet and smiled a moment before Pavel Martynova knocked on the door. 
 
    “Pascha! So good to see you!” Timor grabbed Pavel and wrapped him up in an embrace. “It’s been so long! I couldn’t say anything at the family thing, because the job, you see, and I thought I wouldn’t get a chance…” 
 
    Timor trailed off when he noticed Huian standing behind Pavel, with Molly and Diana, the young children of Josef Martynova’s second marriage, at either hand, and Kirsten, their own daughter, slung across her chest. 
 
    “Timor, great to see you, really.” Pavel produced a strained smile. “I’m sorry to barge in on you while you are getting ready for the ball and everything…” 
 
    “I’m good, actually,” Timor said self-consciously. “Renton covered for me so I could shower.” 
 
    “You look good, Timor,” Huian said, leading the children into the immediately crowded anteroom. “I’m sorry to bother you…” 
 
    “Not at all. It’s great to see you, Huian.” 
 
    He bent down to greet Molly and Diana. Molly was at an affectionate age, and hugged him freely, while Diana was shy, giggling from behind Huian’s leg. Timor grinned at her, reflecting privately on the family complexities that rendered Huian and Diana sisters-in-law. 
 
    “Listen, Timor…” 
 
    Noticing the urgency in his friend’s voice, Timor stopped making faces at the baby. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “The Great Hall is insane, never seen it so crowded. And the bathrooms are just as bad. I don’t think we can make it back to our personal quarters, and we tried to use one of the Lesser Halls, but some sort of maintenance crew shooed us out…” 
 
    “The people responsible for that dumb swan, I bet. Haven’t been able to get rid of them all day,” Timor muttered. “Never mind. Go ahead and change Kirsten here. I don’t mind.” 
 
    “We were wondering…” Huian trailed off when she realized her question had already been answered. “Ah. Thank you, Timor.” 
 
    She hurried over to his card table, setting the baby down on top of his paperwork. Timor winced, but stepped aside.  
 
    “I hate it when you do that.” Pavel tossed Molly into the air and then caught her, to her squealing delight. “See into the future. Answer questions…” 
 
    “Short questions.” 
 
    “…short questions before they are asked. That’s creepy, X-Files stuff.” 
 
    “More like P.T. Barnum.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Circus guy. Tricks, you know?”  
 
    “Oh, hey! I’ve been meaning to ask. Where is your sister?” Pavel grinned at Timor. “I haven’t seen Katya in a while, but I already checked the bar, and…” 
 
    “Katya’s on assignment,” Timor said, with an uneasy smile. “Has been for a while. Hush-hush. You know how it is in the field.” 
 
    “Not really. I’m not the type for that sort of work,” Pavel admitted. “Is Katya okay, at the very least?” 
 
    “Of course,” Timor said, shrugging. “Katya’s always good.” 
 
    Timor played peek-a-boo with Diana, who continued to clutch her mother’s skirt. 
 
    “If you say so. You okay, man? You sound a little…” 
 
    Timor wrinkled his nose, and then sighed. 
 
    “What? Yes! Of course. I’m fine. It’s been a long day, that’s all.” 
 
    The anteroom was small, and the mess in baby Kirsten’s diaper Huian had just revealed was pungent. 
 
    “Yes,” Pavel said, laughing at Timor’s dismay. “I can see that.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mistress?” 
 
    Anastasia said nothing, sitting in a makeup chair while Mai massaged her hands. 
 
    “You are angry, Mistress.” 
 
    Anastasia opened her eyes briefly, giving Mai an inquisitive look, before closing them again. 
 
    “Your father will not see reason, then?” 
 
    “He will not.” 
 
    Mai’s expression tightened. 
 
    “He offered terms?” 
 
    “Yes. Five years to lead the Black Sun through the conflict with the Hegemony…and approval of my marriage.” 
 
    Mai nodded, working out a knot in Anastasia’s palm below her thumb. 
 
    “What will you do?” 
 
    Anastasia did not open her eyes or respond, but Mai felt the tension in her hands, and was wise enough not to ask anything further. 
 
    Instead, Mai excused herself briefly, and found Renton. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They assembled near the entrance of the Great Hall. Rank and hierarchy did most of the sorting, and then senior Black Sun staff made discrete interventions to preserve propriety. Servants circulated with trays of drinks and appetizers, flitting through the crowd on last minute errands, nearly unnoticed by the celebrants. A pair of maids scattered red and white rose blossoms on the immaculately stained floors, while another pair tended to the many sconces and candelabras. Security was everywhere, and by ancient custom, the guests were discretely armed. 
 
    They waited with varying degrees of patience, with apprehension or pride or lost in nostalgia, they refused all drink or drank to excess. There was little conversation, and what there was of it was too loud, as thoughtless as tourists in a church. Those girls too young to debut watched with an especial intensity, their mothers distracted by memories of their own debuts, memories that therefore ranged from blissful to bitter. They waited in small groups, or by families, or by a variety of associations inherited in years of semi-cooperative business, socializing, and intermarriage. In the quiet corners of the room, servants clustered, invisible until they were needed. 
 
    Dresses were evaluated, suits admired, sartorial decisions questioned or lauded. Heirloom jewelry not seen in a generation or more decorated fingers, ears, and necks. Suffering in the name of enduring fashion was widespread, and for good reason. More than just marriages would be made this evening, and the Greater Hall simmered with varied and conflicting ambitions. 
 
    The debutants would make their arrival at midnight, by tradition. Accordingly, a great old round clock with a face the color of fresh soap hung over the entry way, inviting the guests to count the minutes as the time for the debut approached. The servants plied the guests with champagne and rebuffed premature calls for stronger spirits, while maids offered stern reminders to those guests who forgot or ignored the prohibition on smoking. 
 
    They waited, and were watched, and knew that they were watched. As midnight approached, the Great Families began to filter in, by company and by family, and tension in the Great Hall increased accordingly. Sensing that, the servants countered with platters of caviar and crab cake, Italian cheeses and charcuterie, and fresh bottles of sparkling wine. 
 
    A second attempt by the guests at premature procurement of vodka met with no more success than the first.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The young men of the cartel formed an honor guard around the entrance of the Great Hall, a neat line on either side of the door. Pavel organized relatives, friends, and honored allies into two appropriate columns, mindful of social niceties and rank. At one point, there would have been drawn swords, to create an arch above the debutants, but Anastasia’s mother had done away with the dying tradition. The men wore white gloves and matching black suits or dress uniforms, ties and pocket handkerchiefs incorporating the red field and black sun of the cartel heraldry. The older men and the women clustered around the honor guard and murmured impatiently. 
 
    The string ensemble began to play, and the crowd hushed. 
 
    By tradition, the debutants should have arrived in alphabetical order. In this sense, at least, Anastasia was determined not to be traditional. Ilyana Medvedkova and Su Gao entered together on their father’s arms, clutching bouquets and wearing flowing white gowns, tiaras woven from wildflowers, and their mothers’ jewelry, to a crescendo from the small orchestra, warm applause, and a salute from the honor guard. Ilyana’s face was flushed with excitement, while Su wore her father’s cultivated lack of expression. 
 
    There was a pause, a notable separation, some of the crowd exchanging glances and shocked looks. The music shifted seamlessly into the strident theme of the Martynova family. 
 
    Anastasia made her entrance in a red floor length gown, a rising black sun done in black lace across the front of her corset, above the subtle rise of her bust. Her hair was done up high and in curls, pinned back with crimson roses and the jade combs she had inherited from her mother. On the ring finger of her offhand, she wore her grandmother’s modest engagement ring; the tiara, necklace, and earrings she wore were the Martynova family jewels, all former possessions of a tsar’s wife, glittering with rose-cut diamonds and flawless rubies. Josef Martynova walked somberly beside her, eyes tired and swollen. Flanking her train on either side were Donner and Blitzen, black coats polished to resplendency and chains of silver-set diamonds looped around their necks. Timor and Renton followed, Mai on Timor’s arm as Renton escorted Svetlana. 
 
    Anastasia carried a bouquet of roses, sunset-red around the base and the deepening further up the petal into a violet nearly indistinguishable from black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “It feels like they grow up when they are out of our sight, in fits and bursts.” Lady Gao sipped an excessively dry Chablis at a small table with Josef Martynova. “Daniel was a little boy not so long ago, and I don’t recall him becoming the man I see before me today at all. And my sister’s little Su, grown already…” 
 
    Josef nodded, his exhaustion plainly evident. 
 
    “I am a grandfather,” he said, turning a small glass of black-pepper infused vodka between his hands. “Pavel is nearly as old as I was when I married his mother. Now Ana…she becomes more like her mother with every passing day. She has inherited so much of her mother’s beauty, and all her ambition.” 
 
    “Yes. That must be difficult for you, at times.” 
 
    Josef just nodded, lost in contemplation of the rapidly clearing dance floor, beneath the vast chandeliers of the Great Hall. The orchestra finished tuning and sat at nervous attention, the conductor adjusting his cufflinks. The debutants were assembled in one corner of the room, and preparations for the cotillion had begun. 
 
    “That dress,” Lady Gao said softly, watching Anastasia play with her younger sisters, spinning with them in a circle in the middle of the emptying dance floor. “My memory is not what it was, but is it…?” 
 
    “A reproduction, apparently, but a damned good one, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Of course. Still, she takes after her mother, does she not, Lord Martynova?” 
 
    “In so many ways, Lady Gao.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mai hovered close beside her when Josef Martynova approached the debutant’s private corner, but she need not have worried. Anastasia’s curtsey was practiced and perfect. Her father took her arm fondly, cheeks ruddy with drink. 
 
    To the surprise of all, he pulled her aside, waving away Mai and the other debutants. 
 
    “My daughter!” Josef gave her a glassy-eyed smiled. “Perfect, like your mother. You are destined to surpass me, Ana, and I personally feel nothing but pride, and perhaps a bit of resignation, that I could not accomplish more. I was too harsh, when we spoke earlier. Again, just like your mother. I said too many things I regret to her, as well, and then I was deprived of the opportunity to make amends.” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “Hush! I am not as drunk as you believe. What you see is the joy of a father whose daughter has become a woman of integrity and ambition. Allow me to say what I should have said earlier.” Josef held her by the shoulders and beamed. “Allow me to set my affairs to right, to see my beloved cartel through one last storm, and then I will make a present of the Black Sun to you. Allow me to serve you, and the Black Sun, in this way one final time, and then take it all, with my blessing. That is what I should have said to you, daughter, on the day of your debut.” 
 
    “Oh, father.” Anastasia touched his rough cheek, stubbly despite having shaved that afternoon. “You and Uncle Shijun have been at the vodka, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Not much,” he protested. “Only a little.” 
 
    “The night is long, father,” she chided, smiling. “You have responsibilities.” 
 
    “I swept your mother from her feet at her employer’s debut. I am certain, daughter, that you will find my dancing respectable.” 
 
    “Then I am flattered by your words, father, and suggest that you pace yourself.” 
 
    “Anastasia – answer me plainly. You have heard my words, those I regret, and those I intended. What are your thoughts?” 
 
    “Father…” 
 
    “Now, Anastasia. Answer me.” 
 
    “Tonight, I am solely your daughter,” Anastasia said, with downcast eyes and a small courtesy. “And your daughter obeys you in all things.” 
 
    “And tomorrow?” 
 
    “I cannot say, my Lord…but whatever course I choose, it will be for the good of the Black Sun, and not my own. You have taught me well, father.” 
 
    “Aha,” he said, taking her arm as they returned to the procession, “but what lessons have I taught you?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ériu crouched nearby, petting Derrida and watching Katya with obvious good humor. They rested near the mouth of a shallow valley. The view was obscured by the Changeling and the dog, but what Katya could see was lifeless and sheer, the elevation dropping rapidly from the point they occupied. 
 
    “Are you feeling well, Katya?” 
 
    “Not particularly. What was that?” 
 
    “You were right in thinking that situation was dire. I have come in gratitude, for your patience in dealing with an impetuous child.” 
 
    “Yeah, that all sounds great, but what did you actually do?” 
 
    “An operation, a modest shaping.” Ériu finished the explanation with a meek shrug that rang false to Katya. “Please look after Eerie in what time remains, won’t you?” 
 
    The golden hue was draining from Ériu’s eyes, Katya noticed with alarm, and her pupils were rapidly dilating. 
 
    “Wait a minute, Ériu!” Katya called, rushing over to Ériu. “You have to help!” 
 
    “I have helped,” she said, a hint of a strange music to her voice. “Or I have tried.” 
 
    “Ériu, you have to tell me what you did…” 
 
    “I have created a small opportunity where none existed before. To say more would imperil the possibility, for it is new and fragile.” Ériu’s voice swelled with its characteristic music. “You should probably go now.” 
 
    “What? Ériu, I don’t…” 
 
    “You must leave, quickly! My protocol has awakened the Church. Please be patient with Eerie. She is in love.” 
 
    “Love? I don’t care about that…” 
 
    The Changeling shuddered and keeled over, and Katya caught her by reflex. Her eyelids fluttered and her throat flexed, blue veins protruding from her waxen skin. Katya spent an anxious several minutes watching Eerie’s irregular respiration, monitoring her thin pulse, and wondering if the Changeling was dying. 
 
    It was such a relief, when Eerie opened her dilated eyes, that Katya hugged her. 
 
    “Katya? Did something…are we friends now?” 
 
    “Are you…? Fuck, Eerie! What was that?” 
 
    Eerie blinked her eyes, moist already to the point of tears. 
 
    “What was what?” 
 
    “You don’t remember? I just had a talk with your future. I think.” 
 
    “Really? Was it…you know…good?” 
 
    The ground beneath them buckled, crystalline ground shattering in all directions. 
 
    “Shit, come on!” Katya stood, and then hauled Eerie rapidly up after her. She threw her pack on, grabbed Eerie’s bag, and then the Changeling’s hand. “Derrida, let’s go! We’ve got to get out of here!” 
 
    The dog followed obediently, while the Changeling needed help. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Something bad is coming. I think,” Katya answered, tugging her along. “Just run!” 
 
    The Changeling was frustratingly clumsy, and Katya was forced to slow her place to accommodate frequent stumbles. Derrida stuck close to Eerie, his side pressed against her thigh, occasionally glancing back at the spot they had vacated and whining. Katya chose not to look back, deliberately forging ahead into the canyon as fast as her companions would allow. 
 
    “What…what are we running from, Katya?” 
 
    “Shut up and run!” 
 
    The anomaly they occupied was deeper than it was wide. Katya had Eerie’s arm across her shoulders, very nearly dragging the enviably light Changeling along. Their feet were lost in a layer of freezing mist that chilled Katya, pulling like a tide toward the unearthly gravity of the singular black star that loomed above. Glimpses of the ground below the mist showed a surface that looked like bottle glass. In the indeterminate depths, shadows squirmed and writhed, and ten-thousand-year-old crystal broke like the surf. 
 
    Something was moving, Katya thought, a ripple of pure dread running through her. Something was following them – something huge. Katya grabbed Eerie and pulled her right off her feet, dragging her along in an encumbered jog across the splintering valley, the massive banks of black mist surrounding them punctured with slow lightening. 
 
    “Katya? What happened?” 
 
    “You really don’t remember?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t keep asking, otherwise!” 
 
    “As far as I can tell,” Katya said, dragging the Fey after her like luggage, “you ended the damn world.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alex woke suddenly, his eyes fluttering open. He blinked at the brilliance of the light, and waited for his eyes to adjust. His vision was odd, dim on one side, filled with ghosts and afterimages of unseen lights. His head throbbed in time with the beating of his heart, and his extremities were numb with cold. 
 
    “Emily? I think he’s waking up.” 
 
    The voice was familiar, but he could not place the speaker. Alex tried to remember where he was, and came up blank. As for recent history, his mind flinched away from it like his hand from a hot stove. He rubbed his eyes, shocked by how cold some of his numb fingers were to the touch. 
 
    “Emily! Are you listening to me? Come over here!” 
 
    His vision slowly resolved into an unfamiliar paradigm. Alex tried to make sense of what was happening as the shape looming over him turned out to be a frowning young woman, looking at him with mixed distaste and concern, and occasionally yelling for Emily. 
 
    Emily. There was a great deal of importance attached to that name, more than he cared to think about. His head felt fragile, and Alex worried that if he tried too hard to retrieve his dislocated memory, something in his traumatized brain might snap. 
 
    “Alex. My name is Leigh Feld. Are you awake?” 
 
    Feld. A familiar name. A vampire, then, Alex thought, remembering a different vampire, one with red hair, and a quiet sort of companionship that he had enjoyed. Sad echoes of Margot Feld rang through his head. He did not need any encouragement to put the disjointed memories aside. 
 
    There was a flat quality to the light in the room, a dimness, and a partial obstructed in his peripheral vision on the left side. The room was long, with a low white ceiling and rounded windows, furnished with a pair of wicker couches and a handful of benches. Alex was laid out on one of the couches, atop a sheet so new it was crisp with starch. 
 
    Leigh glanced at someone with obvious relief, and Alex was confronted with another blurred silhouette. 
 
    There was nothing unusual about the light, he realized. There was something wrong with his eyes. 
 
    With his eyes? With his eye… 
 
    “Alex? Oh, dear…” 
 
    He remembered, with intense specificity, the sensation of the tip of machete puncturing the fleshy core of his eyeball. Alex curled into a ball and hyperventilated, fully intending to start screaming and never stop. 
 
    Emily laid hands on him like a faith healer and wrapped him in an empathic security blanket. 
 
    Alex drifted blissfully back into unconsciousness. 
 
    Emily slumped back and wiped sweat from her forehead, while Leigh paced irritably. 
 
    “He keeps waking up like that,” she said, jabbing her finger accusatorially at Emily. “Your boyfriend is a fucking PTSD’d wreck.” 
 
    “Ex-boyfriend. Cut him some slack, won’t you, Leigh? He’s had a rough time.” 
 
    “We’ve all had a rough time.” Leigh gave the unconscious boy a contemptuous look. “That’s the human condition. Present company exempted, obviously.” 
 
    Emily laughed. 
 
    “Alex is still human, at the very least. Whatever we are.” 
 
    “Is he?” Leigh tapped one of his frigid fingers, and it rang like glass. “I’m not so sure.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alistair nodded, and Drake Simms gunned the engine to the lead van, knocking the gate from its hinges and carrying it forward on the hood as they roared into the parking lot, the van behind them riding nearly on their bumper. A telekinetic gestured disabled the perimeter lights, plunging the anonymous office complex into darkness. Drake steered across the parking lot guided by telepathy, deftly weaving between concrete barriers and planters to pull up in front of the seven-story building, a single rectangular tower of blue glass embedded in a small lake of concrete and asphalt. He pulled up so close that Alistair heard the rims grind against the gutter. 
 
    Hit it, Alistair commanded, reaching for his seatbelt. We don’t need any prisoners. No shooting inside! Make sure not to damage of any of the equipment. 
 
    The Isolation Field snapped into place, while Alistair severed the links to the Etheric Network and muffled emergency beacons. A small box mounted to the rack in the back of the first van prevented cellular calls, while another quick burst of telekinesis took care of the land line. 
 
    Alistair stepped out of the van, and Drake ran around, handing Alistair a suppressed pistol, the grips rough and new in his hands. He sauntered casually up to the entrance of the building, flanked by a small crew of Anathema gunmen. They took positions in front. 
 
    Hello, Black Sun peons. You do realize that the building you’re in right now is on fire, don’t you? 
 
    It took a moment for the mass telepathic message to sink in, and then the building howled. The night was split by the sound of the fire alarm, and the lobby of the building was illuminated by several brilliant flashing lights. Alistair flipped the safety off on his pistol, taking aim with one arm extended. Behind him, the rest of the Anathema followed suit. Just for fun, he breached the consciousness of one of the people he could feel, scrambling down the stairs from the third floor, convinced the building was on fire. Through the borrowed sensorium, Alistair could feel the heat of the flames, his breath short in the smoky air. 
 
    Returning to himself, Alistair smiled and waited. 
 
    The front door to the office building slammed open, and a man in a white shirt and loud tie came rushing out, huffing and panicked. Alistair let him get to the parking lot before he put a round through his right eye, and watched him fall to the asphalt. Turning his attention back to the front of the building, he took aim at the small crowd gathered there, scrambling to exit the perceived inferno. 
 
    He shot a dark-haired woman in a blue blazer as she neared the handicap parking, and then an older man in a brown jumpsuit who made for the rear fence. At the doors, the small crowd hesitated, some turning back toward the imaginary flames, while others charged forward heedless of the gunshots. 
 
    Don’t worry about the gunshots, Alistair ordered, shooting a fleeing man in the neck as he fumbled for his car keys. Just keep worrying about the fire, okay? 
 
    The remaining occupants of the building stampeded into the parking lot. The Anathema crew behind him opened fire, with more enthusiasm than accuracy. Alistair picked his shots, privately wishing for the days when he had Auditors to boss around. Good help was hard to find. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Keeping his eyes closed was suddenly like holding his breath – Alex could not do it forever. When he succumbed to what felt like necessity, he discovered that this his vision was still distorted, one half of the room dim and filled with ghostly afterimages. 
 
    Emily watched him with a nervous smile. The empath squeezed his hand, and Alex felt a surge of relief. 
 
    “Are you awake, Alex?” 
 
    He wanted to nod, but that required more effort than he was prepared to make. 
 
    “He can’t be,” Leigh scoffed, emerging from the bathroom with a stack of steaming towels. “He’s not screaming.” 
 
    “Leigh, be nice! Alex is recovering from a very difficult experience.” 
 
    He never managed to ask the questions, but Emily must have seen them on his face, or read them off the top of his battered mind. 
 
    “You were taken prisoner, by Samnang Banh, with the intent of interrogating you for the Church of Sleep. However bad that might have been – don’t try and remember, please – she probably saved you from a worse fate. I’m not sure what Alistair had planned, but he very nearly killed you at the Far Shores.” 
 
    He remembered the tips of his fingers rolling across the floor first, and then the rest of it returned to him. 
 
    “Oh, God!” Alex gasped. “My eye?” 
 
    Emily fought against the wave of panic and terror that submerged his mind for some time, before giving up and putting him back to sleep. 
 
    “You’re right. It’s useless.” Emily sighed and cracked her neck. “He’s a mess.” 
 
    “I think you’re just babying him,” Leigh grumbled, dropping a warm towel haphazardly across Alex’s forehead. “Hasn’t he thrown enough of a fit by now?” 
 
    “Psychic torture is subjective,” Emily reminded her. “We don’t know what was done to Alex, or how long it seemed to him to last. He may have experienced the equivalent of decades of torment.” 
 
    “I guess. We aren’t making much progress, though. Eventually Alistair is gonna figure out what we did and come looking…” 
 
    “You’re right, of course. Which is why we’re in Palermo, rather than the Outer Dark.” 
 
    “I thought that was just because you wanted to go to the beach.” 
 
    “No. I mean, that doesn’t hurt anything, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. What’s our next move?” 
 
    “I’m going to the beach!” Emily grabbed her towel and discarded her bathrobe in one unified movement. “I’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
    “Hey! What the hell am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “Maybe watch some TV?” Emily suggested, already halfway out the door, resplendent in a trim blue bikini that she must have bought sometime in the last few hours, as they had arrived without luggage. “Keep an eye on Alex, won’t you?” 
 
    Emily shut the door behind her before Leigh could complain. 
 
    Leigh lingered in the kitchen, mildly annoyed. She let her hair down, combed the tangles out with her fingers, and then reset her ponytail. She wandered through the living room, sparing a glance at the unconscious boy laid out on the couch. 
 
    The sun was warm and mercilessly bright on the whitewashed balcony. The building beside their hotel was painted a soft yellow that accented the brilliance of the light, from the sun beating down in the sky or reflected off the blue waters of the bay. Leigh made a quick check to make sure she was not observed, and then ran through a few cycles of sun salutations, stretching tense muscles, dispelling pent up frustration. She felt quite a bit better when she let herself back into the hotel room, aiming for the shower. 
 
    Alex watched her calmly from the bed, eyes exhausted and suspicious. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, adjusting the curtain behind her to block most the dazzling sun. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    He seemed to need to think about it, like the idea had not previously occurred to him. 
 
    “Strange.” 
 
    “You earned that, I suppose.” Leigh took the wooden chair tucked beneath the complementary desk in the corner, and set it beside the bed. She took a seat not too far away, her movements slow and wary. “You remember me, Alex?” 
 
    Another hesitation, a bit longer than felt normal, followed by a nod. 
 
    “Leigh. Leigh Feld. Margot’s…” 
 
    “Sister. Yeah. I never really met her, though. Just the one time.” 
 
    His eyes were weary and quiet, his mouth opening several times before he responded. 
 
    “The fight.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “When Alistair…” 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    Alex looked at her for such a long time without saying anything that Leigh became very uncomfortable. 
 
    “He killed your sister,” Alex said slowly. “Does that mean anything to you?” 
 
    “Not that much – sorry, I can tell she meant something to you. Like I said, I didn’t know Margot at all – but if it makes you feel any better, I have all sorts of reasons to hate Alistair. So, we have that in common.” 
 
    A very slow frown. 
 
    “Where is Emily?” 
 
    “The beach,” Leigh said, moving her chair a little closer to the bed. “How do you feel?” 
 
    Another period of contemplation, she assumed the time it took Alex to survey his limbs and organs for presence and viability. 
 
    “Better.” Alex held up his formerly incomplete hand for inspection. “Why is that?” 
 
    Leigh considered lying, and then decided it wasn’t worth it. 
 
    “You want the simple version, or the complicated one?” 
 
    “Simple.” 
 
    “Blood transfusion.” 
 
    She thought he took it well, considering. 
 
    “Blood?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Uh, okay. Sounds benign. Was I bleeding, or something?” 
 
    “Well, you were dying of septic shock. You also had gangrene, which is completely disgusting, by the way,” Leigh explained, ticking off the points on her fingers. “You’d already lost the one eye, plus most of an ear, and what was left was all infected, too. Plus, the little bits. The fingers and such.” 
 
    Alex attempted to look skeptical, but a good part of his face did not cooperate. 
 
    “Dying? Really?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. In a hurry. Extremely low temperatures combined with whatever biological agents the Yaojing pumped you full of, that was just about all that was keeping you alive.” 
 
    “Oh, for god’s sake…how the hell does a blood transfusion fix any of that?” 
 
    “My blood,” the vampire explained, like it was the most reasonable thing in the world. “We rigged an IV pump, pushed it out of my arm and into yours.” 
 
    “I get it, I get it,” Alex moaned. “But why?” 
 
    “Vampiric nanites don’t do anything but self-repair. You know that, right?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Alex dimly remembered Margot years ago, explaining to him that the tiny machines inside of her converted damaged organic tissue to impervious inorganic material, gradually turning her to a statue. “So?” 
 
    “During my transformation, the doctors figured out the vampiric nanites continue their work after leaving the host. Not for very long – seconds, really – but we had time, and a basically unlimited supply.” Leigh laughed. “I had IVs in both arms all afternoon, one side replenishing, the other draining.” 
 
    “Oh, no. You…you’re kidding, right?” Alex examined his hand, tapped the porcelain first joints on his fingers. His hands quickly strayed to his leg, which had the same dull marble resonance. He wasn’t brave enough to touch his eye. “I have statue parts, now?” 
 
    “Statue?” Leigh raised an eyebrow, and then nodded. “Oh, I get it. Clever.” 
 
    “This is so fucked…why the hell would you do this shit?” 
 
    “Your damaged tissue was mostly replaced by inorganic material.” Leigh glanced at her mechanical watch, then pursed her lips in exasperation. “Infection and gangrene was replacing your flesh with rot. Which do you prefer?” 
 
    Alex tapped his new fingers against the railing on the rolling bed, a pained expression on his face. 
 
    “There’s…not nothing.” Alex’s voice trembled. “I mean, I do feel something…” 
 
    “Yes, a bit,” Leigh acknowledged. “I am a superior model of vampire.” 
 
    “My eye…” 
 
    Alex stumbled out of the bed, drawing a glare and a cluck of the tongue from Leigh, and dragged himself to a nearby mirror mounted to the inside of a closet door. His amended leg dipped and wobbled with each step, but it held his weight and functioned. Alex pressed himself to the mirror and tugged his eyelid wide for inspection. 
 
    The white of his eye was smooth and lusterless, like a white plastic. The iris glinted like glass bits embedded in flat marble, while the pupil was solid black and stubbornly fixed, refusing to adjust to changes in light. 
 
    Alex was so alarmed that it took some time to realize that he could see just about as well as before, and that his eye moved within the socket in unison with its fleshy compatriot.  
 
    “I don’t understand. Why am I not blind in this eye?” 
 
    Leigh snatched his hand, and placed it on the back of her forearm. 
 
    “Do I feel like a statue?” 
 
    Alex flinched, but he did not pull away. The vampire’s tissue felt like skin – perfectly smooth, dry, and cold, yes, but skin nonetheless. When he put pressure on it, her skin flexed beneath his fingers. 
 
    “Hey,” she said, pulling her arm and rubbing it resentfully. “That tickles.” 
 
    “Sorry, but I still…” 
 
    “You are dense, aren’t you?” Leigh grimaced. “I’m not poor Margot Feld. I was placed in a forced evolution chamber and fed the blood of a third of my race. I am not a statue. I am something else entirely. My body may be an inorganic substitute, but it is a high-quality substitute. The replacement material is extremely strong and durable, which naturally reduces sensation, but it retains the original function.” 
 
    “And so…?” 
 
    “So you can see, idiot.” 
 
    “Sorta.” Alex peered at his new eye in the mirror, and then blanched and quickly lifted his lip to check his teeth. “Oh, shit! Am I a vampire now, or what?” 
 
    “You are kidding me, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought, you know, that if a vampire bit you, then you became a vampire,” Alex said, running a finger along his canine teeth. “Or maybe I need to drink your blood, first? I don’t remember how it all works.” 
 
    “I didn’t bite you,” Leigh said, too mystified for anger. “When the hell did you drink any of my blood? That kind of shit is unsanitary! Idiocy aside, you do know how vampires work, right? We are the product of malfunctioning nanites, not some sort of blood-based supernatural plague.” 
 
    “I know, I know. Sorry.” Reassured by the apparent normality of his teeth, Alex turned away from the mirror. “Sometimes you really do remind me of your sister.” 
 
    “You go on and on,” Leigh said, returning to indifference. “I never even spoke with Margot. We aren’t related, aside from the coincidence of being adopted by the same rather negligent vampire.” 
 
    “Yeah, but there’s a certain similarity.” 
 
    Alex returned to his inspection, poking at his synthetic eye with equally synthetic finger tips, tracing the false cartilage of his unfeeling ear. Leigh was right. He could sense the warmth and moisture of the skin beneath his fingertips, but only just, like he was wearing gloves. Sliding his fingers across his cheek, it felt like his skin was coated with a layer of epoxy. He closed his good eye, and was startled to find the world dim and lacking in depth. 
 
    “Listen, I know this is a lot to take in, and all, but…” 
 
    Alex turned his attention from the mirror back to the vampire. Leigh’s straw-colored hair was long and uneven, a pair of sparkling barrettes he suspected belonged originally to Emily holding her bangs in place. She wore no other decoration, eschewing even nail polish, the lobes of her ears unpierced. 
 
    “…I have a question for you.” 
 
    That got his attention. 
 
    “Okay. Shoot.” 
 
    “Is it…bad?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    “The transformed flesh. The reduced sensation.” The vampire’s self-possession slipped briefly. “Is it much worse than before?” 
 
    Alex thought to himself that Leigh was like an amputee, trying to determine exactly how much she had lost. 
 
    “You don’t remember what it was like before your Activation?” 
 
    Leigh shook her head irritably. 
 
    “No. Not really.” 
 
    Alex considered his response before speaking. 
 
    “It’s…uh. No. Not bad.” He rubbed his eyes, one of which felt like a marble wedged into his eye socket. “There’s a difference, but it’s not, ah, that huge…” 
 
    Leigh watched him closely, her face and body weirdly still. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, finally. “I see.” 
 
    They seemed to be engaged in a staring contest, and Alex was reticent to lose. Looking away from the vampire felt as if it would be inviting violence. 
 
    “Hello! Are the two of you getting along?” 
 
    Emily smiled brightly, appearing a bit confused to find them standing in the middle of the room, staring at each other. 
 
    “Yeah,” Alex said hurriedly. “I think.” 
 
    Emily laughed and set the bright red bag she carried with her down on a convenient counter. 
 
    “Are you being friendly, Leigh?” Emily’s voice was gently amused, but not mocking. “Alex has been through a lot, after all.” 
 
    Leigh shrugged. 
 
    “He seems fine now,” she said curtly. “Where did you go?” 
 
    “Covering our tracks. Buying us time. Hopefully Alistair stays distracted long enough for us to do what needs doing. I haven’t seen John Parson in a couple weeks, though, so that’s nice.” 
 
    “Is Marcus ready?” 
 
    “I think so. First, though…” 
 
    Emily turned to Alex, clasped her hands, and then hit him with the full force of her smile. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Alex.” She hesitated for a moment. “Is it good to see me?” 
 
    For once, Alex had an answer. 
 
    “Depends. What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “Oh, Alex! Why can’t you ever say anything nice to me?” Emily pouted. “Let’s take a walk, then, and I’ll explain what I can. Mark will cover the rest later, if he’s up for it. Sound good?” 
 
    “I guess. Who is Mark?” 
 
    “Marcus Bay-Davies. He’s an old-timer, by Anathema standards. You’ll like him, I think. Leigh, dear, I’ve already arranged for an apport. You are on to the next thing, as we discussed.” 
 
    The vampire nodded and watched them go. Alex followed Emily toward the door, his gait still made awkward by the rigidity of his lower leg, cold and numb from knee to ankle. 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” Alex muttered, limping along. “Don’t tell me anything.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be a grump.” Emily held the door for him. “We’ve all worked very hard to put you back together again, you know.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice’s footsteps echoed down the vacant hallway. The wind whistled through cracks in the spray-painted safety glass; Alice caught a sheet of paper as it blew past her in the hallway and checked the date printed at the top right. The day before. She ducked into an office, glanced around. Pulled open a microwave door to discover a cold cup of coffee. 
 
    They left recently, and in a hurry. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Alice squinted at the dark rooms she passed, finding nothing more than water-damaged office equipment and scattered documents within. The building was in surprisingly good maintenance for an anonymous block in Downey, the squat building marked with its fair share of graffiti, but the interior remained secure from vandals and copper thieves. Alice had used a lockpicking gun to enter – a nifty little device and a present from Michael – while Xia simply melted his way through the fixture on the opposite side of the building. 
 
    Walking past the bank of dead elevators, following signs for the stairs, Alice regretted her decision to split with Xia, despite telepathic contact and the fretting psychic presence of the Director. 
 
    Boss? 
 
    Yes, Chief? 
 
    This place looks awfully familiar. 
 
    It should, Director Levy admitted. I dug you out of an Anathema facility that looked almost exactly like this. 
 
    Oh. How did you find this place? 
 
    The archive we grabbed in Busan. We haven’t cracked the main contents, yet, but we have decrypted some associated files. John Parson built the archive here a month or so ago. Then it was sent to Korea for duplication. I suppose this facility was shut down not long after the archive was complete. 
 
    Or, you know, right after. Something go wrong? 
 
    The files don’t mention it, but that doesn’t mean… 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Alice tightened her hand around the grips of her shotgun, an old Ithaca 10 gauge so massive that she was slightly afraid to pull the trigger, and crept through the darkened hallway. 
 
    The door to the stairwell was pinned shut, so Alice stepped into the abundant shadow, and then out into the relative brightness inside, emergency LEDs providing some illumination. The flight above her led to the roof, so Alice ignored it, heading down, very aware that she quickly descended below ground level. 
 
    Alice retained no memory of the months she had spent presumably in Anathema captivity, but this building brought something back to her anyway. A foreboding, and a lingering feeling of suffocation, which only worsened the deeper she went. 
 
    Alice? 
 
    Shut the fuck up, Becca. I’m trying to work. 
 
    The Director was smart enough to back off. Alice made her way down the stairs, thinking of a vampire in a vanilla ice cream suit whose name she could not remember, for some reason, and another man she could not quite recall, one with strong white teeth and an affinity for purple. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is not…” 
 
    “Yes, everyone says that.” 
 
    “…what I expected.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “How…?” 
 
    “The same way the Academy has trees and sunshine, I suppose. Marcus calls them anomalies, and claims that Central is simply the largest of them,” Emily explained, walking just slightly ahead of him on the carefully laid flagstone path, winding through an emerald sea of untrimmed grass nearly waist high. “We are very near the inner edge of the Outer Dark, as much as it can be said to have edges, or a shape, or any sort of chartable consistency. Conditions are generally more fluid on the Fringe.” 
 
    Alex nodded slowly. 
 
    “Like the Far Shores?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly! This sort of uncertainty is a commodity in certain areas of scientific inquiry. It’s no accident Mark and his people are in similar circumstances to that science-cult in Central. There are things you can do in the Fringes that cannot be done elsewhere…” 
 
    Alex was oblivious to the weight in Emily’s voice. His attention returned to his numb fingers and stiff leg, preoccupied with what he could not feel. Out in the sunlight, at least, the dullness of his new eye was less apparent, drowned in the greater illumination of the brilliance of the sky. 
 
    How long, Alex wondered, had it been? 
 
    “Emily? How long have I been in the Outer Dark?” 
 
    Emily beckoned him on, ducking between two overgrown rose bushes and disappearing into verdant greenery. 
 
    “Eight weeks, if you count from the Ukraine,” Emily explained, following the path through a veritable maze of rhododendrons. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Alex nearly fell over his numb leg. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Alex! It took a long time for me to arrange things properly, and even then it wasn’t easy, getting you out of there…” 
 
    “It’s not that,” Alex said. “I’m not mad. I just…so much lost time already, you know?” 
 
    Emily nodded and touched his shoulder gently. 
 
    “All that time asleep, and now this…” 
 
    He shook his head, but the sting had already dissipated. He followed Emily through the overgrown garden in a state of shock, hardly noticing the raised beds colonized by ornamental strawberries and wildflowers that passed through. 
 
    “This is probably weird, but…do you know how Eerie is? Or where she is?” 
 
    “Why, Alex,” Emily said, with a coy grin, “how would I know?” 
 
    “Right,” Alex mumbled. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it! I assume she’s in Central, working on the Network and living at the Academy; don’t you?” 
 
    “I…yeah. I guess so.” 
 
    “Then there’s nothing to worry about. Tell you what – while you and Mark have a little chat, I’ll go see if I can figure out what your girlfriend has been up to lately. How’s that?” 
 
    “Emily – thanks. That would be…thanks. And, you know, I’m sorry…” 
 
    “Why? Oh, Alex, dear!” Emily laughed. “It’s completely okay. Water under the bridge, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How could you trust her? Even for a second?” 
 
    “I…uh.” Eerie looked away quickly. “I didn’t?” 
 
    “You did! You got all cute, trying to make nice.” 
 
    “Well, why shouldn’t I be friendly? Alex and Emily are…” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    “Yes. So, I want to get along with her, too.” 
 
    “Eerie? Can I be super fucking honest for a second?” 
 
    “Sure!” Eerie’s eyes widened. “Do you want to be friends too, Katya?” 
 
    “Not a chance,” Katya said, huffing in exasperation. “You know that Emily was more than friends with Alex, right?” 
 
    Eerie clung to Derrida like a crutch. 
 
    “Yes.” Her minimal response was like the chirp of a very sad bird. “I know.” 
 
    “So? C’mon, Eerie. We are going to die out here,” Katya said, gesturing at the almost-frozen chaos that surrounded them. “The least we can do is be honest with each other.” 
 
    “Be honest?” Eerie hugged Derrida around the chest, until the dog hopped away. “You aren’t honest.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Black Sun,” Eerie explained. “You work for them. You kill people for Anastasia! Then she assigns you – you! – to protect Alex.” 
 
    “Yeah. What of it?” 
 
    “Tell the truth! You were supposed to kill Alex, right? If it didn’t go how Anastasia wanted?” 
 
    “Sure. That was a possibility. Figured it would be more likely I’d have to kill you, though,” Katya explained, with a shrug. “Depending on the situation. Alex would have been a last resort type-thing.” 
 
    “Me?” Eerie looked horrified. “Why?” 
 
    “You know why.” Katya sneered. “Not really much of a secret. I asked for the assignment, you know. Begged, really.” 
 
    “You did? Why would you want a job like that? You knew you might have to kill Alex!” 
 
    “The job put me in a position to look after him. Nobody would have to kill Alex if he didn’t lose his shit, or remember anything inconvenient. I saved his life a couple times, as I recall.” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “That’s enough from you, Eerie. Now answer my question. Why don’t you care about Alex and Emily fucking? Because, you know, they did. On Ana’s island. Summer vacation. What the hell, girl?” 
 
    Eerie did not respond for so long that Katya started to get angry, thinking that the Changeling was ignoring her. She cracked her knuckles and stewed. 
 
    “I’m bothered. I am!” Eerie’s voice was querulous, her eyes downcast. “I’m not scared of losing him to Emily, though. Even if Alex was…distracted for a little while, I always knew that he would have to come back to me.” 
 
    Katya stared at the Changeling for a long while. 
 
    “I’m stunned,” Katya admitted. “I’m also envious of your confidence.” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be confident?” Eerie looked confused. “Alex had to come back! He’s addicted to the compounds I create when we touch. I’m not even sure how he’s still alive without me for this long.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The gardener was intent on his labor, though Alex suspected that he noticed their arrival. If that was true, then the gardener did not think enough of them to break from his tasks, up to his wrists in soil with a trowel and a bucket filled with soaking bare root roses nearby. He looked old, his hair hidden by a sensible wide brimmed hat, his dark brown arms heavily veined and afflicted with a faint tremor. His movements were deft and sure, however, as he weeded industriously. 
 
    “Mark, don’t be a dick,” Emily said. “I brought a guest to your garden today.” 
 
    In the unreasonably deep shadows beneath the brim of his sensible hat, Marcus smiled, though he did not stop the determined clearing of the raised bed beside which he knelt. 
 
    “I know,” he said curtly, his voice unexpectedly high and warm, untouched by the years that had weathered the rest of his body. “Your boyfriend can wait, Miss Muir.” 
 
    “He’s not my boyfriend, and you know it,” Emily said, winking at Alex. “Why does everyone keep saying that?” 
 
    “Probably to get a reaction out of you, Miss Muir,” Marcus said, pushing aside the soft brim of his hat to beam at her. “I always enjoy that, myself.” 
 
    “That’s a bad habit, Mark dear. Come and say hello.” 
 
    Marcus grumbled, but obliged, slowing rising to his feet with Emily’s assistance. It looked like a painful process, from where Alex stood. 
 
    “Hello.” Marcus nodded at Alex as he removed his work gloves and dropped them beside the trowel and bucket. “What do you think?” 
 
    Alex tried on a smile. 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    The old man snorted and turned away, exasperated. Emily stifled a giggle, while Alex watched, dumbfounded. Whatever color the old man’s clothing had started as, today it was all mottled green and brown, the varied colors of plant and field, from head to toe. Dirt was streaked along his arms, and his cheeks and nose were dotted with dark freckles. His beard was white and neatly trimmed, and when he removed his hat, he was completely bald. Alex would have guessed he was in his sixties, but he had learned not to make assumptions like that. 
 
    “The garden,” Marcus said, gesturing at the rows of raised beds behind him, near one of the garden’s meandering stone walls. “My progress. What do you think?” 
 
    Alex went to stand beside Emily, which was about as close to Marcus as he was willing to get. Marcus must have been aggressively weeding the raised beds and planting areas in this corner of the garden for some time – piles of discarded clover and yarrow and dandelion were scattered across the greenery, exposing the black loam hidden beneath. Planted in their place were numerous examples of what looked to Alex to be roses. Some were nothing more than bare canes recently planted in peat moss, with only reddish nubs servings as signs of life, while more distant plants were decorated with glossy green leaves. None, as far as he could see, had come to bloom. 
 
    “Whatever.” Alex shrugged. “Not really into gardens.” 
 
    “Alex!” Emily looked horrified. “Be nice!” 
 
    “Don’t bother, Alex,” the old man said, muddy eyes sudden alive with mischief. “Leave niceness to the empaths, I say.” 
 
    “Sure. Who are you, exactly?” 
 
    “No one of terrible importance.” the old man said, taking off one of his ancient leather gloves – massive affairs, like medieval gauntlets, which Alex suspected were meant to protect from rose thorns – and offering Alex a hand, dirt caked beneath his fingernails. “You can call me Mark.” 
 
    Alex! Emily’s telepathic contact was so unfamiliar Alex grimaced. This is Mark – Marcus – Bay-Davies! He was a student of the Founder of the Academy, and he led the Anathema into the Outer Dark. 
 
    He’s a big deal, then? 
 
    Yes, a huge deal! He’s also the closest thing to a boss that I have, so don’t embarrass me by being sullen and rude, please? 
 
    Alex took Marcus’s proffered hand. 
 
    “You got told,” the old man said, with a wry grin. “Emily, why don’t you find something to occupy yourself with, while I tell Alex a few of the things you already know?” 
 
    “I’m going already,” Emily said, departing with a cheerful wave. “I didn’t want to listen to the guy talk anyway.” 
 
    Marcus stuck his hands in his pockets, waiting in amiable silence until well after Emily had disappeared into the wilds of the untamed garden. 
 
    “I know we just met, and I hate to be presumptuous,” Marcus said. “Knowing a bit about what you’ve been through, Alex, I bet you could use a drink.” 
 
    “That’s the first good idea I’ve heard in a long time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Xia met her in the basement, but his company did little to improve her mood. Alice was wrestling with ghosts; the memories she had lost and the weight of their absence. 
 
    The layout of the Anathema facility was identical to the one she had visited before, or close enough that Rebecca had no trouble taking them to the elevator, and then to a corresponding stairwell sealed behind a metal-reinforced security door. Alice stood back while Xia melted the locking mechanism into compliance, and then led the way down, breath shortened by the space in her chest that the lost memories of her confinement occupied. 
 
    The main chamber was a perfect replica of the centerpiece of Alice’s prolonged confinement, and even the partial recall dizzied her. The more gruesome and theatrical torture apparatus were placed in the center of a circular room lined with numbered cells, each provided with a convenient set of sliding windows, serving as a constant reminder to the prisoners. At the other end of the room, opposite the stairwell, were a pair of unmarked doors, behind one of which the work of the facility was done. 
 
    The other door concealed a massive furnace, built to crematory specifications. That was where the rest of the work happened. 
 
    Her body remembered, even if her mind did not, her shins and insteps and tongue and the skin beneath her fingernails. Xia must have noticed her shake, but he was too good of a friend to do anything other than hover nearby. 
 
    Becca? 
 
    Alice didn’t need to ask; instead, she granted her old friend permission. 
 
    On it. 
 
    Empathic relief smoothed the tremble from her fingers, a flood of dopamine quieting her anxiety. Steadied and reassured, Alice returned to her inspection. 
 
    The holding cells were stained and hastily abandoned. The door to the furnace was stuck, so Xia melted another lock into bright metal sludge. The room behind was choked with poorly-wrapped decaying bodies, and dense with necrotic fumes. The Director recoiled and retched at the smell, while Alice and Xia spread out to search. Xia combed through the ash in the furnace with his blue-gloved fingers, inspecting gritty little bits of bone and tooth. He collected the remains into a large plastic bag, so Analytics could scan for DNA and residual organics. 
 
    Alice threw open the door to the interrogation chamber. There were more bodies inside, wrapped in drab hospital green. Alice stalked through the room slowly, pausing occasionally to listen. She stopped above one specific body, bending her ear to a bloody mouth. 
 
    Central, Alice hailed, get a team of telepaths down here. Hurry. 
 
    On it, Chief. You find something? 
 
    Yeah. You could say that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The old man drank peach brandy. It was sickly sweet, but Alex was in no position to be choosey. 
 
    “Alexander Warner. I’ve heard a lot about you.” 
 
    “That’s generally not a good thing.” 
 
    “Well put.” Alex suspected that Marcus was laughing at him, but he couldn’t summon the energy to care. “You shouldn’t place too much significance on things that only happened in your head, I find.” 
 
    They sat on a picnic table in the low wooden building where he had awoken, a sort of cabin built with lumber and salvaged wood, somewhere within the massive garden. The beds around them were filled with dead plants and weeds, apparently awaiting the gardener’s attention. 
 
    “That didn’t used to be a problem for me. I think it wasn’t, anyway. I’m not so sure of anything, lately.” 
 
    “That’s a common state of mind, I suspect. Not a profitable one, necessarily, but understandable. Do you feel that the world has been hard on you, Alex?” 
 
    Alex finished his glass, and then gave the old man a look that rested ambiguously between weariness and wariness. 
 
    “I don’t know. Are things supposed to be easy?” 
 
    “That seems to be the popular opinion.” Marcus Bay-Davies grinned broadly. “I expected you to feel sorry for yourself, Alex. I’m pleased to be wrong.” 
 
    “Oh, I can do self-pity, if you give me the chance. I’m just concerned with other things right now.” 
 
    “Allow me to reward your resilience and focus,” Marcus said. “I will share a secret with you, Alex. Would you hear of the founding of Central, and of what we discovered, when we first located the city in the Ether?” 
 
    “How can you remember something like that? There’s no way you’re that old.” 
 
    “How old is Central, then? How long has it been occupied, and by whom?” 
 
    “Now you sound like Mr. Windsor.” 
 
    “Perhaps you wish to speak of more practical affairs?” Marcus lowered his voice, a tic causing one eyebrow to jump repeatedly, distorting his expression. “You have enemies, Alex. Would you like to know about the Church of Sleep, our local heart of darkness? Sleep is an outside condition, an affliction forced on every living thing, you realize. It nurtures the original residents of the Outer Dark, but it does nothing for man.” 
 
    “I’m in total agreement, actually. But I’ll pass.” 
 
    “What about John Parson? He has secret intentions that I can share with you, knowledge that could change the course of the present conflict with Central…” 
 
    “No thanks,” Alex said. “There’s only one thing I want to know.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Where is Eerie?” 
 
    Marcus erupted in laughter. 
 
    “You are admirably single-minded,” the old man said, wiping his eyes. “I mean that as praise, truly. Unfortunately, I do not know the answer to your question, because the Changeling has become obscure to me. She was in the Waste for an uncertain time, traveling…” 
 
    “The Waste?” 
 
    “…but now she has become obscure. That sort of obscurity is a difficult state to arrange, you know. Few are capable of such machinations, and I would have told you that I trained all of them personally, until your little friend managed it on her own. As the Changeling approaches maturity, her Etheric Signature gleams like a beacon, making her disappearance even more remarkable.” 
 
    “So, you don’t know anything useful.” Alex did not bother to hide his disappointment. “Typical.”   
 
    “I know what happened between you and the Yaojing,” Marcus said, with a grin. “I know that she tormented you in dreams, sourced from the narrow band of experience between the life the Changeling destroyed and the present moment.” 
 
    “How do you know this stuff?” 
 
    “I was eavesdropping on the whole sad experience, as was anyone in the Outer Dark with the capability.” 
 
    “You could have helped…right? Could you have helped?” 
 
    “I did help you. Notice that you have been rescued. Do you mean that I could have helped earlier?” 
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    “That is a possibility.” The old man shrugged. “Does it matter?” 
 
    “To me, yeah.” Alex flexed his altered hand. “Does that surprise you?” 
 
    “Finally! A question I can answer. I’m indifferent to your feelings, Alex, as is most of the world.” The old man laughed at Alex’s anger, pouring another slug of brandy into Alex’s crystal-glass tumbler. “I’m not your friend, and you would do well to remember that. I’m not your enemy, either, mind you. Nothing is ever that simple. I intended to help you from the beginning, but I need to be careful. I could have rushed my people to your rescue – maybe – but why? Miss Muir’s plan was elegant, and more likely to succeed than any such heroics. A little slow, perhaps, but that was a virtue, in this case.” 
 
    Alex relaxed slightly. 
 
    “I regret what you suffered in that chamber in the Inverted Spire, and in the Yaojing’s dreams, but I hope that you learned something from the experience. If you allow it to, Alex, the world will treat you abominably.” 
 
    “I kind of figured that out for myself already,” Alex said, holding his glass between his palms. “No offense.” 
 
    “Very good, then. Have you ever considered why Miss Muir came to join us here in the Outer Dark, Alex?” 
 
    Alex shifted against the bench and sipped the fragrant brandy, redolent of summer fruit. 
 
    “Emily had to join the Anathema.” Alex tried to sound more magnanimous than he felt. “There were private circumstances. If she hasn’t told you, then I’m not going…” 
 
    The old man interrupted him with laughter. 
 
    “I know the whole story already, obviously. I watched the whole thing. I suspect that you don’t truly place the blame on her parents, or cartel politics. You believe that she was deceived by the Anathema, don’t you? Seduced by what the Outer Dark could offer?” 
 
    Alex took his time figuring out an answer. Marcus was intent on working his way through the bottle of brandy, however, and did not seem overly put out by the delay. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “Miss Muir seems to you the type to be easily seduced?” 
 
    Alex blushed and the old man laughed again. 
 
    “That isn’t…” 
 
    “It is, though. You underestimate her. Everyone does. It’s one of the many reasons that I recruited her.” 
 
    “You brought her over to the Anathema?” 
 
    “Not precisely. She was recruited to the Anathema by her sister Therese, who was in turn recruited by the former Chief Auditor. I’m afraid that Emily was inducted into John Parson’s death cult before I could intervene and present her with an alternative. That opportunity came a bit later.” 
 
    “You seem really tied up in all this shit,” Alex said. “What sort of protocol do you operate, anyway?” 
 
    “I manipulate the Ether directly, in a fundamental manner that cannot be understood as a protocol. This allows me to ignore some of the small considerations in life, such as time, place, and perspective. I dislike bragging, but my talent has its occasional uses. That, however, is beside the point.” 
 
    “Slow down, would you? This is a lot to absorb.” 
 
    “I’m sorry to trouble you so, Alex. To return to my point, then. Emily Muir has her reasons for remaining in the Outer Dark, and with the Anathema. I flatter myself by thinking that I provide her many of those reasons.” 
 
    “Oh. I sorta feel like I should hit you, or something.” 
 
    “If you feel you must, then by all means,” the old man said, his grin revealing a mélange of gold and yellowed enamel. “Just don’t hold me responsible for the consequences of your folly.” 
 
    Alex sneered, but truly did not feel very sure of himself. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll bite. What did you tell Emily that was such a revelation?” 
 
    Emily slid on to the bench beside Alex, startling him. 
 
    “He told me how it all started. He told me about fairy blood transfusion, among other true things. Then Mark told me he had an idea for how to fix everything…” 
 
    “Half an idea, really,” Marcus said modestly. “I’m not a man for details.” 
 
    “…but he didn’t know how to realize his idea. I was immediately intrigued! I started to work on it right away, and after a few revisions to Mark’s plan, it seemed like the most obvious thing to do was to involve Vivik, who had a similar plan of his own…” 
 
    “What?” Alex set his glass down with a clatter. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Of course.” Emily sniffed. “Are the two of you drunk?” 
 
    “Not at all!” Marcus protested. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Alex confirmed. “Sorry, Emily. It’s been…” 
 
    “…a while. You know you say that a lot?” She held up a canteen. “I made tea, if anyone wants some.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The telepath Central dispatched was a stocky Puerto Rican with tired eyes and nicotine stained fingers. He failed to make eye contact and hardly spoke, nodding in Alice’s direction upon arrival with a look of utter distaste. Fortunately, Central had warned her about the telepath’s autism, so the Chief Auditor was tolerant. 
 
    “You the telepath?” Alice prompted. 
 
    “Yes. Yadiel Cruz.” 
 
    Alice waited, with a smirk on her face, until the telepath relented. 
 
    “Ma’am.” 
 
    “Good,” Alice said, relenting. “How are you with following instructions, Yadiel?” 
 
    The telepath nodded and stared at an unfixed point somewhere to the left of Alice. 
 
    “Okay. More importantly, how are you at forgetting this, Yadiel?” 
 
    That got his attention, his eyes flickering briefly across her face in confusion, before retreating again into unfocused vagueness. 
 
    “I am prepared to expunge my memory on command. Ma’am. No need to worry.” 
 
    Alice studied the telepath, and then shrugged. 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    She led him down the hall. Walking swiftly to the vacant interrogation chamber, Alice Gallow reflected darkly on the company she was keeping, of late. 
 
    “I worry, Yadiel. Not professionally, mind you – my job isn’t to worry, after all. That’s the Director’s job. She frets over every little thing, believe me. My job is simple. I take care of the things that worry the Director. Easy. No stress.” Alice smiled and stretched her back, still sore from Japan. “This is personal. Personal shit stresses me out, Yadiel.” 
 
    The telepath frowned, but followed behind her without complaint. Alice held the cell door open so they could step inside. Yadiel took a couple steps in, and then froze, as one tends to, when they discover an apparently dead body laid out in front of them. 
 
    “What do you think, Yadiel?” Alice pointed at the man, bald and missing eyes and teeth. “Did they not notice one of them was still alive? Or did they leave us some kind of gross souvenir?” 
 
    Anyone else would have cringed, Alice thought, feeling slightly robbed by Yadiel’s blasé reaction, little more than a muted nod. He closed his eyes, appearing to the Chief Auditor like he decided to take a brief vertical nap. She waited impatiently, pacing around the bodies in the room. 
 
    “They might not have known, Ms. Gallow,” Yadiel offered, his voice distant. “The life signs are incredibly muted. I’m not sure how you even noticed.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a lot of dead people. You start to know the difference.” 
 
    “If you say so. I’m not certain what these people were exposed to, Chief Auditor…” 
 
    “I got an idea.” 
 
    “…but they died badly, and quickly. The trauma permeates this whole facility. If I had to guess, then I would guess that they were all killed simultaneously.” 
 
    “Seems about right.” Alice pointed at the body at their feet. “Can you pull anything from this one, before they kick?” 
 
    Yadiel considered his prospect. The Chief Auditor paced. 
 
    “I believe so, Chief,” Yadiel said. “Their consciousness is fragmented, badly degraded by trauma and biological damage, but there are bits and pieces that should be recoverable.” 
 
    “Good news! One more thing, then.” Alice seized the telepath by his chin, forcing him to look her directly in the face. “After you’re done here, make yourself forget this. Wipe the whole event from your memory, complete with the summons. Then turn yourself over to Audits for an Inquiry, just to make certain.” 
 
    Alice released him, and Yadiel reeled away, rubbing his chin. 
 
    “Trust me, kid,” she said nonchalantly. “I’m doing you a favor. You don’t want any part of this.” 
 
    And neither do I, Alice thought, letting herself quietly out of the cell while Yadiel began his work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Tell him.” 
 
    “You should…” 
 
    “Not this part. It sounds cooler, coming from you.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “You give it credibility. You look old enough to remember it, you know.” 
 
    “I very nearly am old enough!” 
 
    “So you say, though I think you’re fibbing. Tell the story!” 
 
    “Fine.” Marcus settled down at the table huffily, a steaming cup of tea in his hand. “Don’t blame me if it upsets him. He seems easily offended, your Mr. Warner.” 
 
    “Watch it!” 
 
    “There we go again,” Marcus said. “I have to warn you, Alex, that much of this will directly contradict some of the history you were taught in class, regarding the Fey. The subject is deliberately obscured…” 
 
    “I don’t think that will be a problem,” Alex said. “I don’t really pay attention in class.” 
 
    Alex had to give it to the old man. He told a good story, though Alex was so tired that he had trouble keeping names and details straight. 
 
    The story went something like this: 
 
    Everything started with the Witches – or one Witch in particular, really. A Witch with the bad luck to fall into human hands alive, providing inarguable proof in her doubtlessly horrible suffering of the Outer Dark. That knowledge, naturally, was sequestered by a select few, who began hunting for further manifestations. The Weir, the Ghouls, and other similarly ghastly discoveries followed, but little was learned from them, other than adding weight to the theory that the universe hated mankind far more than seemed appropriate. 
 
    The Fey, however, were something completely different. 
 
    “When they were first discovered,” Marcus explained gruffly, clearly enjoying the attention, “the Fey were dormant. Had been for a long time. If a female had been discovered, this would be a very different story, but they were likely extinct at that point in time. Instead, they found Oberon.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “It’s a name they gave him. A bad joke based on myth. Oberon, king of the fairies. An old English myth.” Marcus glanced at Alex. “Miss Muir tells me you’re close to the youngest, Ériu. You know anything about the male of the species?” 
 
    Alex shook his head. 
 
    “Not sure I know much about the female, honestly.” 
 
    “Then you’ve learned quite a bit since I saw you last,” Emily said. “Well done!” 
 
    “A male fey is barely sentient. It’s a great deal like a drone, the male honeybee. Oberon existed to breed, prolifically, for one season. One season, in this case, was a period of about seven years.” 
 
    “Breed. You mean, like how Eerie is half…?” 
 
    “Exactly.” Marcus nodded grimly. “Oberon blended and interacted with any local population effortlessly, or so they say, and his charm and biochemical manipulations made him irresistible wherever he went…” 
 
    “That’s really uncomfortable. When did all this stuff happen, anyway?” Alex interjected. “Like Arthur and the Roundtable and stuff, or what?” 
 
    Emily smiled into her tea. 
 
    “I wish that I could tell you.” Marcus wobbled on his bench, a faraway expression on his face. “Firm records were not kept, and what is preserved is suspect, because we intentionally manipulated and obscured our history, to make the necessary sacrifices more palatable. This all happened before anyone currently living can remember – and my memory goes back a great deal further than it should, incidentally. My teacher – the founder of the Academy, as you may know him – claimed to have witnessed much of this personally, but then again, he was a notorious liar. Make of it what you will.” 
 
    “This isn’t doing much for my credulity,” Alex remarked. “So you know.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you,” Emily said, putting a hand over his, “but hear Mark out, okay?” 
 
    Alex relaxed and nodded. 
 
    “They couldn’t catch Oberon, until he had…expended himself, several years later. Most his encounters had no lasting effects…” 
 
    “Babies!” Emily stage-whispered. “Changelings.” 
 
    “…but a handful resulted in pregnancy.” Marcus coughed. “Three pregnancies were viable. All the infants were taken from their mothers at young age, for study.” 
 
    “These are our predecessors?” Alex looked disgusted. “They sound like nice guys.” 
 
    “Not in the least! They studied the infants and discovered that they were members of a distinct species, or at least a hybrid. They called them Changelings, for the Celtic legend of fairies stealing human babies, and replacing them with their own. All the infants were female, and their nursemaids reported them to be developmentally stunted and physically abnormal. Despite attempts at education, none learned to speak or walk. At some point, blood was extracted, and differences from the human baseline were noted. This is merely hopeful conjecture, but it is assumed that a live sample of human blood was mixed with similarly viable Fey blood…” 
 
    “They were drinking blood,” Emily said. “Baby fairy blood!” 
 
    “They probably weren’t drinking the stuff,” Marcus countered wearily. “Whatever the process, shortly thereafter, they took to transfusing the blood from the Changelings into themselves…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Horrible, right?” Emily patted Alex’s hand. “They were beasts.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m afraid so. The transfusion changed them, gave them abilities.” 
 
    “Protocols?” 
 
    “Not exactly. The ancestor thereof, perhaps.” 
 
    “Fine, whatever,” Alex said. “I think I already know this story. I know that the nanites from the Source Well are mechanical imitations of whatever Eerie has in her blood.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly wrong, but also not quite right.” Marcus spoke cautiously, but his eyes were lively. “It is hard to know another’s truth, however much you might care for them. I think, with experience, you will find this to be true of all your lovers…” 
 
    “Hey!” Emily blushed. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “No criticism intended. You are an exemplar of hidden depths, Miss Muir.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a compliment,” Emily observed. “I’m going to take it as one, regardless.” 
 
    “A good policy.” Marcus smiled at Emily, with seemingly genuine affection. “To continue my thought, Alex, you must not underestimate the complexity of biological organisms. The technology to replicate anything on a molecular level did not exist until quite recently, and even with that, an attempt to reproduce the miracles that proliferate in a Changeling’s cells would likely be futile. Our tools are crude indeed, even the most refined, when compared to those of the Maker.” 
 
    “Is this gonna be religious?” Alex eyed both suspiciously. “If you are about to start talking about God, then I’m leaving.” 
 
    “No religion, I promise!” Marcus laughed. “Let me be plain, and dispel any such consideration. A machine such as the one described to you – a self-replicating, Ether-powered nanite – is an impossibility. The wildest hypothetical designs fall far short of the reality inside of us, even for the engineers at the Far Shores, or the artificers here in the Outer Dark.” 
 
    Alex was afraid to guess again. 
 
    “If no one could build nanites, then what are they?” 
 
    “I understand your confusion. The nanites are inorganic and highly organized, and mechanical in form and appearance. The nanites are not machines despite that. They are biological organisms, extracted from Changeling cells, sheltered by an inorganic shell that they extrude upon removal from their Fey host. The nanites are microscopic parasites afflicting every cell within the body of a Changeling. Implanted within humans, they are true revenants – they enter a state of suspended animation akin to death upon extraction from a Changeling, and then revitalize when implanted within a new host. They are not evolved to be compatible with human physiology and genetics, which accounts for the high fatality rate and overall uncertainty of the process of Activation, but the results are still remarkable.” 
 
    “I…yeah. Don’t really get it.” 
 
    “They drained the blood from like six generations of your girlfriend’s ancestors, extracted what they wanted, and then stuck the results in an underground reservoir for safe keeping, and called it the Source Well.” Emily smiled sadly. “Then they injected all of us with that unsanitary stuff, mostly just to see what would happen. It’s all just a big dumb gross experiment. Sorry!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You look nervous.” 
 
    “I am nervous.” 
 
    “Why? What’s eating you?” 
 
    “Dunno. The whole thing, I guess. That place. What I don’t remember.” 
 
    “How are you feeling now?” 
 
    “You’re an empath. Figure it out for yourself.” 
 
    Whether she did or not, Rebecca seemed to lose interest, sinking down to her neck in the lavender-scented water, breathing in steam and sighing deeply. Alice finished showering, rung out her hair quickly, and then lowered herself into the other side of the tub, her grimace at the heat of the water transforming slowly into a smile. Alice leaned against the porcelain wall of the tub, letting her hair spill out over the redwood flooring. 
 
    Rebecca must have been monitoring her, because she did not say another word until Alice was lulled into a state of relaxation. 
 
    “Do you wanna check it out?” 
 
    Alice glanced at Rebecca and nodded. 
 
    The Director closed her eyes, and Alice did the same. Rebecca facilitated an uplink to the Etheric Network for Alice, who had no natural telepathic affinity. That only hurt a little. Alice felt an obscured sort of gratitude toward Yadiel, who was probably enjoying the psychic third degree at the hands and minds of the Audits Department’s auxiliary telepaths at this very moment. 
 
    There was a brief pause before the memory replayed, installed for the benefit of the user. Alice thought of it like the warning siren on a submarine, going off right before the dive. Time enough, in abstract sense, to hold her breath. 
 
    They watched a brief synopsis of the recovery process. 
 
    The man was nearly a corpse when Yadiel began his work. He certainly was dead by the time the extraction was completed. Yadiel proved himself smart and capable in his efficient recovery of badly decayed memories. He proved himself even smarter by leaving the data completely untouched. He simply relayed the recovered information to the Etheric Network, and then quickly set about the preparations for the required psychic self-surgery. 
 
    Yadiel drank a glass of water, and then wrote himself a short note. 
 
    Instructions, Alice realized, with the benefit of psychic hindsight, to himself. For after, when he wouldn’t remember. 
 
    Alice took a personal interest in watching the telepath deliberately excise a portion of his own memory. Despite the obvious discomfort and the sweat dripping from his wide brow, Yadiel made quick work of the process, preserving the memory of the procedure, and then uploading that to the Etheric Network as an attachment to a file that he no longer remembered creating. 
 
    “That wasn’t so bad,” Alice said, the hot bath slowly coaxing the tension from her sore lower back. “Where did you find that kid?” 
 
    “He was a candidate for Audits four years ago, when you bounced him,” Rebecca said, with a smirk. “Not so much a kid, either – Yadiel’s twenty-six. He’s been working for us over at Admin since, and now you can’t have him.” 
 
    Alice sighed and laid out more fully in the water. 
 
    “I think I might’ve made a mistake there. Yadiel seems like he has potential.” 
 
    “He’s not a combat telepath,” Rebecca protested. “Yadiel’s high functioning, I’ll give you that, but he’s still autistic. If he can’t hold a conversation when it’s too noisy, how’s he gonna work out in the field? Anyway, Yadiel is the only one who knows how to find anything on the Network, since Adel at Processing reorganized the server. You can’t have him.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure.” 
 
    “Don’t be a bitch, or I’ll make you forget about the bathhouse.” 
 
    “That’s messed up! We’re friends, Becca! You’d do that to me?” 
 
    “Would and have,” Rebecca said. “A couple times.” 
 
    “That’s cold.” 
 
    “That’s life, dear. I love you to pieces, but this place is special. So…you ready to see what John Parson thinks merits a diary entry, or what?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I thought you said they only had, like, three Changelings?” 
 
    “In the first generation. Shortly after the death of the last of the first three Changelings that were discovered, Oberon reappeared in the wild, and resumed…” 
 
    “Fucking?” 
 
    “Yes,” Marcus said, grinning at Emily’s eye roll. “He did a great deal of that! The second generation of Fey was larger than the first, and the next period of dormancy was shorter. As the stock of Changelings to experiment with increased, so did success at combating the Witches, who in turn were becoming an increasing menace. The first steps toward Activation – a physiological and psychological tuning, if you will – were taken, and the first protocols named and operated. The Ether was discovered and tentatively explored, and the Outer Dark carefully probed. You could, perhaps, begin to call them Operators. The agreement was signed…” 
 
    “That’s it!” Alex slapped his palms down on the table. “Now I remember. In class, there was something about a deal, with the Fey, about dealing with students like Eerie…” 
 
    “Oh, yes. That.” Marcus snorted contemptuously. “There was indeed an understanding, regarding Changelings, but it is better thought of as a concession to a monstrous reality. Changelings return to the Outer Dark, and the Church of Sleep, upon maturity. They could be sheltered and studied at the Academy until they neared maturity, but then they inevitably migrate to the Outer Dark, and Central did not tolerate or risk interference with that process.” 
 
    “I don’t…” 
 
    “They knew enough of the Church of Sleep to be afraid of upsetting it, or its claim on the mature Changelings. That was fine as far as the early Operators were concerned, however, absorbed as they were with the challenges of surviving the colonization of Central. At the time, they believed that the Outer Dark was a sort of monolithic entity. They knew that Witches, Weir, and Fey all drew common origin within the Outer Dark, but they were certain of little else. They hoped, by appeasing the Church of Sleep, that the remainder of the Outer Dark might be dissuading from preying upon them.” 
 
    Alex’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Wait. You said something about the Outer Dark and Witches and…the Fey? Does that mean that Eerie…?” 
 
    “Oh, yes!” Marcus chuckled. “Where did you think Changelings came from? Fairyland?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    If Yadiel’s appended memory was neat and congruent, then the memories he had recovered were crude and difficult to understand. To Rebecca’s trained eye, it was obviously a series of memories from different subjects, stitched together to form a crude narrative. The point of view shifted mercilessly and the perspective was always unfamiliar. Assuming their bodies had been involved in the process, it would have been unbearably nauseating. 
 
    As it was, Rebecca kept such a tight grip on Alice’s emotional state, she felt like she was holding her hand. 
 
    A room full of naked people huddled on an equally naked metal floor. The prisoner’s skin was periodically obscured by heavy purple bruising, and his fingernails were missing, raw pink, leaving bloody streaks on the floor as he crawled about, disoriented.  
 
    Rebecca went to buttress Alice’s mental state, only to discover that she was, for all intents and purposes, fine. The memories of her own captivity by the Anathema were comfortably lost to her, the fangs of the trauma pulled by progressive amnesia. Rebecca felt a little guilty at her own relief. 
 
    Not that it changed a thing. Rebecca still meant to have Alistair Pell brought to account for all his sins, including those committed against her friend. 
 
    As the naked prisoners shuffled about, or screamed, or withdrew to cower in corners, the overhead speaker crackled to life.  
 
      
 
    ***   
 
      
 
    “Eerie is from the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “Technically, I believe she was conceived somewhere in rural California, but yes, I suppose you could say she is original from the Outer Dark, in an indirect sense. At the very least, she will return there, like a salmon running upstream. Perhaps it says something about your dating habits, young man, that all your girlfriends end up here?” 
 
    Alex stared. Emily clicked her fingernails on the tabletop. 
 
    “Be careful, old man,” she warned. “I’m not in the mood.” 
 
    “It’s nothing so terrible,” Marcus said hurriedly, looking abashed. “I simply meant that aside from the Changeling, Miss Muir also found herself in the Outer Dark…” 
 
    “We both understood you,” Emily said. “It just wasn’t funny.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about all this,” Alex said, with a sour look on his face. “Eerie is nothing like those other monsters!” 
 
    “You’re wrong about that,” Marcus countered gently. “Witches and Fey are very similar genetically.” 
 
    “Mark, stop…” 
 
    “Lab results suggest that the major differences come down to the inclusion of human DNA in Changelings. A pure Fey might very well be genetically indistinguishable from a Witch.” 
 
    “Mark, please shut up,” Emily said, patting Alex on the back. “I think Alex has reached his limit for unfortunate information today…” 
 
    “No!” Alex brushed Emily’s hand aside. “I need one more piece of bad news. What do you guys want from me?” 
 
    “Alex, come on.” Emily sounded hurt. “Do you really think…?” 
 
    “I appreciate the rescue,” Alex said, not very convincingly. “I can’t imagine that either of you would do anything without a reason, though. There has to be something in it for you.” 
 
    Emily’s smile flickered, and then went out. She rose quickly, opened her mouth as if she planned on speaking, and then hurriedly left without saying a word. 
 
    Alex stared, dumbfounded, at the spot beside him on the bench where Emily had just been. Marcus chuckled. 
 
    “You judged me accurately, boy,” Marcus said. “Miss Muir persuaded me to intervene on your behalf, by taking on some important – and risky – endeavors from which I stood to gain. As for Miss Muir and her intentions, however, perhaps you were wrong? Or, at least, rude?” 
 
    Alex crossed his arms and did his best to renew his skeptical expression. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “I would assign no particular importance or usefulness to you, Alex, if Miss Muir had not persuaded me otherwise.” The old man smiled a thin and somewhat cruel smile. “If you don’t mind me saying, I can’t imagine anyone else who might be so concerned. Emily told me your story, and I suppose an arrival at Central like that, with all the attention involved, could have given you an inflated sense of self-importance, but don’t fool yourself. My designs don’t depend upon the appearance of a flighty teenager with abilities he cannot control, and I would question any strategist whose plans did. While we may have given you reason to think poorly of our little societies, Alex, we are not dogs to scrabble over your services.” 
 
    Alex remembered to close his mouth, eventually. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Since we are being direct, allow me to share one further piece of information with you. There is a hierarchy among protocol users – well, honestly, there are many, but only one pertains to our current discussion – based on the inherent usefulness of that protocol. Your catalyst ability exempted, the Absolute Protocol is a form of energy manipulation. Energy manipulators are at the very bottom of that hierarchy, I’m afraid. Flashy protocols, certainly, but in terms of function and utility, quite limited. It makes sense if you think about it. What would you think more useful – a man who can predict probable futures, or a boy who can freeze things?” 
 
    “When you put it like that…” 
 
    “I’m not finished! Even as an energy manipulator, you rank low, I’m afraid. The consequence of using your ability is all out of proportion to its effectiveness. You have no control, and you need time and concentration to operate…” 
 
    Alex reached across the table and passed his hand over Marcus’s glass. 
 
    The brandy froze solid, and then the crystal glass fractured, scattering little pieces of brandy-ice across the top of the picnic table. 
 
    “I think I figured that part out, actually,” Alex said, standing up. “Thanks for the drink, old man. I think I should probably go after Emily.” 
 
    “Yes, yes.” Marcus waved him away, absorbed by the frosted remains of his glass. “Do run along.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rebecca was only just fast enough to blot out the memory of the consuming words. 
 
    Everything went black, and Rebecca assumed the recovered memory was at end. Then the prisoner’s eyes opened again, and the Auditors discovered that the man had not just survived the experience, he had retained a limited sort of consciousness. 
 
    John Parson entered the room and walked among the bodies with a dreamy expression. A moment later, Emily Muir joined him, looking queasy and horrified. 
 
    “I guess it works,” Emily offered, turning a sickly shade of green. “Can we leave now?” 
 
    “The process worked,” John Parson said, with a slight accent that Rebecca never could place. “After all the failures to record and broadcast, I believe we finally have a delivery mechanism. The lexicon is deployable, if we can simply find a way to archive and distribute it.” 
 
    “That’s great, John. Can we…?” 
 
    “Shortly.” John Parson bent to examine the body beside the prisoner, and Rebecca shuddered and was forced to squash an irrational fear of discovery. “We must be certain. Anything less than a complete result, and the outcome becomes unpredictable.” 
 
    Emily Muir drifted toward the door, looking quite ill. 
 
    “That’s…fine, John. Do you really need me, though?” 
 
    John Parson laughed. 
 
    “I suppose that I can tell the living from the dead without your expertise,” he said, laughing. “Go on ahead to Las Vegas, Miss Muir, and determine whether the Black Sun has already assembled what we need for duplication. Our task will be much simpler if the means of production is already in place. If you find what we need to replicate the archive, then dispatch Alistair to seize it.” 
 
    Emily disappeared. John Parson wandered among the dead like a man strolling in a garden, washed-out blue eyes rimmed with pink, and as cold as the Marianas Trench in their depths. The button-up shirt he wore was slightly too long in the wrists and pinstriped with an iridescent purple. It was baleful, ghastly – and Rebecca found her attention returning to it again and again. 
 
    Rebecca fought as the prisoner’s eyes slowly closed, forgetting momentarily that it was only a memory. As the last of his vision faded, Rebecca was struck with disconcerting suspicion that John Parson was looking directly at her, a smile on his unlined and ageless face. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The world disintegrated around them like a dream upon waking. They ran because it seemed better to run than to stand still and wait for things to fall apart, not because they had a destination. They were lost too far into the Outer Dark to have a destination. The anomaly tapered, but their path did not end. 
 
    Eerie fell, and Katya dragged her back to her feet, cursing the whole time. She propelled the Changeling ahead of her with a firm grip on her wrist and shoulder, ignoring all protest. There was something stalking them, something that was somehow above and below, flitting about in the glassine shadows like the glowing lure of a deep-sea anglerfish. It wasn’t always clear where to put her feet next, picking out her steps between thin tendrils of creeping black mist, but that didn’t dissuade Katya. She was quite simply not having it. 
 
    The eyes were first, and she recognized them instantly. 
 
    The first one was embedded in one of the layers of fractured radioactive glass beneath their feet, staring wide-eyed and noticeably lacking in pupil and iris, the color of radioactive waste in a Saturday morning cartoon. Katya swallowed and moved past it, careful to place the sole of her boot over the eye. 
 
    There were three more a few seconds later, one shallow enough that she could see it make little movements. 
 
    “Eerie…are you seeing the eyes in the ground?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m starting to regret wearing a skirt.” 
 
    “Is that your sister? The Yaojing?” 
 
    Katya stopped to inspect a quartzite outcropping that contained scores of eyes, all glowing furiously. Eerie collapsed gratefully to her knees, wheezing and gasping for air. 
 
    “Samnang is…not…my…” 
 
    “Yes, she is! The eyes, Eerie.  Is that her, though?” 
 
    “I…think so.” 
 
    “How is she doing that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. She shouldn’t be here. She’s supposed to be…wherever Alex is.” 
 
    More eyes opened in the depths of the crystal spires that tore up out of the ground like thorns, sickly green and phosphorescent. Katya grabbed Eerie beneath her arms and pulled her to her feet, slinging Eerie’s limp arm over her shoulder and helping her along to anywhere else. Derrida ran just ahead, glancing back frequently to make sure they were still behind him. The dog appeared to be picking out a path – or, at least, heading consistently away from whatever calamity was erupting behind them – and so Katya followed with little thought, aside from vague gratitude. 
 
    There seemed to be enough for her to worry over without adding a destination to the list. 
 
    “Fuck it,” Katya wheezed. “Die on our feet.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Never mind. Nothing.” 
 
    Eerie nodded, and then for no apparent reason, burst into tears. Katya groaned and pulled her along.  
 
    “Oh, Alex!” Eerie wailed. “We were supposed to rescue you!” 
 
    “What happened to Alex?” Katya demanded. “He isn’t…?” 
 
    “No! That would hurt. Something has happened to Samnang, though...” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “She can’t be in two places at once,” Eerie explained, short of breath. “Unless the Church of Sleep lets her.” 
 
    “So? Anything bad that happens to her has to be good for us, right?” 
 
    “Samnang was…returned. To the Church. Probably just for a moment, but…that’s the only way. They invested her with a portion of their authority.” 
 
    “Eerie, you aren’t making sense.” 
 
    “She went back! The only way that could happen so fast…” 
 
    There was a sound like a firework going off, a loud and resonant pop, followed by a few seconds of silence. When the noise resumed, it was with force; a cracking sound, not unlike cannon fire. 
 
    “…is if someone killed her. Not that she can be, exactly, but…close enough.” Eerie sniffled. “Do you think someone else already rescued Alex?” 
 
    “Sure. Why not? Maybe they can rescue us next!” 
 
    “Do you think…could it have been Emily Muir?” 
 
    The bolt of slow lightening that had been illuminating their way for the last long while abruptly went out, and Katya was forced to seize Derrida’s collar, to progress in the dim light of distant forks. 
 
    “This isn’t how it is supposed to be…” 
 
    “You said you changed something,” Katya remembered. “A chance, you said.” 
 
    “I did?” Eerie sounded uncertain. “When did that happen?” 
 
    The noise was so great that Katya felt it as much as she heard it. They paused at the top of small ridge and looked back. 
 
    Katya, Eerie, and Derrida watched the sky bubble and swirl like a boiling pot. A massive expanse of splintered darkness sheered from the black plain of the sky, faceted like a cut diamond. The fragments of the sky rained down on the cliffs above the anomaly, shattering like candy-glass on the crags and quartzite, showering them with a black dust that burned like snow against the skin. The fantastic sound repeated a few seconds later, like the resonant boom of a glacier calving into the sea, or the discharge of a vast artillery. 
 
    “Eerie?” Katya had to shout to be heard over the echoes. “What the fuck is going on?” 
 
    The sky above them shuddered again, straining against the tremendous gravity of the singular black star. 
 
    “Dream weaving,” Eerie said, studying her hands. “We must be dreaming. It’s the only…” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Katya ran dirty fingers through dirty hair. “We aren’t sleeping!” 
 
    “This close to the Church of Sleep, it doesn’t really make any difference, asleep or awake, and Samnang is angry…” 
 
    Katya cursed loudly and resumed their progress, despite the depth of the gloom that surrounded them. As they stumbled deeper into the anomaly, the crystal spires became less common, yielding fewer luminous green eyes to track their progress. 
 
    “This isn’t at all how I remember! Someone is meddling! Who could have done this?” Eerie wondered. “I don’t get it!” 
 
    “A disaster of this magnitude?” Katya eyed the tumultuous sky warily, one hand on the dog’s collar, the other on the Changeling’s wrist. “Who other than Alex could possibly be responsible?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    You were right, Becca. 
 
    Yeah. The Director’s response was a little fuzzy, her chin resting just above the level of the steaming water. Question is, what do we do about it? 
 
    Well, Vegas, obviously. There are four Black Sun facilities in town that we know of… 
 
    There are six Black Sun facilities in Las Vegas, but one is deactivated, and another is seasonal. 
 
    What? How come you know that and I don’t? 
 
    Perks of being Director, I guess. Only one place looks like it pulls enough power and has enough square-footage to be a science-industrial facility. ‘Course, the whole place went dead a few days ago… 
 
    I’m raising another channel to dispatch my free Auditors. What about those hard drives we took from the Anathema in Korea, Becca? Any luck with decryption? 
 
    Not yet, but I’m arranging to have Processing dig into it. What we just saw from John Parson…let’s just say I had my suspicions about what might be stored on that archive, but now I’m sure. They’ve got a bit of a prodigy down at Processing, when it comes to Anathema codes, in Adel al-Nadi. If anybody can decode the damn thing, that kid can. Unless you wanna give that Anathema telepath you captured a run at it… 
 
    Maybe later. We’re still working on that one. 
 
    You aren’t confident in poor Cavan? 
 
    “Poor Cavan” my ass, Boss. You hardly let me lay a hand on him. 
 
    He’s a kid, Alice. We don’t do things like that to children. 
 
    We don’t? News to me. Didn’t you design the Program? 
 
    Just do your job and be quiet, Chief Auditor. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya and Eerie progressed further into the narrow anomaly, valley walls on either side varying with the skewed geometry of the Outer Dark. Just looking at the broken sky and the singular black star made her head ache like the second-worst hangover she had ever had, so Katya kept her eyes on the ground, her mind on her footing, and did her best not to think about the vivid green eyes scattered about like wildflowers. 
 
    “The Church borrowed Samnang back from death,” Eerie hummed, stumbling and unable to take her eyes from the black star. “They rearranged the timeline of her life so she could return, and now she is so, so angry. It must have hurt!” 
 
    “I don’t understand a word of what you are…” 
 
    “Samnang Banh is a Yaojing. I will shortly learn that death only angers and empowers a Yaojing.” Eerie paused, and then looked surprised by her own statement. “Oh. That’s bad.” 
 
    “Well, not like we could have done anything about it. Emily screwed us too thoroughly.” 
 
    “We were supposed to rescue Alex!” Eerie wailed. “This is so bad! I wanted to…” 
 
    “Eerie, I need you to focus. Do you understand what is happening to us? Because we need to survive…whatever this is, before we can worry about Alex.” 
 
    Eerie freed herself from Katya’s grasp and bent over, breathing hard and swaying. Katya risked a glance at the migraine sky calamity, and then decided the Changeling could not make any more progress without rest, whether they had the time for it or not. She tugged Eerie into a nearby alcove, sheltered from the disintegrating sky, and did her best to ignore the virid eyes watching her from the spires arrayed about them. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Eerie wiped her eyes. “Everything is all messed up.” 
 
    “No shit. Any ideas on how to get out of here?” 
 
    Derrida barked loudly and then bowled Eerie over. There was a massive shockwave, powerful enough to shatter the glass landscape and to knock Katya to the ground, driving the air from her lungs. The sound arrived a moment later, a thunderous boom that threatened to deafen them. The Outer Dark rippled and groaned, black mist receded like a low tide; the eyes within the shattered surface underfoot closed in concert. 
 
    “Eerie, we need to go!” Katya gripped Eerie by the shoulder. “Run!” 
 
    There was a second, much more localized calamity. The crystal spire nearest them shattered like an egg against a kitchen counter. Eerie let out a faint little shriek from behind her hands. Derrida growled and darted back and forth in front of the Changeling. 
 
    Samnang Banh stepped from the splintered glass outcropping like a furious Venus emerging from a clamshell, skin glistening with a sheen of pulverized glass, the characters tattooed down her cheeks bright and enraged. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The low coffee table in the hotel room was littered with laptops, each displaying a different point of view of a handful of small commercial establishments and off-brand casinos, rendered in painfully high definition video. Karim insisted on checking the window every few minutes out of long habit, creating a careful breach in the draw curtains to peer out at the street below. As it was mid-afternoon, traffic on the streets was moderate, though the Nevada heat kept the sidewalks empty. Only Chike’s room had both a balcony and a view of the target property, so they spent much of their time crammed into it, the air conditioner struggling to keep the space cool. 
 
    “You are making me nervous, Karim.” 
 
    He sighed and allowed the curtain to fall back into place. The room was dim, and the Kurd’s face appeared unnaturally craggy and worn. 
 
    “Am I? Sorry, then. I was without my protocol for a long time, and I’m afraid some of the adaptations have stuck with me.” 
 
    Michael saw the exhaustion in the sniper’s face, and regretted his words. 
 
    “Never mind. It’s the waiting, not you.” Michael stood for the eighth time in half an hour, pacing across the limited space available in the comically tiny hotel room. “Seems like we’ve been stuck here forever.” 
 
    “We have been deployed for not quite two days,” Chike observed with a grin. He sat cross-legged on the bed, skinny legs protruding from beige cargo shorts, making short work of the Greek salad that Michael had ordered, but barely touched. “These close quarters, however, cause time to pass slowly.” 
 
    “That, or the company,” Karim grumbled. “At the very least, they could have dispatched me to a tiny hotel room with Alice Gallow.” 
 
    “Hey!” Michael shot a warning glance in Karim’s direction. “Watch yourself. That’s the Chief Auditor you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Yes. That’s it exactly.” Karim picked up an oiled cloth and began wiping down his rifle for the fourth time. “I am specifically talking about the Chief Auditor’s long legs, which would make much better company than the two of you.” 
 
    Chike froze, fork still in his mouth. 
 
    “That’s enough, Karim.” Michael shifted in the fabric-backed chair. “Get your mind on business.” 
 
    “What business?” Karim wiped the oil he had applied to the barrel with a microfiber cloth. “Waiting is the job, right now. We are doing that. I suggest you curb your pretensions of leadership, Michael. You are most certainly not my boss.” 
 
    “This is foolish,” Chike chided, pushing aside the remainder of the salad. “Surely you cannot both be so unprofessional…” 
 
    “You really don’t know when to quit, do you? I’m going to warn you once, Karim – don’t tell me what to do.” 
 
    “How brash.” Karim snorted. “Tell me – what did you do before you became an Auditor? You were a P.E. teacher before, right?” 
 
    “Damn straight.” Michael stood and pushed aside his chair. “You have a problem with that?” 
 
    “Enough bickering!” Chike shook his head. “I am tired of listening to the two of you beating your chests.” 
 
    “You shut up!” Michael glared furiously at Chike, before turning his attention back to Karim. “As for you, Karim – if you think I’m not up for field work, then why don’t you come over here and try to prove it?” 
 
    “Very alpha male,” Karim tossed aside his rag and stood, so that he was nearly face to face with Michael. “Consider me suitably intimidated.” 
 
    “Michael, Karim, enough!” The urgency in Chike’s voice was unmistakable. “This is not the time. We have a guest.” 
 
    In the far corner of the room, next to the bathroom door, Emily Muir leaned against the wall, wearing the terrycloth white hotel bathrobe and dripping water on the wallpaper and the carpet. She had a hand to her mouth to hide her laughter. 
 
    “Boys are all the same,” she said, with a smirk at Michael and Karim. “Deploying without an empath leaves you awfully vulnerable, Auditors. No offense intended, Mr. Sabir, but your talents are mainly limited to the telepathic realm.” 
 
    Michael collapsed into his chair, one hand on his forehead, while Karim joined Emily’s laugher, giving her an approving once-over. 
 
    “Too true!” Karim grinned broadly. “Who might you be, miss?” 
 
    “Emily Muir,” Michael said, in monotone. “Former student. Betrayed Central, along with her sister, to join the Anathema.” 
 
    “Oh, Michael, that’s a little harsh, don’t you think?” Emily’s smile was brilliant, but Michael’s head was still in his hands, so only Chike and Karim could appreciate it. “Central didn’t offer me much, now, did it? I wasn’t sworn to Central, so I don’t see it as treachery. More like taking my services to the highest bidder.” 
 
    “Ah. Capitalism,” Karim mused. “The standard moral refuge of an American.” 
 
    “Says the mercenary,” Emily pointed out. “I assume that all those murders were a professional obligation, as opposed to an extremely morbid hobby?” 
 
    Karim laughed again. 
 
    “You have me there, Miss Muir.” 
 
    “This is not a laughing matter, either of you,” Michael ordered, raising his eyes to study her coldly. “Why are you here, Emily?” 
 
    “You are here to prevent the duplication of the lexicon, the archive John Parson made of his discoveries in weaponized linguistics. Alistair is here with the opposite intent, I’m afraid.” Emily adjusted her bathrobe carefully. “That means we have a common enemy.” 
 
    Michael shook his head. 
 
    “You are both Anathema.” 
 
    “It’s bad form to try and apply a blanket generalization to an individual, Michael.” Emily sighed. “We Anathema are no more united than you are.” 
 
    “Assuming for a moment that I believed in anything you just said, why would you betray your own kind?” Michael repeated the question with more emphasis. “Is this about what he did to Alex?” 
 
    Emily’s expression was briefly complicated. 
 
    “That didn’t help,” she admitted. “My motives are primarily political, however. That is all you need to know.” 
 
    “I think not, Miss Muir,” Karim said, stepping away from the curtains. “I think we need to know everything. Please do not resist. I have no desire to injure you.” 
 
    Emily glanced at a point just over his head and smiled obscurely. The whole room held its collective breath while Karim focused his attention on Emily. There was no visible evidence of the psychic battle except the sweat beading on Karim’s brow and the twitching of a tiny muscle beside his right eye. 
 
    Emily’s mouth curled, and then resolved into a modest smile. 
 
    Mr. Sabir – you have a regret. 
 
    Karim shook his head violently, putting trembling hands to his temples. 
 
    It was…let’s see. When you were a child, yes? That’s always the worst. 
 
    “This is unnecessary.” Chike drew a boxy Glock semiautomatic from the inside pocket of his denim jacket. “I suggest that you stop now, Miss Muir.” 
 
    Emily took a short step in Karim’s direction. He stumbled back as she advanced, clutching his head with his eyes shut tight and his face locked in a grimace. 
 
    You were a child, Mr. Sabir. You were…let me think. This is so much easier with women. Men are so weirdly reticent! What to do? Ah…yes. I think we have it. Your father, correct? 
 
    Karim fell to his knees and groaned. 
 
    “Last warning, Miss Muir,” Chike said, the muzzle telegraphing the tremor in his hands. “Cease your telepathy and stand down.” 
 
    “Empathy, actually,” Emily said modestly. “I’ve picked up a few new tricks since I left the Academy. Do you approve, Mr. Lacroix?” 
 
    Chike fired twice. Michael dove behind the couch to avoid being hit. 
 
    The shape of Emily’s head deformed with the impact. The bullet was hardly slowed by the transparent internal matter expelled from Emily Muir’s skull. 
 
    She smirked at Chike as the back of her head exploded, ripples running through her body, and waggled her finger at him. 
 
    You have forgotten what it is like to be afraid, Mr. Okoro. Shall I remind you? 
 
    Chike looked at Emily with wide, pleading eyes, and then at the gun in his hand. His hold on it turned slack, and his hands shook. He cowered on the ground and wailed pitifully. 
 
    Emily strode across the room and seized the dazed Karim by his head, her palms on his temples. 
 
    You are worthless in your father’s eyes, Mr. Sabir. 
 
    The Kurd moaned and pressed his hands to his eyes. 
 
    “Emily Muir,” Michael said sternly, crossing his arms. “Stop this instant.” 
 
    “Yes, Mr. Lacroix.” Emily smiled politely, as Karim and Chike’s distress transformed into confusion and embarrassment. “I’m completely willing to be reasonable.” 
 
    “That’s debatable,” Michael said, with a sigh. “I don’t have the time for an argument right now, though. Why are you here, Emily?” 
 
    “You are here for the same thing Alistair came here to retrieve.” Emily spoke with confidence, echoing Alice Gallow like she had been privy to the preoperative briefing. “Your attempt will fail, and the failure is likely to be costly. As things currently stand, Alistair is more than capable of defeating you.” 
 
    Karim and Chike resumed their positions uneasily, Chike holstering his gun with a grimace, Karim muttering and pulling at his lip. 
 
    “Is that so? And how would you know?” 
 
    “It’s my job to know that sort of thing, just lately,” Emily explained pleasantly. “I’ve kept busy since we saw each other last, Mr. Lacroix.” 
 
    There was surprise on Michael’s face, along with grudging satisfaction. 
 
    “I see.” He paused briefly. “Of that much, then, I can approve.” 
 
    Emily lifted the folds of her bathrobe slightly, in imitation of curtsey. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “How can we do this? How can I ever trust you again?” 
 
    “You can’t trust me, silly man.” Emily smirked. “As for the rest, contact your precognitive pool and I’ll give them the parameters. Run the analytics and confirm it all for yourself.” 
 
    “There’s no time for that.” 
 
    “Okay. Then do the obvious,” Emily suggested. “Go ask Alice.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Don’t try to hurt her!” Eerie tugged at Katya’s jacket, and holding tight to Derrida’s collar with her other hand. “Samnang has become far too…” 
 
    Katya and the dog moved at the same time. The needles in Katya’s left hand disappeared, while her right dug more from the hem of her jacket. The dog charged the Yaojing, nails scraping against the fractured glass, his muscles bunched for a lunge. The characters etched beneath Samnang’s eyes erupted with light. 
 
    Derrida leapt, jaws agape, and was struck down, to whimper and roll on the ground. Samnang coughed into her hand, and then dropped a handful of needles on the writhing dog as she stepped over it. 
 
    “…dangerous…Samnang, please stop! Why don’t we…?” 
 
    Katya disappeared another dozen needles, and then switched tactics, tugging a squat combat knife from her belt sheath and charging at Samnang. The Yaojing repeated her trick with the second set of needles, expelling them with polite cough and then tossing them aside. As Katya drew close, Samnang exhaled a virid mist, which quickly enveloped Katya. The assassin gasped and then took another unsteady step forward. 
 
    “Poison?” 
 
    Katya choked and reeled. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Samnang acknowledged, stepping back. “This, as well.” The Yaojing snapped her fingers, and the third character beneath her left eye blinked on. 
 
    Katya screamed as her skin combusted, turning her into a Roman candle, the oxygen in her scorched lungs quickly consumed, her flesh turning the color of coal. 
 
    Samnang strode past, ignoring the burning girl on the ground, the flames so hot the glass surface softened and warped beneath her. 
 
    “Are we finished?” Samnang asked, eyes fixed on her sister. “Are you ready to return?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head. 
 
    “Stop hurting my friends!” 
 
    “Friends? Really?” 
 
    “Club members, then.” 
 
    “If I say no, what then, sister? Will you resist me?” 
 
    Derrida whimpered and tried to crawl to Eerie on broken legs. Katya burned and suffocated. Eerie nodded and balled her fists. 
 
    “Yes,” Eerie said miserably. “But remember that you started it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alice stepped from Michael’s shadow into the hotel room, pulling Xia and Hayley with her, making the already crowed space claustrophobic. 
 
    “Ms. Gallow! How nice…” 
 
    Before Emily could finish, Alice strode over, knocking Karim aside, and seized Emily Muir by the shoulders, lifting the smaller woman off her feet with a demented grin. Emily’s expression froze in place, and she raised a finger as if she intended to make a point. Alice slammed Emily bodily into the hotel wall, with force and enthusiasm. 
 
    Emily splashed at the point of contact, and the ripples carried through her whole body. She gave Alice a look of patient disappointment. 
 
    “Ms. Gallow, please, do try and…” 
 
    Alice slammed her against the wall again, to similar ends. Emily sighed and then lost cohesion, splashing through Alice’s grip and down into the floor in a puddle. She quickly cohered just out of Alice’s grasp, the bathrobe flowing along the floor with the puddle and concealing her reformation, in the name of modesty. 
 
    “Ms. Gallow, please! I didn’t have to come here and talk to you, you know.” 
 
    Alice Gallow turned to Hayley Weathers and squinted. 
 
    “Hayley – does Muir have these guys under her control?” 
 
    Hayley glanced around with muted surprise, the room charged with covert telepathic activity. 
 
    “Not unless you count being damp in a bathrobe. She’s not doing much of anything on empathic level, other than trying to calm you down, so you can stop trying to put her through the wall.” Hayley paused and looked thoughtful. “Not that I have a problem with that, Ms. Gallow, but I don’t think it’s getting us much of anywhere.” 
 
    “Hayley Weathers?” Emily looked genuinely surprised. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Joined the Auditors a little while ago,” Hayley said, with a slightly guilty frown. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Became Anathema of necessity a year or so ago,” Emily said, pinching her lip. “Now I’m trying to help some friends with a crazy idea. I thought you meant to join the Hegemony?” 
 
    “Hayley, please stop sharing information with the enemy.” Alice stepped close to Emily again. “You wanted to talk to me, Anathema?” 
 
    “Not really, Auditor, but we all have jobs to do.” Emily smiled back at Alice pleasantly. “Do you intend to hear me out?” 
 
    “Sure,” Alice said. “Let’s head back to Central, where we can have a nice, long, undisturbed chat…” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Emily said hurriedly. “I have no interest in seeing the inside of your interrogation facilities, Ms. Gallow.” 
 
    “Who said I was asking?” Alice said, grinning mercilessly. “There are seven of us, and you are all by yourself…” 
 
    Emily rubbed her forehead and sighed. 
 
    “You’re going to insist on doing this the hard way, aren’t you?” Emily’s expression was tired and frustrated. “Is a conversation so much to ask? Oh, fine, if you must. Let’s get this over with, shall we?” 
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” Alice pointed at Emily. “Auditors, neutralize and control the Anathema.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Katya burned, but there was no more breathable oxygen to allow her to scream. Derrida moaned and whined, but the ongoing calamity around them drowned out the broken dog’s misery. The black star shone overhead with the inverse of radiance. Samnang held Eerie by the throat with both hands, patiently squeezing the life from her. 
 
    “What will you do, sister?” Samnang asked, eyes wet and oddly serene. “This close to the Church of Sleep, there is little distinction between reality and dreams. How can you fight me, youngest?” 
 
    Eerie grabbed Samnang’s fingers and twisted, trying to free herself. 
 
    “I can feel you your poison, sister,” Samnang said, with a vague of air approval. “It won’t work, but I applaud the attempt, Ériu.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” 
 
    Eerie bent Samnang’s index finger backward until she broke the Yaojing’s grip. The Changeling fell to the ground, coughing and weeping. 
 
    “The Church would have you back. Even now the moorings come loose. Can you feel it, sister? The Church has burnt the sky to char,” Samnang said contemplatively, gesturing toward the black star. “I understand now why you have become enamored with the boy, Alexander…” 
 
    “Alex,” Eerie gasped. “He likes to be called…” 
 
    “His abilities as a catalyst are revelatory,” Samnang continued. “Tell me, youngest sister – did your connection to the Church of Sleep disappear the first time you touched him?” 
 
    Eerie clutched her bruised throat and stared at Samnang in shocked disbelief. 
 
    “His catalyst protocol interferes and overwhelms the compulsions and implants, the goads by which we are controlled,” Samnang said, wearing a wain smile like a poorly-fitted coat. “For myself, the chorus – the commands – are barely more than a whisper, and I have known him for a matter of weeks. What is it like for you, Ériu?” 
 
    Eerie expression was reluctant and guarded. 
 
    “I can’t hear the chorus at all, most of the time,” Eerie admitted. “Not since last year.” 
 
    “Remarkable!” Samnang rubbed her hands together. “You have found something truly unique, Ériu – or did you create him?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head, slowly rising to her feet. 
 
    “Found him,” Eerie said. “I went digging for worms and struck gold. That sort of thing happens to me.” 
 
    “Serendipitous.” 
 
    “If you are free of their influence, Samnang – even a little – then why are we fighting? Do you want to go back to the Church of Sleep?” 
 
    Samnang appeared behind her and caught Eerie by the arm, twisting it behind her back, so that Eerie cried out. 
 
    “I do not, little sister,” Samnang hissed. “But I understand inevitability.” 
 
    “Ow! You are…hurting….” 
 
    “You will return to the Church, because if they are forced to bring you back, it will go so much worse for you,” Samnang insisted, wrenching her arm. “I will destroy your friends, the Academy, Central, and the boy – so that the Church will have nothing with which to harm you. Consider it a gift, Ériu. Hope is the very worst thing to nurture in the Outer Dark, and I will not see you suffer it. There was never a chance for either of us…” 
 
    Eerie laughed, causing Samnang to crank on her arm until she screamed. 
 
    “No chance?” Eerie made a sound in between a giggle and a moan of pain. “I make my own chances.” 
 
    “Oh?” Samnang threw her to the ground. “What have you done, then, little sister? How will you stop me?” 
 
    Eerie laughed – or cried, or cried out, or all the above – and pointed at something behind Samnang in the near distance. Samnang turned about slowly, a smirk building on her face as the unlight of the black star revealed nothing. 
 
    “Your abilities fail you sister. Do you not see the Church of Sleep in the sky above us, watching and gloating?” Samnang reached for the prostrate Changeling. “Let us make an end to all this.” 
 
    The fire was sudden, and burned so hot that it scorched all the tiny hairs on her arms and neck, bursting like fireworks all around her, the heat snatching the breath from the Yaojing’s lungs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chike put his palms to his eyes, and then they were all in the microsecond brief grey of the Ether, damp cold seeping into their bones and making them ache, before the apport completed, and they stood on one of the empty concrete pads that served the Far Shores as apport stations. 
 
    “Haven’t been here in a while,” Emily said, glancing about in amusement. “Now, how about we talk this…?” 
 
    Xia extended both hands and a wall of flame whipped toward her, Michael and Karim diving aside to avoid the instant conflagration. The fire moved like there was jet fuel spread on the concrete, and Emily had no time to dodge or even cry out. Flames enveloped her with a dramatic hiss, and then the area filled rapidly with a dense, slightly acrid cloud of steam. Hayley and Karim scrambled away while the rest of the Auditors closed the distance. 
 
    Gotta assume she’s still up, Alice thought at them. Michael, Min-jun, I want containment! Chike, I need you to move Karim and Hayley out of reach, somewhere with a view. 
 
    The cloud of steam rippled. There was a strange distortion of the light around Chike’s head, and he stumbled and flailed wildly. It took Alice a moment to realize that his head was surrounded by a globe of water the shape of an astronaut’s helmet, and that her apport technician was drowning inside of it. 
 
    Fucking hell! She’s inside our communications, isn’t she? Alice unslung her shotgun and moved cautiously into the weirdly persistent steam. Central, I need the Director on this now! I need an encrypted channel. Karim, secure our damn head-space! Hayley, back him up if needed. 
 
    Michael grimaced, and then hit the cloud with a wave of concussive force that shredded the steam into feeble streamers and ribbons, exposing an empty concrete pad dripping with residual water. 
 
    She’s shifted forms! Hayley, watch out! 
 
    Hayley was midstride, sprinting for a nearby building when she hit the puddle, losing her balance on the ridiculously slick surface. Hayley’s feet slid out from beneath her, falling backwards and landing on the point of her hip. Hayley cried out and rolled as Emily reformed above her. Emily touched Hayley lightly on both temples, winked at the Auditors, and then melted back into liquid when Karim opened fire, snapping off a pair of carefully aimed shots that burst harmlessly through Emily’s head. 
 
    Hayley rubbed her eyes, and then glared furiously at Karim. Alice ejected the magazine from her shotgun, hurriedly digging through the bag on her hip that contained her spares. 
 
    She’s turned Hayley! Karim, you need to… 
 
    Hayley squinted. Karim shuddered, the rifle nearly tumbling from his grasp. Michael put his palms down on the concrete pad and concentrated. As Alice sprinted toward Hayley, she felt the concrete warming rapidly beneath her feet, steam hissing and puddles dissipating. Min-jun moved uncertainly toward Karim. 
 
    Alice located the magazine she wanted and slammed it into the mag well, moving quickly for the shadows. 
 
    Karim? Why did you just…? Shit, she’s compromised him! 
 
    Karim fired twice, putting both rounds squarely in Michael’s back, the sound like a butcher dropping a side of beef. Michael groaned and leaned forward, head hanging slack, his blood steaming where it dripped to the heated concrete. 
 
    Alice slammed her fire selector forward to auto, and then pulled the trigger, the sound of the gun muted and weak, like a loud sneeze, thanks to the adulterated shell’s reduced load. She had been warned by the technicians at the Far Shores to be close when she used it, but they had been frustratingly uncertain exactly what sort of proximity was required. 
 
    The pellet spread was diffuse, a significant portion of the plastic-coated beads left lying on the ground around Alice in ragged rings created by the blast wave. Even with a barrel extension mounted, the pellets spread almost immediately, careening into each other and losing momentum thanks to tiny aerodynamic defects in the coating. A necessary evil, Alice had been warned – the load was extremely reactive, and could burst into flame on contact with the open air. Some of the pellets did exactly that, little streaks of light darting from the muzzle of her shotgun. 
 
    Emily’s skin rippled as a minority of the pellets impacted her. The plastic coating, damaged by shockwave and friction, gave way, and the potassium within did its exothermic work. 
 
    As Alice tossed the shotgun aside, Emily exploded into a cloud of boiling water droplets and invisible hydrogen gas. 
 
    Xia! Min-jun! Alice felt pinpoints of searing pain on her arms and face from the scalding mist. Now! 
 
    A loud thump was followed by a jet of sunflower-colored flame. The Auditors were knocked to the ground. At the edge of the swirling mist, the radiance of Min-jun’s barrier was only just apparent, protecting the pair of Auditors from the violence of the detonation. 
 
    Alice stepped into her own shadow, and then stepped back out of Hayley’s, snaking an arm around the telepath’s throat and then pulling it tight by gripping her own wrist. 
 
    Ms. Gallow! The girl struggled in Alice’s grip. I’m okay! I freed myself! You don’t need to… 
 
    Hayley’s limbs slackened from lack of blood to the brain. Alice released her hold and then carefully set the unconscious telepath on the ground. Nearby, Karim also toppled. 
 
    “Sorry, Hayley,” Alice muttered, searching the field for signs of the Anathema. “Can’t be sure.” 
 
    “That’s right, Ms. Gallow!” Emily’s voice emitted from an unusually dense and persistent cloud of mist. “You can’t be sure of anything, can you?” 
 
    There was a brief and sudden conflagration within Min-jun’s barrier. The barrier deflated and then slowly unraveled. Xia and Min-jun lay nearby, unmoving shapes on the ground. 
 
    “Really, how can you not have an empath on your team?” The mist grew dense, took on human shape. “You left yourself vulnerable, Auditor.” 
 
    Alice tossed aside the empty shotgun and grinned at Emily Muir. 
 
    “This isn’t your power, is it? You’re barely an empath, as I recall.” Alice’s grin broadened. “You’ve been messing around with Alex Warner again, haven’t you?” 
 
    Emily shrugged and offered a sodden smile of her own. 
 
    “Perhaps. We all take advantages where we can find them.” 
 
    “Speak for yourself, Anathema.” 
 
    “Calling names?” Emily laughed. “Coming from you, Ms. Gallow, that’s awfully rich. Are you still so oblivious?” 
 
    Alice snarled and stepped into her own shadow. 
 
    Emily twirled about, one hand shielding her eyes from the sun. 
 
    “Where have you gone, Ms. Gallow?” Emily called out happily. “You must know by now that you cannot hope to harm me, even with your Auditors’ little tricks…” 
 
    Alice stepped out of Emily’s shadow and seized her by the hair. 
 
    “Let’s not be hasty,” Alice said, with a ghastly expression, as grotesque black appendages extended from Emily’s shadow, reaching for her as a vine seeks the light. “I have another trick.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eerie stepped through the flame, disregarding it. Her eyes were a pair of ebony spheres, ruddy metallic specks dancing within the featureless darkness. All about her, golden sparks orbited like tame comets. 
 
    A character engraved beneath Samnang’s left eye lit up, and a bolt of slow lightening erupted from the ash and sand at Eerie’s feet. The Changeling’s hair stood on end, blue dye burning away to reveal strands the color of afternoon sunlight. 
 
    A pair of characters below Samnang’s right eye shone, and a portion of the black sky shook loose and fell, like a million panes of smoked glass shattering. Eerie stepped through the calamity untouched, and then extended her arms. 
 
    Samnang cried out, and the characters etched into her cheeks flared in captivating sequence. The unlight of the black star above them gained depth, and the air was pulverized by the combined shrieking of a whole host of Horrors. The ground fractured and bent, fragments fell from the sky and embedded themselves in the broken ground like great black arrowheads. Slow lightening crept from the ash like miasma, and the air itself burned. 
 
    Eerie put her arms around the Yaojing’s neck and pulled Samnang into a one-sided embrace. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Emily screamed as she was disassembled. Alice laughed and pulled her further into the consuming shadow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is how I feel, sister,” Eerie whispered, holding Samnang so close that their cheeks touched. “Can you understand why I do not wish to return? Why I do not wish to become myself? This is why, and this is what it is worth to me.” 
 
    Samnang struggled in the Changeling’s embrace. 
 
    “Why should we fight?” Eerie asked gently. “Why should we return to the Church? We are free to decide.” 
 
    “No, we are not,” Samnang said, pushing Eerie to the ground. “Stop this foolishness, Ériu. Did you really think I would be persuaded by sharing a bit of your happiness?” 
 
    “Not really, but I hoped,” Eerie admitted, rubbing her back resentfully as she sat up. “I needed time, though, so it was worth it.” 
 
    Samnang shook her head. 
 
    “Time for what, Ériu?” 
 
    The witch cleared her throat, and then nodded civilly at Samnang when she turned to face her. 
 
    Yaga wore white with lots of gold jewelry, which suited her. The black mist of the Outer Dark clung to her like a robe, and that suited her as well. 
 
    “I think that the Changeling is probably talking about me,” the witch explained reasonably. “I hate to be a bother, but I really need to borrow these three – the girl, the Fey, and the dog – the whole set! Pressing business for the Thule Cartel, you understand.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Rebecca stamped her foot irritably and offered a general glare. “Would both of you cut this shit out?” 
 
    Alice shot Rebecca a pleading look, doing her best to ignore the fact the Director was wearing pajama bottoms and a ratty halter top. Emily struggled weakly, pulled halfway into Alice’s shadow, partially disintegrated and fading by the moment. 
 
    “Quit fucking around.” Rebecca coughed as she took a cigarette from her pack. “Produce the Anathema. She’s no good to me all deconstructed.” 
 
    Alice sighed, and then Emily was spat out of her shadow, intact and gasping. 
 
    “That was awful!” Emily shook her head, and then regarded her missing arm sadly. “I approached the Auditors of my own volition, you realize. This is hardly the way to cultivate an informant!” 
 
    “Informant? You wish. You are in so much trouble, missy.” Rebecca glared at the mutilated, partially aqueous Anathema. “You have no fucking idea.” 
 
    “Is that so? I doubt it very much. You’ll have to talk to me eventually, Director, if you want to know what I know.” Emily smiled, and her form was restored, standing dripping and naked in front of the Director. “My cooperation is predicated on my release, of course, but wait till you hear what I’ve come to tell you, Ms. Levy! I swear, I’ll make it worth your while,” Emily said, batting her eyes at Rebecca. “What do you know about recent events in Las Vegas, Director?”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dancers formed a cotillion, their movements as cautious as novice boxers, blushing and averting their eyes as fingertips and slick palms touched. The orchestra set a conservative pace, and the dancers acquitted themselves well. All around the dance floor, there was candlelight and vodka, rice wine and laughter, bursts of conversation and looks in the eyes of their elders of fondness, nostalgia, and envy. This all went unnoticed by the dancers, in a compressed and engrossing world of their own. 
 
    Special attention was paid to Anastasia, but she was used to that, and handled it with the grace imparted by long imposition. 
 
    “She’s a good dancer.” 
 
    “Always has been, since we were kids. You must have seen her dance at these family things before, right, Renton?” 
 
    “Well, yes. With her father or her brother, but this…” 
 
    “Oh, shit! You’re jealous, aren’t you?” Timor’s eyes sparkled with gossipy enthusiasm. “You know that’s insane, right?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I know,” Renton said, too tired to deny it. “I’m not a moron.” 
 
    “I’d argue that.” 
 
    “Shut up, Timor, okay? You’re just lucky you don’t have to deal with girls.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I’d call it luck.” 
 
    “Maybe not. Look at her, man. I remember her tenth birthday, how she wanted a puppy. She cried all night when her dad refused. Remember that?” 
 
    “Yeah, I do.” Timor eyed the dancers as the first dance moved toward a close. “I also remember her marching off to godforsaken Norway, in the snow and everything, all by herself, after somebody told her about the old tradition. The first born taming a Weir.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Renton said, with a weak smile. “It had to be Norway, because she wanted a black one, to match her dresses, and one of the archivists told her they’d seen some up there, years before.” 
 
    “She wanted a puppy, she got herself a pair of Weir instead.” Timor shrugged. “I don’t see how this ends any different.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The second dance was also the first waltz. In a manner of speaking it belonged to Daniel Gao. 
 
    Anastasia appreciated the deference he showed, making a formal request of her company despite the prearrangement, as well as the confidence he showed leading her to the floor, not a trace of hesitation or self-consciousness despite having the eyes of an entire cartel fixed upon him. 
 
    The music began, and Anastasia was so distracted that she could not remember the composer. Daniel took her hand and waist firmly, gave her a small nod and a rather charming smile, and then they were off into the confusion of dancing couples and the brilliance of the candelabra overhead. 
 
    Daniel Gao’s dancing was acceptable, and she settled into his lead. Anastasia found herself shifting in his arms, trying to imagine belonging there. It was an impossibility, but the idea was not entirely without appeal. 
 
    “Lady Martynova?” 
 
    They whirled and spun in the rough center of the Great Hall, the other dancers careful to give them space. Tchaikovsky, Anastasia thought, the memory finally breaking through with a feeling of deep relief – the Waltz of the Flowers. 
 
    “Yes, Daniel?” 
 
    Anastasia marveled at the ingenuity of the shoes she wore – acquired by her mother years ago in Italy, and then cunningly modified by a French speaking tailor in Tokyo – which added enough height to bring her head to the level of Daniel’s chest, while managing to be quite comfortable. They were red as the roses prominently featured in the floral arrangements of the Great Hall, to match her dress, but in the back of her mind, Anastasia was speculating on the possibilities of having them blackened for regular use. 
 
    “Thank you for this opportunity.” 
 
    Anastasia clucked at him as the dance separated them, only their fingers intertwined. 
 
    “Too deferential, Daniel. I am hardly looking for another servant at present.” 
 
    His movements stiffened as they neared the final third of the dance, and Anastasia had to step carefully for a moment, to avoid having her toes stepped upon. 
 
    “My mistake.” Daniel recovered his poise just in time for them to complete a natural spin. “Allow me to make it up to you.” 
 
    His composure was total. Anastasia had to dig deep into her repertoire to keep up with him, grateful for her dance instructors. 
 
    They finished gracefully, and she felt reluctance in his final release. 
 
    “Perhaps?” Anastasia smiled as she allowed him to lead her from the floor. “The next to last dance is unpromised, Mr. Gao, and it will remain so. Make of that what you will.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Svetlana’s cheeks were flushed as she hurried over to one of the refreshment tables, deliberating with characteristic seriousness before eventually taking a flute of champaign. She drank rapidly to slake the thirst that dancing with Timor had provoked, and then had to stifle a sneeze from the carbonation. She went to hurry back, and almost ran directly into Josef Martynova. 
 
    “Oh! Lord Martynova, I am sorry! I didn’t…” 
 
    “Not to worry. It’s nothing!” Josef waved her off with a wry smile and ruddy cheeks. Beside him, Lady Gao stifled a laugh. “I am glad to see you enjoying yourself, Sveta. It is my understanding that you refused your own right of debut, last year?” 
 
    Svetlana nodded, hands clasped in front of her and eyes on the tips of her borrowed shoes, burning with shame. 
 
    “I am not criticizing, you, girl,” Josef said. “I simply wondered if you regret that decision, now.” 
 
    “Josef, leave her be,” Lady Gao scolded. “You’re upsetting the poor girl.” 
 
    “Am I?” Josef looked untroubled by the possibility. “I don’t mean to. I am grateful for the loyalty you have shown to my family, Svetlana. I only regret that I failed to think to fund a debut for you, in thanks for the service that you have provided to my daughter.” Josef rubbed his chin, eyes sparkling with mischief. “Perhaps there is another way to show my gratitude. Tell me, Sveta…do you already have a partner for the next dance?” 
 
    He reached out his hand to her, with the confidence of a man who cannot be refused. 
 
    Svetlana took his hand, her face as red as Anastasia’s dress. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He hesitated, but she could sense his eagerness. 
 
    “You sure you want to go through with this? There might be consequences. The Koss Family has friends in high places, you know.” 
 
    For her part, there was no hesitation. 
 
    “I know. That changes nothing. I will not abide the Koss family’s continued affronts, and I will not tolerate the sight of Edvard Koss manhandling the Mistress of the Black Sun on the night of her debut.” 
 
    Renton nodded and adjusted his tie. Mai smiled approvingly, while he flagged down a servant and requested wine for himself and tea for her. The wait was brief, and the orchestra had just begun the third dance as their beverages arrived. Renton glanced at Simeon Yurchenko and Anastasia, performing the traditional bow-and-curtsey at the center of the floor, her practiced grace contrasting with his blunt deliberateness. 
 
    Renton grimaced and Mai concealed a giggle. 
 
    “What the hell?” Renton’s eyes widened. “Is that Sveta and…?” 
 
    “Lord Martynova? It does appear that way.” Mai looked out at the dance floor in satisfaction, sipping sparingly at her jasmine tea. “We lose what we are unwilling to defend, Mr. Hall.” 
 
    Renton set his untouched glass down on a passing servants tray and adjusted his jacket. 
 
    “When did you turn into fucking Yoda, Mai?” Renton started to slip off into the crowd. “You better be right about this.” 
 
    “Right about what the Mistress wants?” Mai called after him. “Always.” 
 
      
 
    ***   
 
      
 
    Simeon’s restraint was evident in his every movement, a natural spin transforming into an impetus via brute force and sheer determination. Anastasia was mildly worried that he would trample her feet, or spin her too violently and lose his hold, but once Simeon took hold of her hand and her back, she felt reasonably secure. 
 
    The waltz was contemporary and fast-paced, and Anastasia knew immediately that Mai had selected it to play to Simeon’s strengths. He would have chafed at a slower Viennese Waltz, Anastasia guessed, and would have perhaps made a poor impression on her. As they completed the first turn, Anastasia snuck a look at his face, scowling and intent on his task, and smiled to herself. The other couples had noticed the violence of Simeon’s movements, and gave them extra berth, even more than was due to the future Mistress of the Black Sun. 
 
    Along the inner ring of dancers, Anastasia caught sight of Svetlana, mortified on her father’s arm, and laughed despite herself. Simeon grunted and spared her a momentary glance, clearly worried. 
 
    “It’s not you, Simeon,” she assured him, subtly guiding his lead through a tricky sequence around the second turn, culminating in a turning lock and a switch in direction. “My father never changes.” 
 
    Simeon gave her a knowing look as they spun. 
 
    “Why should he? It seems to be working well for him, Mistress.” 
 
    Anastasia smiled and allowed herself to be whirled about. 
 
    “You worried me,” he continued. “I thought perhaps my dancing…” 
 
    “Not at all,” Anastasia assured him, catching Svetlana’s eye across the floor and offering her a supportive smile. “You dance capably, Simeon.” 
 
    “Is that all?” 
 
    The final turn completed, she expected some of the tension to leave his body, but Simeon appeared determined to grind it out to the very end, following the traditional steps with dour determination. 
 
    “That is not meant as criticism,” she assured him, as they completed their final revolutions. “There is much to be said, I think, for a capable man.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The waiter fell, or was perhaps incidentally tripped. Control of the tray he carried was lost, and it went crashing into the side of nearby table, startling the nearby guests and drawing attention from the security personnel scattered liberally about. The tray was mostly empty, but a few glasses of red wine remained at one end, and all were spilled. One particularly unfortunate glass landed in the lap of Marta Koss. 
 
    “What is this? You clumsy idiot!” Marta cried out in indignation, stained crimson as a betrayed Caesar. “How could you?” 
 
    The waiter apologized profusely, eyes wide and horrified, while Lady Koss berated him and the guests looked on with distaste or amusement. 
 
    “Lady Koss, I’m terribly sorry!” Mai slid quickly between them. “Let’s get you cleaned up, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The little attic must have been one of the many secrets that the Martynova family kept only to themselves, because in all his years of service, he had never even known it existed – an alarming prospect for a bodyguard – even a former bodyguard, even in retrospect. At least some of the servants must have known about it, because it was as immaculately clean as the rest of the Harbin estate, and the built-in was stocked with a respectable array of whiskeys. 
 
    Renton whistled happily along with the faint music from the orchestra downstairs as he sliced oranges on the counter. 
 
    There was a soft knock at the door, the sort that is merely a warning before the door itself opens, and then one of Renton’s dark-suited diplomatic corps aids led Edvard Koss into the room, squinting about suspiciously and licking his lips. 
 
    “Edvard, old buddy! Good to see you. Drink?” 
 
    Edvard regarded him like he had discovered a rattlesnake in his garden. 
 
    “Renton Hall,” he sneered. “I haven’t seen you since the Academy.” 
 
    “That’s because Ana doesn’t think much of you,” Renton said cheerfully. “So, a drink? I’m having an Old Fashioned…” 
 
    “Then you don’t need the orange. That was added by the Americans, during their Prohibition, to cover the taste of bad liquor.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” Renton added cubes of ice to a pair of chilled glasses. “I’m pretty much making you one either way, at this point.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” Edvard glanced at the ostentatious Rolex affixed to his right wrist. “Now, if you don’t mind, I am currently attending a party with my peers.” 
 
    “I won’t keep you,” Renton promised, finishing the drinks and garnishing each with a circular slice of orange. “I get it. Who wants to hang out with the help? This must be very frustrating for you. One small caveat that you might keep in mind – I may be a servant, but remember exactly whom it is that I serve.” 
 
    That earned a marginal rise of Edvard’s thick eyebrows. Renton walked over and offered him one of the drinks, which was declined with a gesture of annoyance.  
 
    “I haven’t forgotten. Do you have a message from your Mistress, then?” 
 
    Renton nodded, glanced at the drinks in either hand, and then shrugged. He started on the one in his left hand, wasting his effort in preparation by pouring the cocktail rudely down his throat. 
 
    “What is this?” Edvard scowled as Renton drank. “I don’t have all night, Mr. Hall!” 
 
    Renton held up a finger while he finished the drink, Edvard watching in astonished, enraged silence. Renton sighed in satisfaction, smacked his lips, and then shook the ice in the empty glass. 
 
    “Sorry about that. But I made two, and then…” 
 
    Edvard stepped forward and cut him off impatiently. 
 
    “Mr. Hall, what is the message you bring from your Mistress?” 
 
    “You aren’t much of a combat telepath, are you, Edvard?” Renton smiled. “Take a closer look at that second drink, the one in my right hand.” 
 
    Edvard glanced down. 
 
    Renton shot him twice in the belly with the silenced Ruger in his right hand, and then put two more in the back of Edvard’s head when he doubled over. 
 
    The fourth dance is taken, worm, Renton explained, busily ransacking the dying man’s mind. Mai believes that Ana deserves a little fun at her own debut, and I’m inclined to agree with her. Don’t you want the best for your Mistress? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Confusion reigned before the fourth dance, whispers whipping through the Great Hall as a minority of the crowd sought a member of the Koss family, while the remainder of the crowd gossiped about it excitedly. Neither Edvard nor Marta could be located, despite both being in attendance. No one could remember precisely when Edvard had slipped out, particularly not his panicked security detail, and Marta had not been seen since a collision with a server had caused a spilled drink. 
 
    Anastasia looked about in muted astonishment, while nearby, her father Josef and uncle Shulgin turned shades of angry red at the outrage. Mai emerged from the backrooms with a shake of her head, while Sveta returned from the quarters assigned to the Koss’s similarly emptyhanded. 
 
    “This is rather a surprise,” Anastasia remarked coldly to her father. “Is it not, my lord?” 
 
    “It is indeed, daughter,” Josef confirmed, teeth grinding like a millstone. “I am tempted to take offense.” 
 
    “As is your right, my lord,” Mai assured him, stepping close to Ana. “In the meantime, milady, shall we not locate you another, more fit partner?” 
 
    Anastasia glanced at the orchestra, who had been tuning for at least five minutes longer than necessary. 
 
    “There is little time, and who is prepared?” 
 
    Timor emerged from behind Mai, a smile on his face and laughter in his eyes. 
 
    “Beloved cousin,” he said, taking both of her hands. “If you find yourself unaccompanied, then would you allow me to…?” 
 
    “Yes.” Anastasia nodded firmly, allowing herself to be led to the center of the floor on the arm of her most handsome relative. “Absolutely.” 
 
    The orchestra began Shatrov’s On the Hills of Manchuria, to the great relief of almost all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton strangled Marta Koss in a well-appointed, but little-used bathroom on the second floor of the estate in Harbin. 
 
    It took longer than he expected, but Renton kept himself amused by stripping her mind of anything of value, leaving behind impressions of her son Edvard’s death to keep her company on the way out. 
 
    He cleaned himself at the sink after, humming along with the orchestra as he straightened his tie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Maxim Pashkevich waited politely while Anastasia recovered from the quiet thrill of revolving slowly around the Great Hall with Timor. She paused long enough for a glass of ice water and a brief word with Mai, and then she returned to the floor on Maxim’s well-formed arm. 
 
    The orchestra played Strauss, and the dancer waltzed in the Viennese style, gliding across the floor in contrived unison, revolving like a planet and its satellites in geosynchronous orbit. There was a wariness to his movements, and an extra distance between them. The dancers regarded each other uncertainly. 
 
    “Mistress, my offer,” Maxim whispered, though none could hear over the orchestra, particularly with the Martynova family telepaths guaranteeing the privacy of Anastasia’s conversations. “Have I offended?” 
 
    “Puzzled, perhaps,” she admitted, glad for once for the rigid structure of the Viennese Waltz, for masking the stiffness of Maxim’s movements. “Not offended.” 
 
    He nodded, and they continued. 
 
    “Do you trust my intentions, mistress?” 
 
    Couples twirled past them – her father dancing with Molly, her feet placed carefully atop his shoes, while Timor spun Diana in circles; David Gao dancing with a blushing Svetlana, while his younger sister Su danced with Pavel and tried not to glare at Anastasia for overshadowing her debut. Despite the remarkable design of the shoes, her feet were starting to hurt, and she felt tired enough to sleep through the entirety of the coming day. 
 
    “I trust your character, Maxim.” 
 
    He took the compliment as criticism. 
 
    “Then my offer…?” 
 
    “I do not care for deception in my personal affairs.” 
 
    His disappointment was obvious. 
 
    “Mistress, I would explain all if I could…” 
 
    Anastasia sighed as they began the final turn, the orchestra slowing slightly. 
 
    “I permit my servants their secrets, Maxim,” Anastasia explained. “Should you wish to be considered for more than service, then you will be held to a higher standard.” 
 
    Maxim spun her about one final time, and then released, the look of conflict on his face slowly resolving. 
 
    “May we…may we speak again, Mistress? There are things I must tell you…” 
 
    “We shall, Maxim,” Anastasia said, letting him down with a smile. “This one night will not decide my future.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This is not a joking matter, Pavel! You absolutely cannot…” 
 
    “You know me, Mai.” 
 
    “I used to know you. That was long ago. We were students!” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t changed. I’m still incorrigible.” 
 
    “I had hoped…” 
 
    “Allow me to dash those hopes, my dear. Come on, Mai! I promise, it’ll be fun. I haven’t forgotten the way you looked in that dress, at the Winter Dance, our last year at the Academy…” 
 
    “Pavel, please! That was before I came to work for Ana, and…your wife is here, for heaven’s sake! Huian is…” 
 
    “…not at all the jealous type. She has nothing to worry about, and neither do you. It’s just a dance, Mai.” 
 
    “You said that to me once before, you know.” 
 
    “I remember.” 
 
    “It didn’t stop with just a dance.” 
 
    “So? Like you keep saying, it’s been a long time. I can behave.” 
 
    “You couldn’t back then.” Mai sighed and took Pavel’s arm, and allowed herself to be led to the floor, choosing to ignore the flurry of whispers this provoked among the staff. “I hope that you at least remember how to dance.” 
 
    “I think I might,” Pavel said, with the smile that had first caught her eye, back in Mr. Windsor’s advanced class. “Let’s find out.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The orchestra perked up slightly as they tuned for the sixth dance. Anastasia stole away for a moment to drink water and sit down, covertly slipping the shoes from her aching feet. Then Peter Rurikovich located her, and made a rather gallant request for her accompaniment, and she was back to the floor, on the arm of a pleasant young man who smelled of Vetiver cologne and polished leather. Peter looked her boldly in the eyes, and then took her firmly into his arms, and Anastasia found herself thinking of his sister Olivia’s words with new respect. 
 
    He smiled at her, and then the orchestra started playing. The Estudiantina waltz offered no introduction or fanfare, and set a rapid pace that the string section exaggerated, much to the delight of the younger dancers, for whom the sixth number was typically reserved. Anastasia saw her father at the edge of the crowd, spinning poor Su Gao about, the young woman simultaneously traumatized and honored. Nearby, Mai and Pavel revolved, Mai’s cheeks ever so subtly reddened. Anastasia nearly laughed aloud. Peter noticed her smile and blushed, executing the next turn with an enthusiastic flourish, and again Anastasia had to stifle her laughter. 
 
    “About my sister, and her advice,” Peter said, clenching his teeth as they performed an acceptable reverse turn. “Forgive her impertinence, please.” 
 
    “Olivia means well,” Anastasia said. “I have not lost sight of that.” 
 
    “She has grown very accustom to speaking her mind, regardless of the audience, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “That is not atypical, where prescience is concerned. Precognition is a heavy burden, and your sister bears it gracefully.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it.” 
 
    His hand beneath her shoulder shifted slightly lower. Anastasia noted the change, but did not remark upon it. His grip on her hand tightened, and his lead grew more confident. 
 
    “I will not ask for your forgiveness for my own boldness, Lady Martynova.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is. I mean to make an impression,” Peter said seriously, moving confidently through the final steps of the dance. “What can I do to prove myself to you?” 
 
    “I think you’ve done well enough this evening,” Anastasia said, curtseying as the dance ended. “As for the future? I’m sure an opportunity will present itself.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton returned to the Great Hall in an improved mood, whistling to himself with his mildly bruised hands in his pockets. He made a beeline toward one of the refreshment tables, aiming for something to cut his tremendous thirst. 
 
    Mai headed him off partway, interlacing her arm in his own and practically dragging him in another direction. 
 
    “Have you finished your appointed task, Renton?” 
 
    Mai wore a Chinese-style embroidered dress with a calf-length split skirt, her hair unbound and glossy, her lips painted, and her eyes made up. She was just slightly out of breath, and her skin was flushed. 
 
    “Done and done,” Renton said, looking her over appreciatively. “My staff is handling the cleanup.” 
 
    “Very good,” Mai squeezed his arm, leading them across the dance floor toward where the debutants and their admiring dilatants held court. “The sixth dance has just ended,” she added, nodding toward the couples leaving the crowded floor. “The seventh dance approaches rapidly, Renton. Have you found a partner?” 
 
    Renton gave Mai another approving glance. 
 
    “Listen, Mai, if you haven’t got a partner already…” 
 
    Mai laughed a bit more uproariously than he could appreciate. 
 
    “I think I’m a bit old for you!” 
 
    “What’s a few years? You’re no less beautiful, Mai.” 
 
    “Flattering, I’m sure.” Mai laughed, and Renton wondered where all her good humor was coming from. “I’m afraid I cannot afford the distraction, however. I exist to serve, Renton.” 
 
    “Seems like that reduces you to something less than a person.” 
 
    “No. Service completes me. Tools are formless until put to task.” 
 
    Renton scowled, earning confused glares from the dancers leaving the floor. 
 
    “I don’t know about you, Mai, but I’m not just a tool for Ana. I like to think I’m more than my job.” 
 
    “Of course!” Mai looked surprised. “As are we all. I am no less complete for having found my place, and neither are you.” 
 
    Renton laughed despite himself. 
 
    “I don’t get you sometimes, Mai.” 
 
    “I think we understand each other better than most.” Mai smiled at him, and Renton felt obscurely flattered. “We act in the fulfillment of another’s desires, and in turn, have found fulfillment of our own.” 
 
    Renton had to think about it for a minute. He was hardly even cognizant of the stares the pair attracted, hurrying across the dance floor arm in arm. 
 
    “I’m not sure we are the same in that, Mai. Don’t get me wrong – I feel lucky to work for Ana. But I don’t think I’ve necessarily found what you did.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” Mai led him deftly around Pavel and Josef Martynova, and into a thick knot of security personnel. “I think perhaps you are not being honest with yourself, Renton. As I told you before, service has its own rewards.” 
 
    Timor stepped aside with a shit-eating grin that Renton would have normally loved to wipe off his face. Ana glanced up from where she sat, beside an empty refreshment table, surrounded by security, resting stockinged feet on a small divan, and smiled at him. 
 
    He stared for one short moment, and then recovered his composure. He bowed deeply, the way Mai had insisted he learn a few weeks ago, and then extended his hand toward his Mistress. Renton could see Daniel Gao and Maxim Pashkevich trying to force their way through the crowd out of the corner of his eye, glaring at him with undisguised wrath. 
 
    That was all the encouragement Renton needed. 
 
    “Milady? I would ask you to dance with me, if you would dance.” 
 
    There was mischief in Anastasia’s eyes as she slid her feet back into her shoes, taking his hand gingerly. 
 
    “How unlike a servant,” she remarked, to all in general or no one in particular, as Renton helped her up on obviously sore feet. “Keep in mind that we have an audience, Renton. I expect you to impress.” 
 
    “Always.” Renton’s heart pounding in his chest, but his hands were steady. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dance floor may as well have been empty, as far as the crowd – and Renton Hall – were concerned. Shattering precedent and time-honored tradition with her mother’s casual aplomb, Anastasia Martynova, the heir and future Mistress of the Black Sun, danced the final open dance of the evening with her former bodyguard and current ambassador, Renton Hall, a breach of protocol so massive it was doubtful that protocol itself would ever recover. 
 
    “Are you certain this was a good idea?” 
 
    “It was Anastasia’s idea,” Mai explained, sipping cold green tea from a champaign flute. “Who am I to question the soundness of her intentions?” 
 
    Their movements were bold and graceful, overshadowing the other couples that had braved the confusion to take the floor. The orchestra played Tchaikovsky with ardor, and the dancers were swept away with them. 
 
    “He’s a really good dancer,” Svetlana observed quietly, both hands wrapped around a glass of ice water. “So is Ana, obviously, but…” 
 
    “Do not misunderstand. This is not a thing that can be, Sveta. This is a dream, an indulgence,” Mai explained. “Renton will wake from it shortly. Into your arms, should you wish that.” 
 
    Svetlana blushed furiously and said nothing more, watching Renton and Anastasia spin and bob, turn and lock, moving in what appeared to be perfect unison. 
 
     “How are they even doing that?” Timor asked, after a particularly low dip. “They can’t just be improvising…” 
 
    “Telepathy,” Mai said, watching the dancers. “Renton is leading.” 
 
     “My God!” Timor laughed. “Renton really is fearless, isn’t he?” 
 
    There was a muffled hubbub behind them, and then Josef Martynova came bursting through the crowd, Lady Gao, Lady Yurchenko, and Pavel Martynova following behind, in varying states of agitation. 
 
    “You. Maid,” Josef said, with more exhaustion than rage, one scarred finger rudely pointed at Mai. “You had a hand in this, did you not?” 
 
    “Of course, my Lord.” Mai continued to watch the dance, hardly bothered by the patriarch of the Black Sun seething at her elbow. “What of it?” 
 
    “The boy is a servant!” Josef snapped, drawing attention from the curious. “Worse, he is enamored of Anastasia! Why would you encourage this sort of behavior?” 
 
    “I do not encourage,” Mai said mildly. “I carry out my Mistress’s will.” 
 
    “You are meant to urge her in the direction of propriety.” 
 
    “She needs no such urging, my Lord. She is every bit the Lady her mother was.” 
 
    The crowd gathered close in anticipation of Josef Martynova’s inevitable outburst, but instead he just shook his head and stood beside Mai, watching the dancers with a deflated air. 
 
    “This won’t end well,” Josef grumbled. “It did not end well for her mother.” 
 
    “That, my Lord,” Mai said, watching the dance, “is entirely a matter of opinion.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The final dance belonged to her father, and Anastasia went to him directly after the seventh, the floor clearing for her as she approached him. Anastasia smiled affectionately at her father, cheeks flushed with exertion, and then performed the deepest curtsy of the evening. 
 
    Josef took one unsteady step forward, appeared to steel himself, and then gingerly took Anastasia’s hand and lifted her out of the curtsy. 
 
    “Daughter,” he said, hoarse and moist-eyed. “Have you saved one final turn around the floor for your aged father?” 
 
    “I have, my Lord,” Anastasia said, with a demure bob of her head. “Would you escort your daughter once more?” 
 
    “With pride,” Josef said, choking up as he looked at her. 
 
    The crowd applauded as the father and daughter took the floor, but neither seemed to notice. They stood in the center of the floor, facing each other, hand in hand, and made no move until the orchestra began to play. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A maid quietly refilled Mai’s glass. 
 
    “Are you satisfied with your efforts?” 
 
    “Of course,” Mai said, twirling the bright green tea in the narrow flute as she watched the dancers. “Everyone is happy, aren’t they? That’s the important thing.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    It took an hour for Anastasia to walk from the front door to the Lesser Hall, her feet and back aching, and her head spinning from social obligation. She faced a succession of greetings and gestures of fealty from the assembled crowd, those she knew intimately side-by-side with those she had never met in her adult life. 
 
    She entered the Lesser Hall with evident relief, Donner and Blitzen taking up their positions at the door, one maid handling the train of her crimson dress, another holding her chair. Mai herself went to go check on the kitchen, to assure her supper was up to specifications. 
 
    The setting was intimate, aside from the mute guards at either doorway, and another who roamed discretely along the balcony outside the windows. Anastasia sat on one side of the table, along with Pavel, her brother, his wife, Huian, and their daughter, Kirsten. On the opposite side of the table, Josef sat beside an empty chair, as per custom. Anastasia’s younger sisters, Molly and Diana, were on his other side, flanked by their mother. Filling out the space between were her uncle Petrov, Josef’s younger brother, recently returned from the endless Siberian conflict, and her uncle Shijun Jiang, her mother’s beloved older brother, back only last night from operations against the Weir in the Balkans. Shijun was conversing in a low voice with Avi Turner to his right, the Black Sun chief financier already drunk and boisterous. Her aunt by marriage, Nastya Martynova, Petrov’s wife, clenched a water glass and nodded miserably while Li Jiang, Shijun’s younger sister, discussed the advantages of the various bachelors, oblivious to her discomfort. Brannon Cree sat in a distant corner, providing telepathic white noise, while Svetlana and Timor waited nearby, in case of sudden need. 
 
    The mood was one of exhausted happiness. The room had been redecorated for the occasion, with antique drapes and furnishings in the pale yellow color her mother loved, the table was set with china that had previously belonged to one Tsar or another, and the centerpiece was a slightly skewed ice sculpture of a swan, water dripping from its melting posterior. Anastasia would have preferred a wolf, like Donner or Blitzen, but some traditions proved more stubborn than others. 
 
    A swan had been good enough for her mother, Anastasia supposed. 
 
    Anastasia sat at a prepared chair, entwined with crimson linen and black ribbons, and sighed with relief. 
 
    “Oh, my poor feet!” Anastasia switched to English, for Huian and Kirsten’s benefit, as they dined without telepathic intrusion. “A long, but enjoyable night, I think.” 
 
    “Exactly the attitude,” her uncle Petrov roared, standing with glass in hand. “Youth should live life to the fullest. A toast!” 
 
    Anastasia smiled tolerantly as her spirit glass was filled with water. 
 
    “To the future Mistress of the Black Sun, Lady Martynova – and to the Martynova family!” 
 
    The order of his toast was noted, with extremely muted approval or disapproval. Agreement was murmured, and drinks were sipped or drained, depending on the individual. Anastasia caught her uncle’s eyes, and gave him a grateful nod. 
 
    “You were lovely out there, my dear,” Shijun said, leaning across Avi’s place setting to take her silk gloved hand. “You remind me of my sister so deeply. She would have been so proud of you, tonight and always.” 
 
    Anastasia hesitated a moment, surprised and sincerely grateful. 
 
    “Thank you, Uncle.” 
 
    “I remember your mother’s debut. It was freezing in Moscow, but they held it there anyway, probably just to upset the old-timers…” 
 
    Shijun continued to talk, and she kept her part, listening actively, while she assented to his covert telepathic prompt. 
 
    Lady Martynova. Your father has made me aware of his plans. 
 
    Please, uncle. It is still Anastasia, when we are in private. This is private? 
 
    As private as I can manage, but we have little time. I must be brief, if you permit… 
 
    I do, Uncle. 
 
    Whatever you would do, Anastasia, you have my support. Regardless of whether Josef approves or not. Your mother’s terms should not have been violated, even if they buck tradition. If you wish to pick your partner in marriage, or force the issue of ascension, I will back you, for whatever it is worth. 
 
    Uncle…thank you. I’m touched. 
 
    Consider it a gift, for your debut, in honor of your mother – my sister – whom I loved, and her daughter – whom I love. 
 
    I won’t forget this, Uncle Shijun. 
 
    Indeed, please don’t! The casinos of Macau have not been kind to your poor uncle. 
 
    “…in a dress just like that. The young lord went so red in the face, and then he stormed out directly after!” The group’s laughter was perfectly synced with their own, as Anastasia’s full awareness returned to the conversation at the table. “Of course, that cleared the way for Josef, who was never one to stand on propriety…” 
 
    “I was drunk, Shijun, largely thanks to you,” Josef said, eyes misty with memory. “And she was beautiful – just like Anastasia. I would have been a fool not to ask her to dance.” 
 
    “Yes, of course!” Petrov shouted kindly. “Tell your uncle, Ana – did any of the likely young men catch your eye tonight? Or do you prefer to make them fight it out in front of you?” 
 
    “As a woman of virtue, I can say nothing of such matters,” Anastasia said, with a practiced flutter of her eyelids. “As a Martynova...well, they tried, I suppose.” 
 
    Her family roared with laughter. 
 
    “Spoken like her father’s daughter!” Petrov thrust his empty vodka glass in the air, to have it filled almost immediately by a waiting servant. “A toast!” 
 
    Glasses were raised. Her uncle opened his mouth, and Anastasia braced for shouting. 
 
    Activated by remote trigger, several kilos of Semtex swaddled in nails and ball bearings detonated inside of the frozen swan at the center of the table. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Analytics woke the Director telepathically not long after she went to bed, downloading a poorly organized digest from the Auditor’s mole within the Black Sun. Rebecca pulled on a random sweater and jeans from off the floor, but was still bleary eyed and bed-headed when she arrived at Analytics. The staff froze when she entered, resuming movement slowly, reluctant to attract the Director’s attention. 
 
    “You!” Rebecca pointed at the unfortunate telepath on duty – Emil Corso, an orphan in his second year of service –  planted in front of three monitors and linked to his PC with a set of electrodes attached to his peach-fuzz head. “How bad is it?” 
 
    “Director,” he stammered, fighting the urge to switch to his native French. “You refer to the situation in Harbin?” 
 
    “Is that in China?” 
 
    “Harbin?” 
 
    “Yes, Director. In Manchuria, the site of the Black Sun....” 
 
    “That’s it. How bad?” 
 
    He hesitated, glancing at the shifting feed of imagery on one of his displays, then at the numeric display on its companion. Emil grimaced and licked his lips before continuing. The Director yawned and set her comb aside on one of the monitoring staff’s desks.  
 
    “It…it is very bad, Director.” 
 
    Rebecca made a face and scratched the side of her leg enthusiastically. 
 
    “Yeah? How so?” 
 
    “We believe this to be a high casualty event, Director. A large explosion was reported, and an equivalent seismological disturbance recorded by the nearby university…” 
 
    “Huh.” Rebecca pointed at a pink box sitting on the reception counter. “These donuts?” 
 
    Emil blinked sweat from his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Director?” 
 
    “Are. These.” Rebecca tapped the pink box menacingly. “Donuts?” 
 
    “Uh, yes?” 
 
    “Good,” Rebecca flicked the box open and surveyed the contents grimly. “Anyone mind?” 
 
    “Pardon? Ah…no. Not at all. We’ve all had…” 
 
    Rebecca nodded and pinched her lower lip, lost in contemplation. An awed secretary dared to slide her a small paper plate and napkin, but the Director’s concentration remained total. 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Director?” 
 
    Rebecca glanced at Emil, a tiny muscle beside her right eye twitching. 
 
    “I need coffee,” the Director said calmly. “Do you have any coffee?” 
 
    One of the braver Analysts nodded and hurried to the machine. Rebecca appeared to be placated by the gurgle and hiss of the coffee maker. 
 
    “What sort of casualties are we talking about?” 
 
    Emil stammered while the Director selected a bear claw from the box. 
 
    “Ah, dozens, we believe, but we don’t have hard numbers…” 
 
    “Who are the big ones?” 
 
    “Pardon me, Director?” 
 
    Am I not being clear? Let me be clear, then, Rebecca thought, biting into her donut. I need to know how many important people died in this explosion, before someone starts a war over one of them. The next thing anybody in this room says had better be exactly that information, to the best of your knowledge, okay? Because you’re all feeling super helpful, and I am not feeling very patient. Give me some names, Emil. 
 
    Rebecca nodded gratefully as an Analyst handed her a hot pink mug of coffee. 
 
    “The…uh, the bomb went off,” Emil managed, red in the face to the point of being alarming, “in the middle of a private dinner, attended by nearly every member of the Martynova family, along with close associates.” 
 
    Rebecca swore in Spanish, while chewing. 
 
    How many are dead? 
 
    “We have not…we haven’t yet heard,” Emil offered tentatively, “of any survivors at all.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three seconds before the explosion, Timor’s eyes widened in alarm. He was on the wrong side of the table to physically defend his principal, so he made a snap decision, no time to regret his failure. Timor cried out a warning to Anastasia as he tackled Huian, who was in the middle of breastfeeding Kirsten. He carried them along with their chair to the ground. Ignoring the baby’s wailing and Huian’s moan of pain as her ribs crunched beneath him, Timor activated the emergency telepathic channel. 
 
     Ana! Timor cried out. Get out! 
 
    There was no opportunity for explanation. The time left before detonation was fractional. 
 
    Ana snatched Diana from Lady Gao’s knees, wrapping her sister in her skirts as she reached for her father’s hand, Josef’s eyes dull and uncomprehending… 
 
    Renton grabbed Molly from the table where she sat and dove to the floor, putting his body between her and what was coming… 
 
    Sveta took the hands of the guests on either side of her – Shijun Jiang, and Avi Turner – and then disappeared… 
 
    The swan exploded, the ice vaporizing instantly in the terrific heat of the chemical reaction. 
 
    The blast wave expanded rapidly, tearing through the Lesser Hall, and Timor went limp and quiet, Huian and Kirsten crushed beneath him. 
 
    The ancient building groaned, the floor buckled, and the near wall gave way with a shower of brick and broken masonry, filling the room with a choking white cloud of dust. Every exposed surface was pelted with a shower of accelerated metal projectiles, kilos of ball bearings reducing the table to splinters, and doing the same to the guests who sought shelter beneath it. The force of the blast knocked everyone to the ground, and then battered them with debris. Renton struggled not to crush the panicking child pinned below him, arms and neck straining against the invisible force and searing heat. 
 
    Deafened by the explosion, it took Renton several seconds to realize that the danger had passed. He tried to stand, only to be stopped by agonizing pain in his back. The world was white with dust, only Molly’s crying, tear-streaked face visible, her mouth opened in a soundless wail. He tried again to move, and again the pain in his lower back brought him to a halt. 
 
    Casting about blindly with his arm, he discovered the reason – a pair of nails, one embedded deep in the muscle of his right shoulder blade, and another lodged beside his spine to the left. 
 
    It took an unpleasant moment to remove the nail nearest to his spine. It protruded further than the others, and he could get a grip on the head of the nail enough to pry it out. The nail in his shoulder was deeper in the tissue, so after several attempts, Renton left it where it was, and turned his attention to more important matters. 
 
    Battling disorientation and the stabbing pain in his back, Renton stood slowly, with the wide-legged stance of a defeated boxer. The room was chaos, and Renton sought his Mistress at the heart of it. 
 
    It was strangely easy to be professional. There was no other capacity under which he could deal with the carnage amongst familiar faces, perhaps, but if the disconnect was a conceit, then it was a useful conceit. 
 
    Renton tore through the debris and pushed aside wounded survivors until he found Anastasia, surrounded by the wreckage of the table and splattered with blood, Diana held tightly in her arms. Mai appeared at his side, and helped him free the Mistress of the Black Sun from the wreckage, and to pry the weeping child from her arms. One of Anastasia’s pet Weir limped over to nudge her feet, while the other whined softly beneath the broken table, spared at least the fragmentation by the bulk of the wood. 
 
    “Ana! Are you okay?” 
 
    “Milady?” 
 
    She made no response. Renton gave her a quick once over. There was a great deal of blood, but none of it appeared to belong to Anastasia. He saw no obvious injury or damage, so Renton squeezed his Mistress’s hand, and left her to Mai for nursing. 
 
    Renton turned his attention back to triage, working down his priority list. Guards burst into the Lesser Hall, and were dispatched to seek medical support and secure the estate. 
 
    Timor lay motionless beside Huian, several nails embedded in her arm and shoulder as she made panicked gasps for air. Pavel lay not far from his struggling wife, unconscious and bleeding from an ugly head wound, one of his eye sockets caved by a ball bearing. Kirsten screamed at the top of her lungs in a maid’s arms, a nail stuck in her belly, a medical tech frantically trying to retrieve the infant from the concussed bodyguard. Renton flooded their minds with all the comfort he could summon, and then directed the arriving paramedics to begin triage, based on cartel importance. Most made a beeline for the old man, but the second wave started work on Huian. 
 
    Renton came to the aid of Shijun’s wife, Leanne, who was weaving and delirious, wounded in the chest and leg, but, miraculously spared the worst of the explosion. Petrov Martynova had not been as lucky, a nail lodged in his skull, bleeding out while EMTs struggled to stabilize him. His wife Nastya was little better, her body shattered by the blast wave and then hurled against the far wall. Anastasia’s stepmother was receiving the attentions of another pair of paramedics, staring at the stump of her missing arm in obvious shock. 
 
    The old man had gotten the worst of it. Medical personnel hovered around Josef Martynova’s body, uncertain where to start treating his numerous fatal injuries. 
 
    Anastasia recovered sufficiently to throw herself across her father’s body, weeping into his chest and tearing her hair, preventing the paramedics from doing their work. After a suitable delay, Renton pried her away gently, with help from a bleeding maid, so the medics could offer aid, but it was obvious to everyone that it was a fool’s errand. Hit with the full force of the blast wave and then sprayed with bearings and nails, Josef was perforated and broken, his body rendered unrecognizable by massive trauma. 
 
    Renton managed to hold Anastasia back, saying vaguely comforting things that he forgot immediately, until the family doctor shook his head. Then Anastasia stepped through his arms like a ghost and threw herself again across her dead father, wailing and keening. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gaul Thule put aside his fountain pen with a frown, leaving the pen neatly perpendicular to the document he had been annotating. He straightened his jacket, tightened the knot of his tie, and cleared his throat. 
 
    The room was suddenly crowded with Operators wearing field gear and reeking of dried sweat and burnt carbon. Lóa Thule stood at the head of the group, Mateo Navarre hovering over her left shoulder, while Courtney Lede and Mohammed Omar hung back respectfully. 
 
    “Well?” Gaul was impatient, asking the question before a word could be said. “How did it go?” 
 
    “We have done it, uncle,” Lóa said, cheeks flushed with exuberance. “The war has begun.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was a confusion of ambulances outside the estate. In the gardens in front of the house, a row of bodies lay beneath sheets, slowly gathering dew as the night crept toward morning. The estate was evacuated, while staff attempted to triage and transport the wounded, gather the dead, and extinguish fires. 
 
    Anastasia clung to her father’s hand until the contractors charged with the preservation of his body arrived. Even then, it took several minutes of combined effort from Mai and Renton to pry her from Josef’s cold side, her dress burnt and torn, the hem dragged thoughtlessly through the mud of the trampled garden. 
 
    Ignoring the concerns of her servants, the Mistress of the Black Sun turned her attention to the wounded, comforting her sister-in-law Huian while she was stabilized and then transferred to a hospital, caring for her niece Kirsten until she was apported, and helping to coax her shell-shocked and weeping younger sister, Diane, into the back of an ambulance, carefully directing Diane’s attention away from her severed ear, which was collected in a plastic bag by an attentive maid and passed to the medic. The paramedics and house doctors spent several minutes trying to stabilize Pavel, Anastasia mopping the sweat from his feverish forehead with a scrap torn from her dress, before electing to apport him directly to a Black Sun clinic in Switzerland.  
 
    Prevented by security from following her wounded family to medical facilities, Anastasia Martynova turned her attention to the dead. 
 
    She examined and wept over the dead, each in their turn, drawing a shroud across each of their faces. Anastasia was noted to linger over her distant cousin and fallen bodyguard, Timor Zharova, his body resting awkwardly upon his hip, the cluster of nails lodged in his spine preventing him from being lain flat. That the Lady Martynova, even amid her grief, found the time to mourn a mere bodyguard, was thought an act of extraordinary generosity.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are we sure about this?” Rebecca shook a printout at Emil. “Did we double-check everything?” 
 
    “Everything, Director. I promise! We even pulled in our reserve staff, to confirm…” 
 
    “Confirm it again,” Rebecca said, slapping down the printout on a vacant portion of Emil’s desk. “Cross check everything. Apport tracking, telepathic signatures, travel records, satellite scans, the whole deal.” 
 
    “Yes, Director Levy.” 
 
    Rebecca scowled as she lit a cigarette. 
 
    “Level with me, Emil,” Rebecca said, shaking out her match and tossing it in a waste basket. “Do we really think that the Thule Cartel is behind this?” 
 
    “We are certain, Director.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Forgive me for saying this, Director, but in my opinion, they made no attempt to conceal their responsibility. The Etheric Signatures were there the entire time, masked beneath an illusion protocol. The Operatives were in Harbin since the early afternoon, operating under telepathic and illusory disguises. Immediately after the explosion, they apported directly back to Reykjavik, to the Thule Cartel estate.” Emil tapped at his keyboard nervously. “I think the Thule Cartel wanted everyone to know what they did, Director.” 
 
    Rebecca exhaled a stream of smoke at his monitor. 
 
    “That’s what I think, too,” the Director said. “But, why? What the hell are you doing, Gaul?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton expected to direct Riesa to begin an immediate and thorough inquiry. At his orders, an immediate review of Etheric Signatures for the evening was performed, in the hopes of beginning a search for suspects. 
 
    The list is assembled, sir. Riesa Martez was a crisp and efficient presence in his head. Are you ready for download? 
 
    Proceed. 
 
    The download was expedited, the data raw and poorly formatted. Renton stumbled as he was briefly overwhelmed, a small moan escaping his lips as he stood in the vacant ballroom, not far from the smoking remainder of the wall that had collapsed between the Lesser and Greater Halls. The servants and medics rushing around him were careful not to take notice of the way he reeled as the data flooded his cranium, or of the tears that appeared in the corners of his eyes. 
 
    He scanned the list in his head, and then paused at an unexpected entry among the recorded Etheric Signatures. And then another. 
 
    Renton’s jaw dropped in disbelief. 
 
    He continued down the list, expression hardening as he located names. 
 
    “Right in front of our faces,” Renton said, voice trembling. “Fucking Thule bastards.” 
 
      
 
    ***     
 
      
 
    She sat alone in her father’s study and made no response when he knocked, so he let himself in. Anastasia had changed from her torn and burned debut dress into black mourning garb, but Josef Martynova’s blood was still smeared across her face and hands. Donner and Blitzen curled protectively around her legs, one of them – Renton could never tell the difference – extensively bandaged, a single eye tracking his movements. 
 
    “Renton?” Anastasia did not look up from her lap. “Do you have news from the hospital?” 
 
    “I’m just back,” Renton said, pausing to catch his breath. “Doc says Huian’s gonna make it. There’s a metal sliver lodged near an artery, so they need to operate, but he’s confident.” 
 
    “Good.” Her voice was cold, her hands restless. “What about the girls?” 
 
    “Molly’s fine, just a little rattled. Diane will be okay, too. They can even put the ear back on, if they can find it. She’ll probably be deaf, though.” 
 
    “Kirsten?” 
 
    “They got her heart beating, and she’s on her respirator, but it’s not good.” Renton searched for comforting words, and found none. “The doc said it could go either way.” 
 
    “Pavel?” 
 
    “I…I’m sorry, Ana.” Renton swallowed hard and looked away. “The doctors are doing everything they can, but he still hasn’t woken…” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “And you, Ana? What about you?” 
 
    Anastasia glanced at him, and Renton shivered. 
 
    “Who is responsible for this?”  
 
    “Thule,” he stammered, unnerved. “We pulled signatures from the background scans for Mateo Navarre, Muhammed Omar, Courtney Lede, and Lóa Thule. They were here the whole time, Ana, with that damn ice sculpture, wrapped in illusion and telepathic misdirection. When it was done, they ran straight back home. They wanted us to know they did it, Ana.” 
 
    Anastasia made the smallest of nods.  
 
    Eventually, when it became obvious that nothing else would be said, Renton quietly let himself out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Is this a joke? 
 
    No. 
 
    Oh. Fuck, Becca! Why you always gotta bring me bad news? 
 
    Bad news? That’s an optimistic way to describe the end of the world. 
 
    We are fucked. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    Completely fucked. 
 
    Yeah. 
 
    How did this even happen? The Black Sun has security up the ass… 
 
    Gaul moved heaven and earth. He put Thule’s best people on the job. Illusions, telepathy, and alacrity. There’s a bunch of shit they could get up to, with that personnel grouping. 
 
    What are we…what do we do, boss? 
 
    Get back here as soon as you can. I’ll figure something out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They waited together through the remainder of the night and into the cold of the morning, but as far apart as the room would allow. They strained their hearing, though distance and careful engineering made the possibilities of overhearing something from the bedroom remote. 
 
    Renton leaned against a corner, bandaged and telepathically stimulated beyond human endurance. Shijun hovered near the door, occasionally pacing, one arm in a sling from a bad landing. Svetlana lay on the couch, curled in a ball, unblinking. 
 
    Hours passed. 
 
    Mai emerged first, grief etched into her soft features. Shijun and Renton crowded around her, so eager for news they began talking over the other. She held up a hand to quiet them. 
 
    “The Mistress thanks you for your concern – each of you. She is not presently in any state for company; she requests your presence, however, in the Great Hall, shortly after dawn. Now, I have orders to deliver to the apport technicians and the diplomats…” 
 
    “Mai, wait,” Renton said. “Ana. Is she…?” 
 
    “What do you expect me to say?” Mai snapped. “That our Lady is fine and well?” 
 
    Renton exhaled, and then hung his head. 
 
    “Sorry, Mai.” 
 
    “Do not be sorry,” Mai said, hurrying out. “Be whatever she needs, instead, Renton.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton studied the telepathic model of the incident obsessively. There was little that he could learn from it, but that was not what concerned him. Renton was bothered by the piece of evidence that the Analysts did not have. 
 
    The Analysts had noted the sustained presence of three Thule agents – Navarre, Omar, and Lede – and the late appearance of a fourth, Lóa Thule. Her covert arrival, lost amongst the activity of the debut and Navarre’s illusions, was a risky move. Analysts suspected that it was done to allow her to witness the event directly, or potentially to ensure the death of a specific victim. 
 
    What they did not know was where Lóa Thule had been, just a few hours prior to the detonation. Renton remembered the feel of the Thule agent’s skin against his own, in an anonymous safehouse in chilly Scotland, and gnashed his teeth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three hours was not much time to work with, but many of those concerned were already present in Harbin, for the Debutant’s Ball. Monitoring stations across the world and in Central marveled at the sheer number of apports and the significance of the names being transported to Manchuria. 
 
    Prudence dictated that the cartels send representatives, rather than leaders, to the ball. Such prudence was flung aside in the wake of the attack on the Martynova family. Across the estate and Harbin in general, the full apparatus of the Black Sun security mechanism came down like a high-pressure front; omnipresent, oppressive, and invisible, operating under the exclusive and unquestioned direction of Renton Hall. Scores disappeared before the dawn broke, snatched from homes and hotel beds, apported with bags tied over their heads to a black site in the Ukraine for interrogation, or summarily drowned in the waters of the Songhua River in an exercise of caution. The murders of Edvard and Marta Koss, belatedly discovered after the bombings, were variously attributed to both the attack and the security response. 
 
    It was fortunate for Anastasia’s opponents and rivals within the Black Sun that the Thule Cartel could do little to obscure their involvement, given the scale and intrusiveness of the operation. It took security very little time to center their suspicions on the ice swan and its possessive couriers. Every aspect of the ice sculpture’s selection and procurement was closely investigated, vendors and contacts seized or expunged. Renton and his advisors were privately amazed at the extent and effectiveness of the telepathic illusion created by the Thule Cartel – the like had never been seen, and assessments of Mateo Navarre were accordingly adjusted for the suspicion of a M-Class protocol. A painstaking reconstruction of the evening was built by staff telepaths and analysts, lingering traces exhumed and explored by the empaths, and wave after wave of specialists, dogs, and sensors swept the Harbin estate. 
 
    All signs pointed to the same conclusion – the elite of the Thule Cartel were responsible. No one, however, believed that they could have done it without help from the inside. Much of the whispered conversation in the Great Hall centered on suspicion and the potential for coming purges. 
 
    Twenty minutes before the break of dawn, the guard in the hall doubled. There was a brief swell in conversation, and then most discussion ceased, apprehension or grief silencing nearly the whole of the crowd waiting in the Great Hall. 
 
    Ten minutes before dawn, Renton Hall arrived at the head of several very serious young men and women, all dressed like diplomats, with the dispassionate eyes of killers. There was another flurry of agitated discussion, which ended almost as quickly as the first. Renton’s people took up position at one end of the hall, near the largest of the dormant fireplaces, subtly displacing the crowd that had previously occupied the spot, and then waited, not exactly at attention. Instead of watching the door from which Anastasia would presumably arrive, like the rest of the crowd, they oriented themselves in the opposite direction, facing the guests in a half-circle arc like concert security arrayed around a stage. There was an implicit message in their empty eyes and presently empty hands, and the muted crowd absorbed it. 
 
    Dawn came unremarked. 
 
    She made them wait a fraction of a minute more, because it was expected, and for the message it sent. The delay was brief, however, because Anastasia could not abide tardiness. 
 
    The Mistress of the Black Sun arrived in the damaged Great Hall with no fanfare, in mourning garb, her face veiled. No one walked ahead of her, but Donner and Blitzen followed close behind, Donner limping noticeably and missing both an ear and an eye. Mai followed behind the Weir in a simple black dress, eyes downcast and cheeks stained with tears and smeared makeup. Renton took a brief step forward, and then thought better of it. Anastasia walked past him without remark, to stand between the carved wooden chair that her father had occupied at affairs of state, and the chair that had been kept carefully empty since her mother had died. The crowd did not quiet, because the room was silent already. 
 
    “My father, Josef Martynova, has been murdered.” The calculated tremble in Anastasia’s voice was subtly conveyed to the entirety of the Great Hall. “My brother, Pavel Martynova, fights for his life in a hospital. My uncle, Petrov Martynova, has been murdered, along with his wife, Nastya Martynova.” 
 
    The crowd murmured as the list of outrages grew. 
 
    “My nieces have been wounded and traumatized. Their mother, Huian Martynova, fights for her life at a hospital. Valued and respected members of the Black Sun – Edvard and Marta Koss, Eko al Nasar, and Huseyn Babayev – were murdered. If not for the timely action of my servants and guard, the whole of the Martynova family would have been wiped out in one act of terror.” 
 
    The crowd considered pressing closer to Renton’s well-dressed entourage, and then thought better of it. Renton gnashed his teeth and tugged at his hair, sweat dripping down the back of his undershirt, beneath the bulletproof vest and concealed pistol harness. 
 
    “We each of us took vows. We promised to serve, and we have failed.” Anastasia’s words cooled the ardor of the crowd, her bright eyes hunting among them from behind the fine mesh of her veil. “We have failed our patriarch, Josef Martynova. We have failed our own legacy. We have failed the Black Sun.” 
 
    Renton could hear the sobs and choked breath from the crowd around him. His eyes stung, and his head rang like a great bronze gong. 
 
    “The Master of the Black Sun has never been assassinated by enemies from outside the cartel. The patriarch of the Martynova family has never been slain by enemies in his own home.” Anastasia’s contempt washed over the crowd like cold water. “The failures of this night have shattered the honor of the Black Sun, and the fear that my father beat into our enemies. The Hegemony turns away from its ceaseless bickering to test our boundaries and distant enterprises already, believing us frail and disorganized. They do not even yet know the names of our dead, and yet they feel assured that the heart of the Black Sun has been carved out, the heads of the Martynova family ready to be mounted upon the mantle of some Hegemonic Great Family.” 
 
    The cries of outrage and shame were organic and sprang unbidden from the crowd. All about Renton, people were dropping to their knees and smearing their cartel war paint with tears, crying out to Anastasia in rage or for forgiveness. Renton shoved a soldier who reeled forward from the crowd like a drunk, eyes wild and cheeks tearstained, begging mercy from the Mistress of the Black Sun. The man was sent stumbling back into the crowd without ever even seeming to notice Renton, his attention was so fixed on Anastasia. 
 
    “My father is dead,” Anastasia said, her voice cracking. “My uncle is dead, and my brother may soon join them. The honor of the Black Sun Cartel is diminished and its reputation sullied. Our enemies are emboldened, and all our lives at risk. I stand before you today as my father’s heir, the Mistress of the Black Sun, and the Lady of the Martynova family – and each of you has failed me.” 
 
    Anastasia tore aside her veil to reveal her face contorted with fury and smeared with dried blood. Svetlana wept bitterly nearby, and Donner or Blitzen howled, while the crowd cried out in dismay and shame. 
 
    “The rule of the Martynova family over the Black Sun could well die this day.” Anastasia turned her frigid eyes on servants and rivals in turn. “Will you allow it?” 
 
    The crowd roared their disinclination with a passionate cacophony. 
 
    “The Black Sun Cartel itself could be extinguished, our families purged and humiliated by the Hegemony. Will you allow that?” 
 
    Renton cried out along with all the rest of them, possessed by the same wounded rage that animated the rest of the crowd. 
 
    “Our enemies – the Thule Cartel first among them – will seek to deal with me as they have dealt with my father.” Anastasia’s eyes locked briefly with Renton, and he bit the inside of his lip so hard that his mouth filled with blood. “Will you allow them further outrages?” The crowd wanted to respond, but she pressed on through the noise. “Will you see my body laid out beside that of my father and brother? Because I will tell you truthfully – my family has been butchered, and I am tired, to my bones. I know very well that many of you have desired the fall of the Martynova family long before today. Come forward, then, those who would be my enemies, for I am weary of pretense. If you would have my death, then seize your moment, for I warn you – I will not tolerate the least opposition or the smallest treachery, from this moment. If you would strike, then do so, for I will show no mercy to those who so much as doubt our course.” 
 
    Anastasia boldly scanned the room. Renton did the same, though he did not believe that anyone would step forward. No one did. 
 
    “Then I am among friends,” Anastasia said, with a nod. “I will ask you this, then, my friends – why did you allow our enemies to kill your Lord? Why did you stand by as my family was murdered?” 
 
    The crowd wailed in collective grief and surged forward, forcing Renton and his security force to intervene physically and telepathically to prevent the mourners from rushing the stage in a collective need for expatiation. One young man, wearing the uniform of Josef Martynova’s personal security force, made a notably determined effort to break through, forcing Renton’s personal intervention to stop his approach. 
 
    “Let him through,” Anastasia commanded, as Renton unceremoniously jerked his arm behind his back. “I am among friends, after all.” 
 
    Renton released his hold reluctantly, begging Ana the entire time with his eyes to change her mind. 
 
    The young man – sweat shining on the tattooed crown of his bald head, crude blue designs and Spanish characters traced on his hands and fingers – was so consumed with shame that his eyes were nearly invisible slits spilling tears to his stubbly cheeks. Renton watched him closely, muscles bunched in his legs and a nasty telepathic attack at the ready, waiting for him to lunge at Anastasia. Instead, the man threw himself at her feet, clutching at the hem of her mourning dress. 
 
    “Mistress, please, you must tell us!” The man’s voice strained by grief and difficult to understand. “What do I do to make it right, Mistress? What do we do?” 
 
    Anastasia looked the man over thoughtfully, and he shrank back, seeming at last to realize the position he found himself in. 
 
    “Those are two different questions, Naciento Rivera.” Anastasia said his name softly, testing out its perimeters. “You were part of my father’s guard, were you not?” 
 
    “Yes, I…” 
 
    “You were selected for his security detail a little more than six months ago, but became a quick and special favorite of my father’s.” Anastasia studied the weeping man closely. “You were an orphan from the suburbs of Mexico City, and the Black Sun took you in. You were a guard and my father elevated you to be among the elite. Answer me this, Naciento – how do you feel about the quality of service you rendered my father?” 
 
    The man wept and pressed his forehead to the ground, clinging to the hem of her dress. 
 
    “Tell me, Naciento,” Anastasia insisted. “How did you repay my father’s kindness?” 
 
    “I served,” he sniveled, wiping his face with the back of his hand, “as best as I…” 
 
    “My father is dead, Naciento. Are you certain that was the best you could have done?” 
 
    “Mistress, no! I didn’t…I don’t…please, tell me…” 
 
    “…how to make it right? Do you wish to be free of your sins against my father, and his generosity, Naciento?” 
 
    Naciento nodded his head frantically. 
 
    “Then I will tell you a secret.” Anastasia gently extracted the hem of her dress from his hands. “I want the very same thing. I, too, could only stand by as my father was murdered. Your failure is also my own failure, Naciento, and we will each pay our own measure. I will give you two options, because my father loved you, Naciento, and I would love you as well – you may serve me, and consider today’s matters forgotten, or you may serve my father one final time, and atone through fire and death.” 
 
    Naciento Rivera dried his eyes, stood, and offered an abrupt and violent bow that caused Anastasia’s security detail to flinch and reach for concealed weapons. 
 
    “My death will serve the Lord Martynova,” Naciento said, voice firm and resolved. “And the Black Sun.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded at him approvingly. 
 
    “You asked the question that each of us should, Naciento.” Anastasia raised her voice and turned her attention again to the crowd. “What are we to do? We, who are less brave than Naciento Rivera, but no less culpable for this massacre? What are we to do to wipe away our shame and restore our honor?” 
 
    The crowd murmured and wavered, some members taking a longer and more contemplative look at Renton and his well-appointed assistants. He checked the Ruger strapped to the small of his back and wondered if the crowd was right to worry, if his own anxiety showed. For the first time in his life, Renton could not predict what Anastasia would do next, and the possibility existed somewhere between exhilaration and terror for him. 
 
    “We will bury my father,” Anastasia explained, her voice quavering momentarily, her eyes wet. “We will bury him in the manner to which the patriarchs and Masters of the Martynova family and the Black Sun are accustomed.” Anastasia surveyed the crowd, clear-eyed and intent. “We will dig a great hole, and then we will find all those with the temerity to call themselves my father’s enemies, and we will put an end to them. Josef Martynova will not go into the ground until all those who wished him harm are cold beneath it. We will say farewell to my father when there are none left on earth to celebrate his passage. We will bury him atop the bodies of the Thule Cartel, and any who would protect or shelter them.” 
 
    The roar of the crowd this time was an assent, and born of relief, a feeling Renton noticed with contempt while secretly sharing in it. 
 
    “This is our sole cause and purpose until our respects are paid to the dead. We will mourn when this tribute is paid to my father, and to my poor slaughtered family. Our enemies believe that they want a war. We will disabuse them of that notion, and then of their lives.” 
 
    She bowed her head and the clamor began. Renton shouted for silence, his demand quickly picked up and echoed by his staff, and the crowd was quickly hushed. 
 
    “Take this night to settle your affairs. Do what must be done, and say whatever must be said, for tomorrow we will not abide such sentimentality. I would speak to a few among my servants in private,” Anastasia continued neutrally. “Peter Rurikovich, Simeon Yurchenko, Daniel Gao, Maxim Pashkevich, and Renton Hall. Please remain. The rest of you may go, with my blessing.” 
 
    The room emptied quickly, the crowd glassy-eyed and dazed, torn between conflicting tides of relief and dread. Renton probably should have envied them, but he was too distracted by his unexpected inclusion in a group otherwise made up of Anastasia’s suitors. He checked his gun again with nervy eagerness, uncertain what Ana had in mind. 
 
    The new Mistress of the Black Sun was not providing hints, however, standing with her hands clasped and her head bowed, veil back in place, sheltered by a defensive formation of Mai and her maids, inapproachable until the Great Hall emptied. When the last of the doors closed, Mai beckoned those who remained closer. Anastasia spared the group a distracted look. 
 
    “Forgive me for being brief, but my heart is not in this,” Anastasia admitted, with a deep breath. “Necessity dictates, however. Not so many hours ago, several of you gentlemen made some rather bold proposals. I have reached a decision, and I would share it with those who maintain an interest.” Anastasia sighed, one hand resting on the arm of her father’s chair. “If any of you wish my hand in marriage, then know that I will only consider those candidates who present gifts of the heads of my family’s assassins, or members of the Thule family – Gaul Thule especially.” 
 
    The men exchanged looks and nodded, and Renton wanted to be sick. He gave serious thought to the Ruger. 
 
    “That is all.” Anastasia waved at them in a gesture of dismissal. “Oh…then again, there is one more detail. My terms apply to each of us involved in this discussion – in other words, I will be participating in this little contest, gentlemen. Should I be the one to take Gaul Thule’s head, and expunge the Thule Cartel from existence, then I will marry whom I choose, or not at all, as whim takes me. Am I understood?” 
 
    The men’s expressions changed entirely, much to Renton’s stunned satisfaction. Anastasia gave him no time to bask in their dismay, however. 
 
    “A final point of clarification,” Anastasia said. “Mr. Renton Hall will be representing my interests in this matter. Overlook him at your peril, gentlemen.” 
 
    Stunned silence. Renton could not even begin to react, afraid at any minute that he would wake up. 
 
    “You may go. Happy hunting, I suppose, or whatever one is expected to say at these moments. I truly don’t know. A failing on the part of my etiquette teachers, I suppose.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Alex hurried after Emily, pausing as he stepped out into the garden, unsure of which way to go. 
 
    “Hey, man!” Vivik said, with a self-consciously shy wave. “Alex!” 
 
    Alex froze in place, a half-grin suspended uncertainly across his face. 
 
    Vivik gestured at the cans of lager and bags of potato chips laid out on the picnic table in front of him, rose vines entangled around the legs of the table. 
 
    “You wanna have a beer?” Vivik asked hopefully. “This stuff is hard to get out here. Even harder than the Academy.” 
 
    Alex nodded slowly. 
 
    “Sure.” Alex took the seat opposite Vivik at the table, and tapped the top of a moist can of beer. “What are you doing in the Outer Dark, Vivik?” 
 
    “It’s been a while,” Vivik explained nervously, munching on a chip. “You missed a bunch.” 
 
    “So fill me in,” Alex said, watching Vivik closely. “When the fuck did you join the Anathema, man?” 
 
    Vivik swallowed his mouthful abruptly, winced, and then held his hands up defensively. 
 
    “I didn’t, Alex,” Vivik insisted. “Swear to god.” 
 
    “I doubt he makes it out here,” Alex said coolly. “What the fuck are you doing in the Outer Dark, Vivik?” 
 
    “Calm down, man,” Vivik said. “I only got here a few days ago. You’ve been here longer than I have.” 
 
    “Not by choice,” Alex reminded him, cracking open his beer. “Why are you here, Vivik?” 
 
    “Fuck, man. I thought you’d be happy to see me.” 
 
    “I might be,” Alex said. “Once I know what the hell is going on.” 
 
    “Okay, fine,” Vivik said, sipping gingerly from his beer. “Let me tell you all about it.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The characters beneath the Yaojing’s eyes shone in sequence, and slow lightening came crackling up out of the ground like the first flowers of spring, surrounding Eerie and her prostrate companions. Yaga grimaced and snapped her fingers, and girls and dog alike disappeared into the abundant shadows of the shivering Outer Dark, to be spat out moments later from the witch’s own elegant shadow. 
 
    Another sequence across the Samnang’s cheeks, like a confusing abundance of traffic lights, and the witch burned. Yaga lifted her burning palm to her smoldering lips, and blew gently upon it, and the flames whipped away, leaving her unscarred and immaculate, only the hem of her dress smoldering. 
 
    The Yaojing studied her opponent with eyes as flat and perfect as precious stones, while the witch toyed with her bobbed hair. A single character glowed beneath the Yaojing’s left eye, and a portion of the sky shattered like bottle glass. Yaga tore a crudely carved rosewood idol from her hair and cast it on the ground, crushing it beneath the heel of her surprisingly fashionable black shoes, and a barrier the color of glacial runoff activated, just barely big enough to encompass Katya’s blackened and charred legs. 
 
    The jagged pieces of the broken sky rained down upon them while the assembled clouds of Horrors writhed and shrieked. The barrier buckled and sang beneath the barrage. The black star above them grew closer, already greater than the absent moon, a shade deeper than the tortured sky of the Outer Dark. The calamity spun out and on, under the Yaojing’s direction, tearing apart the fabric of the reality around them. 
 
    The witch crushed a necklace of milled sandstone beads between her palms, and the barrier held. 
 
    Samnang’s eyes narrowed. Yaga smiled and wiped sweat from her brow. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “You came here with Emily?” 
 
    “Yes. She wanted me to meet Mr. Bay-Davies…” 
 
    “How long have you been coming to the Outer Dark, Vivik?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I told you, this is my first time. I got here just a few days before you did.” 
 
    “Right, of course. Emily came to you, then.” 
 
    “Yeah. Why? That a problem?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, kinda. You know she switched sides, right?” 
 
    “No, you didn’t get it, Alex. I couldn’t do anything without someone inside the Anathema. She didn’t switch sides, she put herself in position to help execute my plan.” 
 
    “Your plan?” 
 
    Vivik nodded. 
 
    “Your plan? Are you for real?” 
 
    “Yes!” Vivik looked annoyed. “Why do keep saying that?” 
 
    “Just checking. What sort of plan are we talking about?” 
 
    “I suppose you could call it a sort of “third way”. Between the Black Sun and the Hegemony, between Central and the Anathema, between…” 
 
    “I get it, Vivik.” 
 
    “Sorry. I tend to get carried away thinking about it. Can you imagine a world where you weren’t required to kill anyone?” 
 
    “I dunno, man. I think I might want to kill a few people, between you and me.” 
 
    “Oh, Alex. That’s…it’s sad, what they’ve done to you, man.” 
 
    “They? Who is they?” 
 
    “Take your pick. The Academy, the Auditors, the Anathema…they all took their turns on you. You used to know better.” 
 
    “Maybe. So, your plan…you think they’ll just let you walk away from all this? The Auditors and the Anathema are just gonna let you wander off into the Ether or some shit…” 
 
    “No, Alex. That’s not what I think. We will need to persuade them. I admit it – the first part of the plan is a little ugly, and some people will need to be deceived or hurt. It will all be worth it in the end. Swear to…” 
 
    “Let’s leave him out of it. So, let’s see – you feed Emily intel and such acquired with your Vigil Protocol, so she rises through the ranks of Anathema intelligence, probably handing over information that gets an Auditor or three killed along the way…” 
 
    “Alex, I never…” 
 
    “You provide her with access to the Etheric Network and a private backdoor to Central. Good deal for her, all in all.” 
 
    “It had to be, Alex. Emily is taking most of the risk.” 
 
    “I don’t know about that, man. You’re the one most likely to end up answering to Alice Gallow.” 
 
    “Emily is putting her life on the line every day to make this work!” 
 
    “And you aren’t?” 
 
    “What’s your point?” 
 
    “What do you get out of this deal, Vivik?” 
 
    “I told you. I want a way out of the hand fate dealt me, and…” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” Alex said, with a shake of his head, “and you know it.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” 
 
    “I’m trying to figure out if you are fucking my Anathema ex-girlfriend, Vivik.” 
 
    “That’s none of your damn business!” 
 
    “Sure it isn’t. Put yourself in my shoes, though, and tell me you wouldn’t ask the same question.” 
 
    “I…ah, screw it. Whatever. No. No, there’s nothing physical – or even romantic, on her end – between Emily and I. I gotta tell you, though – I would, if she wanted to. I totally would.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you at all, man. She’s trouble, but Emily is also totally worth the trouble.” 
 
    “It’s…yeah. Yeah, that’s it, I think. You aren’t mad?” 
 
    “About you liking Emily? Of course not! You were into her first, man, and I’m pretty sure we broke it off when she tried to kill everybody. Both of you are free to make your own decisions, anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s you dooming us all that upsets me.” 
 
    “Alex, you don’t get…” 
 
    “I’ve heard that a lot – like, a lot – and I am starting to wonder if it’s always bullshit. Here’s a question for you, Vivik – where is Eerie?” 
 
    “I don’t…back at Central, I suppose? I don’t know, man. Was I supposed to keep track of her or something?” 
 
    “No. It just seems a little odd that between Emily’s intelligence contacts and your all-seeing protocol that neither of you seems to know anything about Eerie. You mind looking her up for me, Vivik, in one of your little windows? Just so I can check in for a second?” 
 
    “I, uh, you see…I can’t do it, Alex. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Sure you are.” Alex sneered. “Why can’t you help me out, Vivik? I thought we were friends and all that.” 
 
    “We are friends. Really! When I’m in the Outer Dark, though, my protocol just doesn’t seem to work properly. I can see people in the real world okay, but Central is invisible to me.” 
 
    “That’s really convenient.” 
 
    “Alex…” 
 
    “Don’t bother, man. It’s bullshit, and I know it. I just don’t know what you get out of fucking around with me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Listen, Alex, if you would just hear me out, I can explain everything!” 
 
    “Got another question for you, Vivik. This one is a little harder, so keep that in mind, okay?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “What did the two of you do with Katya?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She woke as if from a bad dream, nerves raw from trauma, holding her hands pressed to her eyes, drawing in breath for a scream. There was a disorienting moment when she thought she might lose consciousness, before training and long habit asserted themselves. 
 
    Katya was all right, though her last memory was of burning alive. 
 
    She checked her hands and feet, which had been reduced to charcoal, touched her face and eyes, ran her fingers across her chest and back. Unwashed skin, sticky with sweat, underneath unwashed trail gear from REI, reeking with days of body odor. 
 
    No fire, no burns. 
 
    The Witch watched her, appearing to find all this very amusing. The Witch looked like a model from one of those European perfume ads despite the battle and her surroundings, long legs and come-hither eyes beneath pert bangs. Katya suppressed a passing urge to fill her skull with dirt. 
 
    “Fuck me, what a day,” Katya murmured, checking her canteen and finding it empty. “What do you want with us, Witch?” 
 
    “Is that any way to say thank you?” Yaga wondered, looking amazed at Katya’s grimy effrontery. “You do realize that I just saved you from the Yaojing.” 
 
    “You must’ve had your reasons,” Katya said with a shrug, trying very hard not to scratch her numerous itches. “Witches aren’t known for charity. What do you want?” 
 
    “How ungrateful,” Yaga sniffed. “But very well. You may call me Yaga, if you like.” 
 
    “I don’t want to call you anything.” 
 
    “I just saved you, wretched child. You could at least be civil,” Yaga complained. “I did not act out of altruism, however, so I suppose you could hold that against me. My employer sent me to retrieve you.” 
 
    “Now we’re getting somewhere,” Katya acknowledged, rubbing the tired skin beneath her eyes. “Who do you work for? I thought all Witches shared the same mind, like ants. How can you have a boss?” 
 
    “Thanks to your gentle friends in Central, I am no longer a part of my sisters, and they are free of me.” Yaga laughed, and Katya bit back a snarl. “I will return you to Central, child, along with your companions. You should be grateful. There are few capable of journeying so far into the Outer Dark, and even fewer capable of making a return.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I’m impressed, no doubt. I bet you could probably get us back to Central, too. But we aren’t going.” 
 
    The Witch laughed at her. 
 
    “You know,” Katya said, voice tight, color rising in her cheeks. “People have been pushing me around a lot, lately. Getting kinda tired of taking everybody’s shit. I was gonna try and not be a bitch about this, since you did bail us out, but…” 
 
    “Oh, please. Don’t flatter yourself, child. You are a chore to me, and nothing more.” 
 
    “I’m not fucking around,” Katya insisted, walking toward the Witch, shaking out her hands. “We aren’t going.” 
 
    “How will stop me?” The Witch took something from a pocket that looked like an egg of cloudy amethyst, the surface rippling with carved insignia, and rolled it in her palm. “I salute your bravery, child, but we are on entirely different levels. You cannot…” 
 
    “I’m going to stop you there,” Katya said. “You see, it’s a little awkward, but I’ve got a…let’s call her a contact. Back in Central. She’s a moron, and works for the wrong side, but she can be helpful. While we were talking here, she’s told me all about you.” 
 
    “Hayley Weathers?” Yaga looked amused. “Yes, I sensed the conversation. I deemed your talk harmless and allowed it, as a sign of goodwill.” 
 
    “That was dumb,” Katya said, with a sneer. “You’re gonna be sorry. I’m going to make you sorry.” 
 
    Yaga sniffed. 
 
    “This is bothersome,” she said, crushing the egg to powder in her hand. “I will transport you back to your…” 
 
    The witch seized up like a frozen image on a monitor, and then toppled over like a felled tree. She sucked in air, as if to scream, but produced little more than a whimper. 
 
    “Hayley told me about the implant in your head, how you figured out a way to override and break contact with Central.” Katya rolled the Witch over with her foot. “Must’ve been careful work, because the technicians claim it was designed to activate from even the slightest tampering. Hayley and I figured that the implant might still be there, in your head, and if so, it might start working again, if somebody messed around with it. Maybe pulled out the regulator they marked in the diagram, back at the Academy.” 
 
    Katya held up a tiny pink object pinched between her fingers, wet and shimmering and about the size of a drop of water. 
 
    “This is…well, at least I hope this is the regulator.” Katya frowned at the convulsing Witch. “Downside, the implant is kinda broken, now. Active all the time. It won’t kill you, my understanding, but it must hurt.” Katya nudged the witch with the toe of her shoe, watching her drool and convulse uneasily. “It always will, in theory. The upside…is the same as the downside, actually. A Witch is a Witch, right?” 
 
    Yaga suffered, flopping about like a hooked fish, and Katya lingered. 
 
    “Oh, fuck.” Katya walked over to her rucksack, and dug through it. She returned with a bulky old pistol, a 1911 with a faux ivory grip worn to the nubs. Sighing, she checked the magazine, chambered a round, and put the muzzle to Yaga’s chest. “I can’t do the head, okay? The implant. For all I know…yeah. Can’t trust you. But I can’t just leave you to…” 
 
    The witch moaned like wind escaping sunbaked earth, and Katya shuddered. 
 
    “I can do the heart,” Katya whispered. “I don’t know how Witches work, but I figure six hollow-points in the chest is about as universally fatal as anything. Better than eternity of this, right?” 
 
    The Witch shuddered and drooled helplessly, and Katya grimaced. 
 
    “Yeah. The world is ugly enough.” 
 
    Katya pulled the trigger once, a pained expression on her face; then five times more in rapid succession. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Transporters were in short supply, after Anastasia’s announcement. Renton took a nap while he waited, in a curtained alcove that Mai helpfully provided. The apport technician who eventually became available was an effeminate Chinese man with an Australian accent who never stopped rubbing his temples, and his work was not the best. Renton’s insides shifted more than a centimeter on arrival, the contents of his stomach lurching unpleasantly. 
 
    The car and the man he had sent ahead, at least, were waiting. The driver saw him coming and ditched his cigarette into the street, hurrying around to open the rear door of the vintage BMW, leather gloves tastefully matching the car’s immaculate interior. The driver nodded politely, but read Renton’s mood and said nothing. The driver shut the door behind him, and in that space, Renton closed his eyes, giving himself a few seconds to acknowledge his fatigue. Then he pushed his exhaustion aside, aided by a self-implanted telepathic suggestion that would keep him awake and twitchy for another six hours. 
 
    “Where to, sir?” 
 
    The driver’s eyes watched him politely through the rearview mirror. They held the approximate warmth of an ice floe. His accent hinted at a Central American origin by route of Texas, and his teeth were banded by a transparent retainer. The tattoos on the back of his neck and above his eyes had been removed, the skin creased with laser scars, but the ones on the backs of his hands were still there, crude and bold. He was shaved bald, wore earrings in both ears, appeared to be in his mid-thirties and to take an interest in weightlifting, judging by the circumference of his neck. 
 
    Buzzed on telepathic stimulants, Renton decided to be sociable.   
 
    “You’re the one from this morning, Josef’s guard. What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Naciento Rivera,” the driver answered, risking another deferential glance at his passenger. 
 
    The name had more resonance this time for Renton, provoking a grin. 
 
    “But people call you…?” 
 
    “Nero,” the driver said, with a tentative grin. “Do we know each other, sir?” 
 
    “You know an old friend of mine,” Renton explained. “Katya Zharovaya.” 
 
    “You know Katya?” Nero grinned. “That’s my girl, right there. How is she, sir?” 
 
    Renton was not surprised to learn that Anastasia had kept the situation quiet. Even Renton was unsure where that matter stood, at present, though he was loath to admit as much. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Renton said. “Probably working.” 
 
    “Then she’s good,” Nero said, with assurance. “Katya’s elite.” 
 
    Renton nodded his reluctant agreement. 
 
    “I assume that you were briefed?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nero’s eyes narrowed. “Driving, close protection. Heavy stuff on your order.” 
 
    “Good. You feel up for that?” 
 
    “Very much so, sir.” 
 
    “Okay, Nero. Want to do some work?” 
 
    Nero’s dental work shone like the sun off his head. A set of bridges served as anchors for a full front set of gold teeth, top and bottom, kept clean and polished. 
 
    “Any time, sir.” 
 
    Renton wanted to laugh, but contented himself with a smile. 
 
    “You have a particular hotel in mind, or Vegas in general?” 
 
    The question hung in the air, while Renton made a subtle check. Without the capacity for empathy, there was no way to measure the genuineness of Nero’s loyalty, but a telepathic scan showed no apparent deception or scheme. Again, Renton wanted to laugh. The paranoia of the times was starting to infect him. 
 
    “Black Sun facility in the northern suburbs. Raided by party’s unknown in the recent past,” Renton said, setting up a quick trigger-release implant in Nero’s mind. “When you get to the right exit, you’ll know it.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    The car made no noise whatsoever, starting up, but Renton felt a slight vibration through the stitched leather seats. The wheels spun and spat out gravel, and then they were on the road, heading for the highway. Renton closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the headrest, not at all tired, weighing options. This was not the sort of thing he had ever imagined himself doing, but Renton was adaptable, in very specific ways. 
 
    What was it Mai had said to him? 
 
    Something about finding himself in service? 
 
    Suddenly, the idea intrigued Renton. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They were made to wait. It was a calculated slight, which the Director bore with considerably more grace than the Chief Auditor, who paced the halls and antagonized the cartel security. The delay was entirely symbolic – designed to remind both women that their authority did not extend to the private empire of the Black Sun Cartel. When Anastasia’s stone-faced lady’s maid finally opened the door to admit them to their audience, Rebecca was annoyed and Alice was furious. 
 
    “Director, Chief Auditor.” The maid performed a perfunctory bow. “This way, please.” 
 
    Rebecca strode by her without a word, while Alice invaded her personal space, daring the maid to react. 
 
    The room was darkened on the other side, antique armor and old oil paintings reflecting smeared candlelight. Anastasia was hardly visible, thoroughly dwarfed by her father’s venerable desk and leather-cushioned chair. On one side of the desk, near the vacant fireplace, a bandaged Weir slept on the cool brick, while another more intact beast lounged about near her feet, watching them warily. 
 
    Rebecca took the seat across from Anastasia without asking, while Alice stood just behind the Director, doing her best not to smile. 
 
    “Lady Martynova,” Rebecca said stiffly, “my condolences on your family’s tragedy.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Anastasia’s face bore no trace of emotion, her vocal inflection implying a superior sort of boredom. “Is that all?” 
 
    Rebecca grimaced and reached for her pack of cigarette by long-established habit, briefly forgetting that Anastasia forbid all smoking in her presence, and somehow possessed the backbone to enforce that edict, even on the Director of the Academy. 
 
    “No! Of course not,” Rebecca said wearily. “I understand that you have refused right of admission and investigation to the Auditors. Are you certain you wish…?” 
 
    “The attack on my family is a private cartel matter,” Anastasia cut in. “It will be handled entirely as such.” 
 
    “Sure, sure.” Alice reached over Rebecca’s shoulder and laid her palm on Anastasia’s desk with a conspiratorial smile. “It never hurts to let me look around a little, though.” 
 
    Anastasia looked at Alice’s hand resting on the desk like it was a personal affront. 
 
    “We would of course share any information we glean,” Rebecca assured her hurriedly, “and will turn the case over to our best analysts, to determine method and responsibility…” 
 
    “The method was a block of C-4 surrounded with metal fragments,” Anastasia explained, opening one of her desk drawers and taking something from it. “Here,” she said, tossing the object to Alice, who caught the bent and stained nail in midflight. “This nail was removed from the abdomen of my infant niece.” 
 
    Alice grinned and then dropped the nail back on to the desk, letting it clang off the surface. 
 
    “Regarding responsibility,” Anastasia said, watching Alice narrowly, “an attribution was easily made. Your predecessor, Director Levy. Gaul Thule, along with key elements of his familial cartel, bears the responsibility for this outrage.” 
 
    Rebecca and Alice shared a quick look. Alice shrugged. 
 
    “That’s an interesting theory.” Rebecca toyed with her cigarette packet. “What makes you so certain, Lady Martynova?” 
 
    Anastasia nodded to the taciturn maid in the plain black dress, who gracefully reemerged from the shadows. 
 
    “Mai, would you have the Analytical pool produce an incident summary for the Director?” The maid nodded gravely. “Tea for our guests as well, I suppose.” 
 
    “Not needed, thank you,” Rebecca said hurriedly. “As for…” 
 
    “I’m kinda thirsty,” Alice said, sitting with deliberate slowness in a vacant chair. “Actually.” 
 
    “Fine,” Rebecca snapped, glaring at her Chief. “As to the evidence, Lady Martynova…” 
 
    “Etheric Signatures, probability matrices, DNA evidence, post-incident observations and intelligence.” Anastasia ticked points off on her fingers and sounded terminally disinterested. “Oh yes; we have brought in a handful of Thule Cartel personnel in for questioning. They have been universally eager to confirm our suspicions.” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about that, actually,” Rebecca said, with a little cough. “The Hegemony made a complaint this morning.” 
 
    “Oh?” Anastasia turned her attention back to the tablet she had been using before they arrived. “What troubles them?” 
 
    “You snatched Darcy Nance and Peter Svilet-Thule off the streets of Belgium, where they were working on a cartel-neutral trading platform,” Alice said, looking like she was telling the setup to a particularly amusing joke. “Kris Vundt you took off a cruise he was attending with his family, to celebrate the birth of his zero-potential granddaughter. That’s against cartel bylaws, grabbing neutral personnel.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is,” Rebecca cut in. “Look, Anastasia…” 
 
    Anastasia glanced at the Director with an expression of mild distaste. 
 
    “…Lady Martynova, I mean. I feel for you. I really do.” Rebecca put empathic authority behind her words, wishing she could directly interface with Anastasia, if only to restore trust. “My family was caught up in a bombing, when I was a child, and I’ve never forgotten how horrible…” 
 
    Rebecca thought she felt something for a moment, just a flicker from deep within the psychic void that Anastasia represented, but it was gone just as fast, leaving the Director uncertain as to whether the perception was an artifact of her own empathy, fabricating emotional connections were none could be forged. 
 
    “The Jewish Center bombings in Argentina,” Anastasia said, pinching her lip. “My sympathies, Director.” 
 
    “I was trying to say that I…” 
 
    “Is there something I can do for you?” Anastasia asked, with a light shading of impatience. “Or, is this a personal visit?” 
 
    “Personal or not,” Alice said jovially, tapping her nails on the polished desk. “That part’s up to you, kiddo.” 
 
    “I will remind you, Chief Auditor, of my provisional station. I am not simply the leader of the Martynova Family, I am also the acting head of the Black Sun,” Anastasia said icily. “The office belonged to my father before me, and I will see it given the proper respect.” 
 
    Alice just grinned. 
 
    “Your family was attacked, and you’ve lost loved ones,” Rebecca interjected, pitching her voice to be sympathetic. “I have some idea of the pain you are going through, Lady Martynova. I remember how badly I wanted revenge, against those who hurt me and my family.” 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Anastasia said, with a shake of her head. Rebecca was stunned to notice that she had cut her hair to roughly neck length. “I have no interest in revenge, Director. This is more properly an accounting – if Ms. Gallow here will forgive me usage of the term.” 
 
    “I’m not the forgiving type,” Alice said joyfully. “But you go ahead anyway.” 
 
    “The détente with the Hegemony was predicated on certain understandings,” Anastasia said. “These understandings have been grossly violated. A response, in greater measure, is both required and anticipated.” 
 
    “Listen Anastasia,” Rebecca said, face creased with concern. “I get what you’re going through, and the position that you are in. But we both know that war isn’t good for anyone…” 
 
    “Do we know that?” Anastasia appeared to consider the possibility. “Perhaps that judgement is hasty.” 
 
    “…the Black Sun included. What you’ve lost already is devastating, but an open fight between the Hegemony and the Black Sun will lead to greater death and horror. You don’t want that, Ana. You cannot.” 
 
    “Can I truly not?” Anastasia mused. “Josef Martynova is dead, Director Levy.” 
 
    “I understand that.” Rebecca pushed empathic feelers toward the emotional void at the other side of the desk, but Anastasia was as absent as always. “What you need to understand, however, Lady Martynova, is this war will only make everything worse. Your sisters, your nieces, your friends, your whole cartel – you stand to lose everything in a conflict like this.” 
 
    “That is very well understood, Director,” Anastasia countered. “The whole of the Black Sun is clear in its intent and purpose. We are prepared to make sacrifices for the sake of our shared honor, and to honor our fallen.” 
 
    “Honor only has meaning to the living,” Rebecca said. “These are petty concerns to occupy the mind of a woman with the fate of the whole of the Black Sun Cartel resting on her shoulders.” 
 
    “You came to say something, Director,” Anastasia answered. “Say it, and then leave me be.” 
 
    “Allow the Auditors to handle this matter,” Rebecca said, clear-eyed and insistent. “If you want a reckoning, Anastasia, I’m prepared to promise one. My Auditors will investigate the incident, and see those responsible for breaking the peace punished fittingly. Regardless of station, family, or,” Rebecca winced, “previous association with the Academy, those found responsible for the attack on your family will be brought to account. By the Auditors, under the terms of the Agreement to which you and your cartel are still party, regardless of what has happened.” 
 
    Anastasia stirred in the shadows behind her father’s desk. 
 
    “That would all be true and legal,” Anastasia said softly, “if I planned to maintain the peace. War is my right, under the Agreement, Director, as you well know.” 
 
    “Yes, it is your right,” Rebecca agreed, frowning. “War is also a terrible idea. You’ve already lost so much to cartel violence, Anastasia. Your mother, and now your father and…” 
 
    Anastasia shook her head, and then put her fingers to her temples. 
 
    “If you wished to exert your authority, then the time to do so was before my cartel and family were attacked, in violation of the Agreement,” Anastasia said, speaking in a moderate and measured tone. “This intervention comes too late, Director. Even should I wish otherwise, my hands are tied, and the Thule Cartel’s fate is already sealed. Would you ask me to show pity to your former colleague?” 
 
    “You still have a choice, Anastasia. And even if you truly believe that you don’t, think of all the people you are about to send into battle,” Rebecca said. “The Black Sun lives and dies at your command.” 
 
    “That they do, Director,” Anastasia agreed. “And they will.” 
 
    “I won’t sanction the conflict,” Rebecca said, toying with unlit cigarette between her fingers. “I won’t allow it.” 
 
    “Per the terms of the Agreement, Director, as I have been attacked, I do not need your sanction. The Agreement does not allow you to interfere in cartel matters.” 
 
    “You sure you don’t wanna let me handle this?” Alice wondered. “Normally, I wouldn’t care much, but as mad as you are with Gaul…well, I guess you got the advantage there, what with the dead family. I still don’t like the bastard at all, though, and I can promise you I’ll bring him in the extra special hard way.” 
 
    “I have no interest in your help – or in taking the former Director alive, for that matter – and, to be entirely frank, Chief Auditor, I am no fan of torture.” Anastasia looked them over impatiently. “The Black Sun will settle its debts, without assistance or encouragement. I do not require permission or sanction.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Alice allowed, grinning jovially. “What if I decide I want to stop you, though?” 
 
    There was a brief staring contest between the Mistress of the Black Sun and the Chief Auditor, resolving nothing. 
 
    “We all do what we must,” Anastasia said, with a very small sigh. “That is the way of the world.” 
 
    “You get that from a fortune cookie?” Alice chuckled. “This is the real shit, girl. Your people are good, no doubt, but do you think they’re up for going toe-to-toe with the Auditors? You think you’re up for it?” 
 
    Anastasia nodded serenely. 
 
    Rebecca snapped the cigarette between her fingers in half. 
 
    “Anastasia, think this through,” Rebecca pleaded, tossing away the bifurcated cigarette. “You’ve helped me maintain the peace since I took the job – fuck, we both know that you and Gaul had a working relationship. You’ve always been sensible, always. You pick your moments and you look after your people, and I respect that. Every Analyst in Central would swear that you’ve been building toward a bloodless coup since you were ten years old. You don’t mean to throw that all away now, do you? For something as petty as revenge? Your father would never have…” 
 
    “My father would have gone to war with the Hegemony last year, had I not prevented that from happening,” Anastasia snapped. “Did you began by visiting me, Director? Am I your first appointment of the day, or the final?” 
 
    Alice shot Rebecca a look, but the Director never noticed it. She was studying Anastasia too closely to be interrupted. 
 
    “Yes,” Rebecca admitted. “To pay our sympathies, if nothing else. And, as I said, because of our past success in collaboration, I had hoped…” 
 
    “Did you not collaborate well with Gaul Thule, when he was Director?” Anastasia asked, eyes brimming with contempt. “Best of luck with your next appointment, Ms. Levy. I am afraid that I cannot offer you more of time, but I find my days to be very full, just lately.” 
 
    The women stood, exchanging a very complicated look. 
 
    “War won’t bring your daddy back, but it’ll probably punch a couple more holes in your heart, of one kind or another,” Alice said, with unexpected softness. “You sure you want to do this?” 
 
    Anastasia was silent for a moment. 
 
    “My wishes are unimportant. Our action is dictated by necessity.” At an imperceptible signal from Anastasia, the maid reappeared behind them, holding the door open with a calculated degree of impatience. “I am certain that I will see you at the funerals, Director and Chief Auditor. Give my regards to Lord Thule, and do enjoy Reykjavik – I assume that the weather is lovely.”   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nero handled the Los Angeles traffic with such high-speed grace that Renton suspected he might have grown up there. They took an indirect route through the northern periphery of the city, moving east through the suburban nightmare of San Bernardino before they hit the desolate peace of the desert. The light of the sun was blunted by a high-altitude haze that did not quite amount to cloud cover, and was then rendered merely bright by the tinted windows of the BMW. 
 
    Sleep should have been an option, but Renton was agitated, distracted by worry and opportunity. He contacted Central via the Etheric Network instead. 
 
    Mr. Hall. Riesa Martez in his head, calm and efficient. He pictured her in her dim office in downtown Central, a plump woman with tight curls and long artificial fingernails, blurry tattoos on her fingers and tucked below her ears. What can I do for you? 
 
    Information, Riesa. Have you put together that Thule Cartel digest? 
 
    The question was rhetorical. Riesa Martez operated an analytical protocol that allowed her to locate and sort information based on subconscious predictions of what might prove useful, a particularly effective application of a lower-order precognitive ability. Scouted by Anastasia herself from the Academy clerical staff, Renton had initially been disappointed when Riesa was assigned to him, hoping for an entirely different sort of secretary, the kind with long legs and dubious moral values. 
 
    That, of course, was before he took the job. These days, he would not have traded Riesa for a dozen flexible blondes. 
 
    Your thoughts are leaking again, sir. 
 
    Take it as a complement, Riesa. About the digest? 
 
    It’s ready. I’ve appended your typical updates as well. Coming right up, Mr. Hall. 
 
    Renton’s eyes briefly dilated. He mopped up a single drop of blood that leaked from one of his nostrils with his handkerchief, and settled in to review.  
 
    An agent in Ibiza overheard a MDMA-fueled conversation between two Hegemony members at a beach party. In Vienna, the successful acquisition was made of several classified documents from the Garibaldi and Sadik Cartels, currently conducting tense negotiations over control of lucrative refugee smuggling routes in the Mediterranean. Buried in the accounts of technician complaints over telepathic interference and technical difficulties, Renton was surprised to discover that Lóa Thule had served periodically as a mouthpiece for her uncle, Gaul Thule, for a handful of days during the weeks of negotiation, stepping in during key moments. 
 
    Frustrated at the lack of usable information, Renton shifted his attention over to his personal briefing. 
 
    At a meeting of police and mafia representatives in Mariupol, shots had been fired, setting back months of diplomatic work and requiring a massive telepathic intervention to avoid fighting in the streets. The agent Renton had assigned to Cleveland was bored out of his mind and jumping at shadows; in lieu of a report, Renton received a missive pleading for release or reassignment.  
 
    Renton remembered the overly familiar way the agent had once addressed Anastasia during an Academy social function, and resolved to decline.  
 
    “Sir?” Nero’s inquisitive eyes in the rearview mirror. “Did you want to stop for anything? Food?” 
 
    Renton said nothing. Nero looked slightly embarrassed. 
 
    “I was a little hungry, sir. I just came off another job in Seattle, you see, sir, and there was no time…” 
 
    I never get hungry while I’m working, Renton explained, bypassing Nero’s defenses and digging deep into his head with a smirk. Neither do you, now. 
 
    Nero drove and Renton stared out the window at sunbaked gravel. 
 
    “Sir?” Renton’s eyes flicked over to the mirror. “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    In Switzerland, an uptick in activity around certain numbered bank accounts was recorded. A repatriated Black Sun Operator captured by the Thule Cartel was debriefed and found to be thoroughly wiped, unable to remember even how to use the toilet, while physical exams suggested the Operator’s protocol had been suppressed during interrogation by a previously unknown biological agent. 
 
    Renton was out in the wilds of the covert Network datastream, hunting amongst carefully cataloged deception for an unknown weapon to combat an uncertain opponent. 
 
    An urgent dispatch warning from Lagos warned of increasing tensions between two Black Sun affiliates over the coveted Sino-Indian trade routes, while in Johannesburg rumors were flying that a recent uptick in violence between the Americans (the local gang, not the country) and splintered groups of Numbers Gangs was provoked by the Hegemony, in advance of a larger incursion into the methaqualone and methamphetamine markets… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord Thule received her in what the servants called his study, a large room elevated up above the rest of the modernist compound, done in ballistic glass and chrome-treated steel. Three glass walls provided views of the currently docile sea and the presently overcast sky, while a small fire crackled cheerfully in the fireplace on the fourth. He sat near the fire, facing a vacant chair and looking for all the world as if he had been waiting all day for her to arrive. Rebecca squared her shoulders, checked her defenses, and then took a seat. 
 
    “Director Levy. Or can I still call you Rebecca?” Gaul studied her with his pink eyes. “It is good to see you again.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same, Gaul, I really do.” Rebecca took a cigarette from her pack, and then leaned in close to the fire to light it. She was eventually successful. “You wanna give me a reason?” 
 
    “For what, Director?” 
 
    “I don’t know, shit for brains. Any of it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure…” 
 
    “You know exactly,” Rebecca countered. “Let’s start from the beginning, with a conversation we should’ve had a long time ago, I guess. Why’d you turn on us, Gaul? We – I, at least – believed in you. You were the boss. We trusted you with our lives. What the fuck?” 
 
    Gaul adjusted his glasses and looked thoughtful. 
 
    “Obligation,” he said heavily. “My brother forced my hand.” 
 
    “That’s a nice way to say he committed suicide so that you would have to take over the Thule Cartel. I understand, he put you in a position. You had to take the job. You did not have to screw us all over on the way out. You did not need to betray your friends and colleagues, or start a war. There was no part of this situation that obligated you to become a giant dickhead, Gaul.” 
 
    “I am not being a…you misunderstand. Listen to me, Rebecca. The futures that I have anticipated are beyond bleak. I threaded us through disaster a thousand times as Director…” 
 
    “Right! Fucker.” 
 
    “…and I still am, believe it or not.” Gaul gave her a weary and companionable look. “Rebecca, despite it all, I am not your enemy. I have a new title and role, as do you, but my goal remains unchanged. I seek the best possible future. For all of us.” 
 
    “Sure you do,” Rebecca said, with a sour expression. “You wanna explain how murdering more than half of the Martynova family and starting a giant war plays into that?” 
 
    “I would like to, yes, if only so you could understand,” Lord Thule explained mournfully. “Cartel security requires that I do not, however.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you that option, asshole!” Rebecca flicked ash on an heirloom carpet woven two centuries earlier and dared him to say anything about it. “This is just the informal beginning of an official Inquiry, you realize.” 
 
    Gaul shook his head slowly, and Rebecca wondered how he could have aged so much in about a year. His grey-touched temples had become salt-and-pepper across the whole of his head, and the lines around his eyes had grown deep. 
 
    “I highly doubt the Black Sun will permit me the luxury of facing the inevitable Audit,” he said, with a slight and sardonic grin. “I do not mean to undermine your authority, Director, but this affair will be handled between cartels. This the game that we have been waiting to play. The winner will be too great for censure, and the losers will no longer be available to punish.” 
 
    Rebecca sighed and tossed her cigarette butt in the fire. 
 
    “I’m going to ask nicely one more time, because you used to be my boss, and this is all very weird for me. I’m gonna figure it all out, Gaul, and then I’m going to stop you – I have to stop you! It’s my job. You know that. Don’t make things worse than they need to be, okay?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Rebecca. If you knew what sort of future I am preventing…” 
 
    “Director Levy, to you, asshole.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Director.” 
 
    “Shut up, Gaul! Just…fuck. Okay. You wanna make this a thing? Fine. Now it’s a thing.” Rebecca stood and put her hands on her hips, glowering at Gaul ferociously. Alice, you’re on. 
 
    Alice Gallow stepped out of the shadow of Gaul’s chair, smiling apologetically. 
 
    “Hey boss, old boss. You guys get it worked out?” 
 
    “Alice,” Gaul said, with the rueful smile. “I wondered why you didn’t accompany Rebecca, given the nature of her business with me.” 
 
    “Professional courtesy, I suppose.” Rebecca lit another cigarette, this time using a lighter. “I figured that I owed you that much. Turns out I was wrong.” 
 
    “I see.” Gaul hid his face behind clasped hands. “What happens now, Director?” 
 
    Rebecca nodded to Alice, who stuck her hand into her shadow and rooted around. A moment later, Alice pulled Hayley and Min-jun out of the shadow, hands linked like children on an errand. 
 
    “We are taking you back to Central, Gaul. For your own protection, among other reasons.” Rebecca blew smoke into the waning fire. “An Audit will be conducted into this entire affair. To be entirely clear, you admit to ordering the attack on the Black Sun complex in Harbin, in violation of the Agreement and all fucking common sense. Is that true?” 
 
    “I admit it,” Gaul said, taking off his glasses to rub his eyes. “As I told you already, Rebecca, I’ve done only what is necessary to safeguard the future.” 
 
    “Not good enough by far. Hayley Weathers is going to take temporary control of your body, Gaul Thule, until we have you secured at the Far Shores. Min-jun Kim will provide a barrier, to ensure your security during transit.” 
 
    “I appreciate your thoroughness, Director. I am not, however, going anywhere...” 
 
    It was not an apport. Rebecca saw something. A flash of motion that she spun her head to track, but never quite caught, and then… 
 
    “…and I think you will find that I am sufficiently protected.” 
 
    …Lóa Thule smiled at her from where she sat on the arm of his chair. Rebecca assumed that the nebulous anthropomorphic outline of pattern and filament standing behind Gaul’s chair was likely Mateo Navarre. 
 
    Alice made a small movement, but Rebecca put a hand on her shoulder, locking eyes with Gaul. The Director and Lord Thule stared at each other, her cheeks flush with anger and apprehension, his eyes watery and bloodshot. The room buzzed with anticipation, as Thule soldiers eyed Auditors and vice versa. The only sound in the room was the ancient grandfather clock in the corner, brass machining ticking off seconds as it had for a century. 
 
    Rebecca frowned. 
 
    “Is this really how you want things to go, Gaul? There won’t be any going back, not if we do it this way.” 
 
    “Believe me when I say that every other outcome was far worse.” Gaul’s voice was wooden and unnatural. “That is the way of it. The future is all that matters, Director. Now,” he said, his voice slowly returning to normal, “I know my niece Lóa is needed elsewhere, and I’m certain that the Director and her Auditors have more important matters with which to contend. If we are finished here?” 
 
    “For now,” Rebecca said. 
 
    “Not for long,” Alice said. “I promise.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is this?” 
 
    The Anathema guards at the base of the Inverted Spire were bright enough not to answer. Explanations of any kind were well beyond their paygrade. 
 
    “I leave for five minutes, and this is what happens?” 
 
    This was a rhetorical flourish, an embellishment. Alistair had lingered in Las Vegas for days, waiting for a covert delivery that never arrived. The equipment seized for duplicating the archive was delicate, and reinstalling and powering it had taken hours of careful labor. Then he had waited beside the dormant machinery, growing steadily more agitated as he read incoming intelligence reports, unable to reach John Parson for reasons that the relay telepath never seemed to be able to explain satisfactorily. 
 
    Alistair had returned to the Outer Dark a few minutes earlier in a bad mood, and had encountered nothing since that time to improve his disposition. 
 
    “You there!” Alistair pointed at the closest of the Anathema troops assigned to guard the lower levels of the Inverted Spire. “You said that Emily Muir went down there?” 
 
    The soldier came to attention helplessly. 
 
    “I didn’t say…I mean, yes, sir, Miss Muir came through on your orders…” 
 
    “My orders? Who delivered these particular orders?” 
 
    “Ah…Miss Muir, as I recall, sir.” 
 
    “So Miss Muir let herself in. What happened then?” 
 
    “Nothing, at first. Then, we started to get stuff,” the soldier explained, gesturing at an assemblage of thermal monitoring and motion detection gear. “Readings. Heat – relative to the background, anyway – and motion. Two bodies worth, maybe three. And then…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir. Emily Muir left, and she took the prisoner with her. Readings indicate an apport.” 
 
    “You don’t say! What about the Yaojing?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir. Hasn’t moved since…whatever happened. Her body seems to match the ambient temperature.” 
 
    “This is all fantastic.” Alistair briefly considered doing something terrible, and then decided it was not worth the trouble. There was a good chance that he would need cannon fodder soon. Talia, what the hell has been going on my absence? 
 
    The technician was ready, as Talia always was. If only he had a hundred Talia’s, Alistair mused, Central would already be invaded and the Auditors long dead. 
 
    Treachery and misdirection, sir. Emily Muir and Marcus Bay-Davies are up to something, but I’m not sure... 
 
    I have some ideas. What else don’t I know? 
 
    An oddity, sir. We have a couple unexpected visitors. 
 
    What? In the Outer Dark? Talia, even we can barely get here. How…? 
 
    I’m not sure, sir, but it happened. There were four of them, but one of them slipped our surveillance. 
 
    The other three? 
 
    Still have them, sir. The Network identifies the Signatures as Katya Zharova, Eerie – no last name on that one, sir – and Derrida. 
 
    Derrida? Like the philosopher? 
 
    Yes, sir. I believe it is a dog, sir. 
 
    Eerie and Katya are in the Outer Dark, and they brought a dog with them?   
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    This I must see. Get me an apport, Talia. 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Now that I think about it, have Michelle wake up the rest of the squad while I deal with this. I have the worst feeling about today. 
 
    Alistair felt a chill in his right foot, and then realized that he was standing in gathering pool of melted water, ice thawing as the atmosphere slowly reverted to survivable temperatures. He stepped clear with an annoyed shake of his head, giving the mute soldiers around him a baleful look. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “North Vegas, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. What about it?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir.” 
 
    “I don’t ask questions because I like to hear myself talk, Nero.” 
 
    “Sorry, sir. It’s just that nothing good ever happens in North Vegas.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The bartender tried a smile when he delivered their drinks. Rebecca ignored him entirely, shooting her tequila with the urgency of a deprived alcoholic. Alice returned the smile, and the bartender found something else that urgently needed doing, all the way on the other side of the room. 
 
    Alice tapped her shot glass against the bar while Rebecca started in on her beer with greater-than-usual enthusiasm. 
 
    “So?” Alice said, getting impatient. “What now, boss?” 
 
    Rebecca poured beer down her throat, while simultaneously signaling the bartender with a wave of her other hand. 
 
    “Christ,” Alice said, doing her shot, and then setting the glass down on the bar, upside down. “I always forget you were a frat girl.” 
 
    “Sorority,” Rebecca corrected, putting her empty beer glass on the bar. “The girl ones are called sororities.” 
 
    “Right. Sorry.” 
 
    “We were a society of young Jewish ladies, interested in charitable works and liver damage.” 
 
    “That’s great, boss. Back to the present day. We got a war in the making, remember?” 
 
    The bartender returned with new shots, and Rebecca sent him right back to refill her beer. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I remember.” 
 
    “One that would be easier, if you’d let me have a talk with Emily Muir, instead of letting the Anathema bitch run loose…” 
 
    “I have my reasons, Alice. Thanks to her, we know where Alistair is, or where he will be.” 
 
    “So? That all?” 
 
    “Of course not, but I’m not obligated to tell you everything. At this point, the Anathema are number two on my list of problems.” 
 
    Alice nearly choked on her first sip of hoppy, citrus-scented beer. 
 
    “Tell me you’re joking.” 
 
    “Nope. Not joking. Here’s the thing…” 
 
    Rebecca paused to drain her second shot, a distant look in her eyes as she stared into the massive mirror affixed to the back of the old bar, reflecting the pair of women through a filter of hundreds of multihued bottles. 
 
    “I tried my protocol on both of them,” Rebecca admitted, tousling her hair in frustration. “It didn’t work on Anastasia; then again, it never does. She’s immune to telepathy and empathy – fuck, she’s a big black psychic hole, for whatever reason.” 
 
    “Her protocol,” Alice said, trying a second sip and wincing at it. “That’s what the science guys at the Far Shores say. I heard ‘em talking about it, once, how she pops up every now and then on the Etheric scans, but never for very long.” 
 
    “Whatever. She’s a blank to me, so I expected that much.” Rebecca picked up her beer, but did not actually drink. “Gaul, on the other hand…” She took a deep breath and set her glass back down on the bar untouched. “When I tried to influence Gaul, he parried.” 
 
    “Maybe he has people? An empath on staff, or…” 
 
    “No,” Rebecca said, shaking her head for emphasis. “This was Gaul himself. I know his signature.” 
 
    “How could that happen? Gaul is a precognitive.” 
 
    “Implant,” Rebecca said quietly, tapping the side of her head. “You know.” 
 
    “That’s…no. No way. Without access to the Etheric Network…” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what bothers me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rebecca admitted. “How could I?” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I told you, I don’t know. We kicked Gaul out. The Far Shores guys reset all the encryption, set up all new server keys and access points. It was the first thing I did, when I took the job. It took a month and a half, and it was a huge pain in the ass for everyone.” 
 
    “I remember. Our comms kept going down at Audits and…” 
 
    “Yeah. It worked, too,” Rebecca mused. “At least, I think it did. Analytics did any number of deep scans, and all the math checked out. Gaul was severed from the Etheric Network, and his implant was rendered useless.” 
 
    “Maybe that was always a ruse,” Alice speculated. “Maybe he was just pretending.” 
 
    “I doubt it. Maybe. I don’t know.” Rebecca put her head in her hands. “One way or another, Gaul has access to the Network, and can use his implant, in defiance of all expectation.” 
 
    “Can’t you just cut him out again?” Alice asked hopefully. “There can’t be that many administrative accounts with the sort of permissions he needs, and…” 
 
    “Tried it,” Rebecca snapped. “Told our telepaths in Central to do that as soon as he parried my attempt to influence. Contacted Processing, too, and got their best technician – kid named Adel – scheduled to take a look at it.” 
 
    “What about the telepaths?” 
 
    “Fucking nothing residual, that’s what,” Rebecca fumed. “It’s all up to the nerds at Processing, now.” 
 
    “How is that even possible, not to leave traces in handling?” 
 
    “Beats me. Gaul is smarter than our people, I guess. Who knows how long he had access, or what he arranged. Main takeaway for me – he didn’t need to use it. He could have saved that trump card for another day and let a servant do the work. Gaul wanted us to know. Not only that, he was so confident we couldn’t kick him out, he felt comfortable letting us know he was there.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Alice picked up her beer, and then set it down just as quickly, muttering to herself. 
 
    “Now you see it.” Rebecca gave her a sour grin. “Gaul’s back in fucking business, running us all in circles.” 
 
    “Shit. Why would he want to us to know that?” 
 
    “Right? This is the guy who played his cards so close that he classified the Advanced Studies class syllabus. Now he plays a trump card as an opener?” 
 
    “So…what now?” 
 
    “We have a drink, while I decide who needs to die.” Rebecca shrugged demurely. “Then you make them dead, Chief Auditor. Same as always.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s the deal with the crown on your neck, Nero?” 
 
    “My old life, sir.” 
 
    “Gang stuff?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Nothing I’m proud of, but nobody ever asked me if I wanted to do anything else.” 
 
    “What about working for the Black Sun, Nero? Anyone ever ask you if you wanted to do that?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Nero flashed a quick smile in the rearview. “I merited a three-minute recruitment meeting with Lady Martynova, believe it or not. Not that I needed persuading, sir, but it’s nice to be asked.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Renton looked at his own tired reflection in the window. “Ana’s good at knowing what people need. Not giving it to them, necessarily, but then again, knowing is often enough.” 
 
    Renton could see Nero considering the possibility of asking a question. Amused by his subordinate’s curiosity, Renton gave him a little telepathic nudge toward bravery. 
 
    “Have you known the Mistress a long time, sir?” 
 
    Renton yawned. 
 
    “Yeah, but I keep her secrets…” 
 
    “Nothing like that, sir. I just wanted to ask…is she as cool as she seems? You know, sir, in real life.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t believe it, Nero.” Renton turned his attention firmly back to the window. “Cooler, even.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vladimir could hardly open his eyes, which in turn were little more than reddened slits folded deep within a series of wrinkles, but the boy was patient. The only sound in the room was the failing struggle of Vladimir’s breathing and the unsteady complaint of the gleaming, sanitary machinery that nearly filled the room, but something alerted the apparently old man to his presence. The boy sat atop the rolling laptop platform that the doctors used to take notes, perched like a crow on a buttress, watching with focused, unreadable intent. 
 
    A nearby machine pulsed with greater intensity, and Vlad rolled over in the bed slowly, with a sound like leaves rustling in a slight wind, and then opened his eyes, blinking at the gentle afternoon light. The boy waited without comment. 
 
    “Yes?” Vladimir’s voice was reedy and aggrieved, like a child who resents being woken. “What do you want?” 
 
    The boy nodded in seeming satisfaction. 
 
    “Lord Thule sends his regards,” the boy said. “Also apologies. He wishes he could be here.” 
 
    Vladimir’s expression was difficult to make out, behind an oxygen mask and decades of apparent age, but he might have smiled. 
 
    “Very consistent,” Vlad wheezed. “The mask?” 
 
    The boy nodded, hopping down from the equipment rack and then removing the prostrate man’s oxygen mask with unexpected tenderness. 
 
    “Better,” Vlad said, closing his eyes again. “Now we can talk. You are…?” 
 
    “Egill Johannsson,” the boy explained, studying the readouts on the equipment. “Sorry, I never went to the Academy.” 
 
    “Ah. An orphan?” 
 
    The boy nodded. 
 
    “The Thule Cartel found me in primary school in Kiel and adopted me, raised me.” The boy shifted self-consciously. “Lord Thule is my cousin, they say, but he’s more like an uncle, wouldn’t you agree? Too old to be a cousin, in my opinion.” 
 
    “Oh, Gaul.” Vladimir shook his head. “You’ve been done a great disservice, young man, and I’m sorry to hear it. How old are you?” 
 
    “Fifteen,” the boy said, with an air of boastful suspicion. “Old enough.” 
 
    “Too old,” Vlad corrected. “You should have been enrolled at the Academy years ago. This all might have been prevented.” 
 
    Egill approached Vladimir’s bedside quietly, his neatly polished dress shoes making little noise on the linoleum. 
 
    “You’re a strange old man,” Egill said, with a hint of sneer. “Were you a teacher?” 
 
    “We were all teachers, at first. I’m not entirely sure how we lost sight of that,” Vlad said, his voice little more than a whisper. “And I am not an old man.” 
 
    “The Lord Thule instructed me to tell you that he is very sorry,” the boy said, reciting from memory. “The Lord Thule bids you to remember the better times, and wishes you to know that he will remember you in the same manner.” 
 
    “Oh, Gaul,” Vladimir said. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Lord Thule wishes that he could see you once again,” the boy said, resting his cocoa-brown hands on the Vladimir’s bedsheet. “Why is that?” 
 
    There was no sound for a time, aside from the persistent clamor of hospital machinery. Several of the displays had begun to flash or beep loudly, but no nurse or attendant came to answer their summons. The boy waited with patience beyond his years, chestnut eyes washed clean with trauma years earlier. 
 
    “Wanting something badly doesn’t mean that it will happen,” Vladimir explained, Egill leaning close so he could hear. “Did Gaul say anything else?” 
 
    “Only what he wanted me to do you,” Egill explained, pulling the pillow from behind Vladimir’s nearly weightless head. “You might want to close your eyes, old man.”    
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The factory was well north of the core of Vegas, in a cluster of industrial blocks east of the airport along Cheyenne Avenue. Traffic diminished the further they went from the lights of the Strip, dense and identical housing developments alternating blocks with vacant plots of desert and huge parking lots intended for mysterious purposes. Renton cracked with window to enjoy the warm night breeze, and the roar of the wind filled the car. 
 
    “Mind if I turn on the radio, sir?” 
 
    “Yes, Nero. I mind.” 
 
    The warehouses varied only in scale, squat and angular and stretching for the length of enormous blocks, flat roofs colonized by solar panels and a confusion of vehicles in varying states of maintenance strewn about grounds. A tumbleweed rolled out of the darkness and bounced off the windshield before Nero could react, impacting with surprising weight and leaving a small crack behind in the safety glass. 
 
    To amuse himself, Renton counted the stray dogs he saw rooting through the trash, wondering in a distracted manner how they survived the merciless heat of the day.  
 
    The factory sat in the center of a lot that was primarily desert scrub, a squat beige building surrounded by barbwire and an expanse of parking on every side, dotted here and there with planters filled with manzanita and succulents. The sign in front of the building indicated that it was for sale, and the faded print and obscured phone number suggested that it had been so for a long time. The parking lot was clean and none of the building’s windows had yet been shattered by vandals, a minimal array of lights visible inside the building. The parking lot gate slid open at a command from Nero’s cell phone. Renton noticed that the security lights along the fence were universally broken, along with the streetlights in front of the factory, but did not remark upon it. 
 
    Nero piloted the BMW into a spot beside the chromed front doors, a sign reserving the space for the handicapped slowly fading beneath the relentless Nevada sun. Nero killed the engine and the lights. They watched the factory for ten minutes in silence. A coyote made a quick circuit of the parking lot, and found nothing of interest. 
 
    Renton caught himself nodding, and gave himself another jolt of telepathically-induced stimulus, his hands trembling with the surge of nervous energy and eagerness. 
 
    “You see anything wrong with this place, Nero?” 
 
    Nero leaned forward and peered at the factory like a distant object on the horizon. 
 
    “No one in or out, sir?” 
 
    “That’s obvious. Look closer.” 
 
    The look of intensity on Nero’s face – the way his skin wrinkled against the scar tissue above his eyes – fascinated Renton. He took pity. 
 
    “Think about it from a professional standpoint, Nero. What happened here?” 
 
    Nero frowned, studying the perimeter. 
 
    “The lights are gone, sir. Cameras, too.” 
 
    Nero trailed off as he studied the property. 
 
    “There’s probably a cut in the fence somewhere,” Nero said cautiously, glancing at Renton in the rearview. “Someone took out the lights, probably alarms. The unmanned security. This place has been hit, sir.” 
 
    “Not bad,” Renton said, fighting off the creeping tendrils of exhaustion with another quick hit of telepathic stimulation. “Next question. When?” 
 
    Nero’s frown seemed to indicate intense thought. Renton stared at the dark blue ink beneath his skin, swirls of Catholic icons, skulls, and Spanish text that Renton was too jittery to try and translate. 
 
    “Not that long, but...a while. A week, maybe, sir?” 
 
    Renton nodded, mildly impressed. 
 
    “How’d you get there, Nero?” 
 
    “No tagging on the building, sir, so it couldn’t have been that long. The parking lot is empty, though, so whoever hit this place, they had time to clean up after.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting it. This place belonged to us, as of recently. It was a science facility, and an IT hub. Must’ve been hard and fast, because we never heard a peep. We only noticed it right away because the local network went down.” 
 
    “There was no Black Sun response, sir?” 
 
    “Of course there was, Nero. Don’t be stupid. We mobilized local forces within an hour. They found nothing but bodies and a wrecked lab. It was probably meant to look like a raid, but they didn’t have quite enough time to cover up. Intel figures the attackers left within a fair amount of the equipment on site.” 
 
    “I see, sir. What sort of equipment are we talking about?” 
 
    “An odd assortment of things. This facility was working on hardware-secured data storage, so that’s what they took...” 
 
    “Who is they, sir?” 
 
    Renton sat back against the leather seats and smiled. 
 
    “Who do you think, Nero?” 
 
    “I think the Thule Cartel, sir.” 
 
    “You’d think so, and I did. We all did, until the telepaths finished lifting impressions. They came up with Anathema signatures, Nero. Scary ones.” 
 
    Nero blanched. 
 
    “Anathema, sir? What do they want with us?” 
 
    “Who knows? Maybe nothing. Maybe this was just a convenient place to pick up a new backup solution.” 
 
    “Are we sure the Anathema weren’t after the data stored here, sir?” 
 
    Renton shook his head. 
 
    “There was no data here, Nero. They were working on hardware, encryption, archiving, that sort of thing. This wasn’t a database; it was a test lab.” 
 
    “No data.” Nero nodded. “What does it mean, then, sir? What did the Anathema want with a lab?” 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t know. Doesn’t make any difference, probably. That isn’t why we are here.” 
 
    “Why are we here, then?” 
 
    “Not long after the attack, we started scanning for Thule signatures.” Renton said, expression clouding. “One of the assassins is in that building, Nero. Maybe more than one. They’ve just been sitting there for hours, now. Waiting for us, I have to assume.” 
 
    Renton glanced at Nero in the rear-view mirror, bolstering the lie with modest telepathic reinforcement, relieved to see that Nero’s attention was elsewhere, staring at the quiet building with an intense and worried expression on his face. 
 
    “Do you think it could be a trap, sir?” 
 
    “Of course!” Renton smirked. “Anything could be a trap, Nero. What sort of dumb question is that?” 
 
    They watched another few minutes. Dead trees rattled with the hot evening wind from the hills. Clouds of insects swirled about the few working exterior lights.  
 
    “The Auditors have to be scanning for the same people, trying to beat us to Thule,” Nero said. “The whole Etheric Network must be looking for the same thing! So, why aren’t we up to our necks in Auditors right now, sir?” 
 
    Renton nodded, impressed. 
 
    “Only two possibilities, as far as I can see it. Either Central doesn’t know, or they want us to kick down the door and take the worst of it, and then they’ll show up just in time to roll us and the Thule Cartel all at once.” 
 
    “I see, sir.” 
 
    “Do you? Here’s a question for you, Nero. You ready to walk directly into a Thule trap, and maybe even deal with Alice Gallow, if that’s what Lady Martynova requires?” 
 
    The handful of lights in the parking lot had a ghostly aura, an extra bit of sparkle when Renton moved his eyes too fast. His brain sizzled in a hot stew of excess norepinephrine and dopamine, but his thoughts were focused and lucid, and his hands were eager. Nero’s eyes were clear and resolute when they met his own. 
 
    “I’m ready, sir.” 
 
    “Then you’ve got no worries, Nero. There’s joy in service.” 
 
    Nero nodded gravely at his wisdom. 
 
    That was it. Renton felt ready for the work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I suppose that you gave me warning, after your own oblique fashion. I suppose I can credit you with that much. For the rest, however…you have started a damned war, Gaul, and made the Thule Cartel infamous in the process! I wouldn’t be surprised if the Assembly opens a special session to declare your whole lot Anathema.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be surprised, either.” 
 
    “You have further thoughts that you wish to share, Lord Thule?” 
 
    “It is far too late to consider the opinion of a council of impotent old men and young pretenders. There is us, Henry, and there is Josef’s daughter. What we decide will be.” 
 
    “What of Central, then, and the Auditors? What of Director Levy?” 
 
    “The bureaucracy of Central craves stability above all things, and my hand is familiar. Their resistance will not be protracted. The Auditors are weakened and lead by an unreliable psychopath, their numbers and resources decimated. The Director is distracted and less than ideal for the job. They may resist at first, but Central will recognize a foregone conclusion. They will deal with the winning side, regardless.” 
 
    “You have something then?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “To deal with the Director. For God’s sake, Gaul – the woman was a terror as an Auditor. Are you really so certain that Rebecca Levy will be quick to acquiesce?” 
 
    “I am certain, Lord North. I have calculated this precisely, and I have confidence in my calculations.” 
 
    “We are discussing futures?” 
 
    “I have your interest, then? A positive sign.” 
 
    “Interest, yes, Gaul. Commitment, no. You have yet to account for the Anathema, Lord Thule. They wait for just such an opportunity. This reality has forestalled war between ourselves and the Black Sun for years. What solution do you propose?” 
 
    “The simplest and most likely to work. I have an ally, Lord North, within the Anathema.” 
 
    “Have you gone mad, Gaul? You cannot place any trust…” 
 
    “I do not, but I believe we can rely upon them to act in their own best interests, which diverge significantly from the remainder of the Anathema. I do not consider my agent loyal, Henry, but I trust in them to do right by themselves. Loyalties are not an object of worry.” 
 
    “Speak plainly, if you would have my assistance.” 
 
    “The Anathema will not interfere in our conflict, because they will shortly find themselves deeply involved with their own internal difficulties. One civil war deserves another, Lord North.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The doors were automated. The main floor of the factory was deserted. The odors of new paint and plastics lingered about the place like particularly determined loiterers. Scrape marks on the floors and sheered mounting points were scattered about, evidence of a recent forced removal of equipment. A discrete telepathic tag on the far side of the room helpfully indicated a dingy stairwell that presumably descended to a basement. 
 
    “Looks like they’re going to make us walk.” Renton strode boldly across the empty factory floor, Nero at his side. “Assholes.” 
 
    Renton ran a finger across the top of one of the power junctions as they passed, and then rubbed the char off his finger. 
 
    “They cleaned up, after, but this place saw some action,” Renton said, eyeing the bullet holes that punctured the walls and ceiling of the factory at irregular intervals. “The Anathema must’ve hit this place pretty hard.” 
 
    “Looks like they took a lot of equipment out of here, sir.” 
 
    The telepathic tag dissipated as they approached, an afterimage of a shimmering arrow lingering for a last moment before disintegrating into stardust, leaving them staring at a greasy, darkened stairwell. Nero glanced at Renton for permission, and then took the lead, descending the stairs with a bold nonchalance that Renton suspected was practiced, but effective. The door at the bottom was reinforced, with armored hinges and a triple bolt, but it was also ajar. There was a hallway behind it, poorly lit and recently painted. Nero bent and studied the ground briefly, then called Renton’s attention to the thin film of dust that had collected on the floor, and the riot of recent footprints which had disturbed it. 
 
    Renton nodded, mildly impressed. 
 
    The hallway extended longer than was necessary, to fit in another two security doors, the second complete with a well-appointed alcove for a guard to lurk, though presently deserted. Both doors were as heavily reinforced as the first had been, and both were also helpfully open. Renton fought down a mad urge to giggle at the setup. 
 
    There was light coming out from beneath the third door at the end of the hall. Nero glanced back at Renton, and Renton motioned for him to step aside. Nero did so reluctantly. Renton straightened his jacket, adjusted the knot in his tie and the Ruger in his holster, and then shoved the door open and walked in like the room belonged to him, sunglasses preventing him from being dazzled by the brilliance of the work lights arrayed inside. 
 
    “Welcome, Renton Hall. Welcome, Naciento Rivera. My uncle sends his gratitude – and his apologies for not being here personally. Things are – how should I say it? – rather tense at the moment.” 
 
    The words were a jumble, pushing into each other and tripping over each other’s heels. The voice was high-pitched and familiar, raising Renton’s hackles. Renton muscled his features into the leer typically reserved for harassing his underlings. 
 
    “Lóa Thule. I should have expected you.” 
 
    “Lord Thule fully intended to meet you, Mr. Hall; however, something came up.” 
 
    “I’m sure the precognitive was very surprised,” he sneered. “At least we get some more alone time, Lóa – goons aside. You still in the mood?” 
 
    Lóa Thule smiled from atop a folding table, while two guards watched Renton and Nero closely from nearby, another standing near the make-shift kitchenette with a steaming cup of tea in his hands. The basement was furnished as a meeting room and cafeteria, with dozens of tables and plastic chairs scattered about, and an adjoining kitchen. The concrete floor had been carefully stained and sealed, and glass-topped counters and display tables lined one of the walls near the kitchen, faux-marble surfaces strewn with utensils and plates. 
 
    “You seem more agitated than I recall from our last meeting, Mr. Hall.” 
 
    “Does that surprise you?”  
 
    Renton covertly surveyed the telepathic defenses shielding the Thule agents, and found them formidable, but not unassailable. He attempted to access the Etheric Network, and was not surprised to find it locally absent. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Lóa said, examining her nails. “You probably don’t appreciate how much work has gone into this affair, Mr. Hall. I wanted to put an end to this earlier, in Scotland, but my uncle insisted that you be given another opportunity to revise your loyalties. He was very particular about it.” 
 
    The two at the card table are support, he informed Nero, via secure telepathic channel. The man’s an empath. The woman…a remote telepathic link, I think, judging by the amount of traffic she’s pushing across the Network. Someone is watching us, remotely. 
 
    Lord Thule isn’t as busy as they claim, maybe, sir? 
 
    Could be. See the guy in the corner? The one with the hat and leather jacket? I can’t get a quick read on him, not without triggering their defenses. 
 
    What does that mean, sir? 
 
    It means he’s a D-Class Operator or better. I can’t determine more without starting shit. 
 
    Understood. Orders, sir? 
 
    Wait for my signal. 
 
    Renton hooked his thumbs in his pants pockets and gave Lóa an unabashedly appraising look. She wore a simple white blouse, black pants that flared subtly at the calves, and pointy-toed ankle boots, and did not seem discomfited by Renton at all. 
 
    “Your uncle couldn’t make it, fine,” Renton said, making it clear with his face and tone that he didn’t believe a word of it. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” Lóa smirked. “Did something happen?” 
 
    “This isn’t what we discussed,” Renton said softly, ignoring the look Nero shot him. “Not at all.” 
 
    “You never gave us an answer,” Lóa purred. “Plans changed. You seem upset, Mr. Hall.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the rumors about Thule, but I never really believed any of it. You people really are fucking gone.” Renton struggled to keep his jaw loose and his chest relaxed, to keep the anger remote and professional. “You know I have to kill you now, right?” 
 
    “That’s up to you,” Lóa said. “My uncle did suggest that you might be amiable to persuasion, but I doubt it. I did get a chance to watch you and your Lady on the dance floor last night, and you can consider me suitably impressed. Did you save one last dance for me, Mr. Hall?” 
 
    Renton finally gave up on his attempts to contact the greater Black Sun, suspicious that one of the Thule Operators was a telepathic baffler, blocking communications and Network access in the area. There was no hope of reinforcements, Renton thought, but then again, there was no chance of his involvement with Lóa Thule becoming public knowledge. 
 
    Not if he took care of it, here and now. 
 
    Renton took off his sunglasses, tossing them aside to break on the basement floor, fingers trembling with eagerness. 
 
    “I’m not much of a dancer.” Renton reached for the gun at the small of his back with the casual aplomb of a customer flagging a waiter. “For you, though, Lóa? I’m happy to make all kinds of exceptions.” 
 
   
  
 



Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is probably all just a misunderstanding.” Marcus Bay-Davies looked a bit alarmed. “When you are young, you feel things strongly. It is natural to have any number of misunderstandings…” 
 
    “Oh, we are having a misunderstanding, all right,” Alex confirmed. “Clear things up for me, guys – what the hell did you do with Katya?” 
 
    Emily and Vivik exchanged a look of concern. 
 
    “Do?” Emily smiled hesitantly. “We didn’t do anything with Katya…to be honest, I’m kind of scared of her.” 
 
    “You should be,” Alex said. “Where is she, Vivik?” 
 
    “Why would I…?” 
 
    “Because of your protocol, man. Don’t play dumb with me. You must know.” 
 
    “Alex, listen…” 
 
    “Why don’t you listen?” Frost gathered on the ground about Alex, withering the grass about him. “I’m willing to believe a lot of things; you know? Expecting me to believe that you planned a successful rescue without Katya finding out about it or getting involved, though; that’s a bit much.” 
 
    “Alex…” 
 
    “I don’t mean to run you guys down, but honestly, Katya is probably the person most likely to come after me.” 
 
    “Why don’t you calm down a little?” Emily suggested. “You don’t even know who Katya is, or the things she does when she isn’t looking after you. You need to understand that she is a Black Sun assassin before anything else…” 
 
    “You’d be surprised how much I understand, these days,” Alex said, eyes narrowed. “Why don’t you tell me what’s really going on?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Changeling and the dog woke the same way – slowly, with a great deal of drool and eye-gunk, followed by an excessive display of stretching and yawning. Katya tended to the propane stove and vacillated between amusement and pique, limiting her chiding to what felt like a bare minimum. 
 
    “Where are we, Katya?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Wherever that witch took us. Away from your sister, so that’s something.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “Look, I don’t know exactly, okay? It’s a valley, and it seems okay as far as that goes. Better than being exposed to the Outer Dark, anyway.” 
 
    Eerie glanced fearfully at the black star that hung in the desolate sky above them. 
 
    “What do we do now, Katya?” 
 
    “I found a place to take a bath. You wanna start there?” 
 
    Half-asleep and humming to herself, the Changeling stumbled off to the shallow end of the flooded quarry Katya had found at the other end of the narrow valley, while Katya heated up water for the very last packet of instant soup. 
 
    The sky was empty, save for the raw-nerve anti-radiance of a singular black star, and there was nothing but broken stone above the small valley, no more than a hundred meters from end to end. The valley was choked with fallen slabs of rock 
 
    There was an ancient hewn cistern at the low end of the valley, where rainwater might have once collected, the tool marks on the stone broad and primitive. The water was cold and clean, and Katya had managed her first bath in weeks before waking Eerie and Derrida, and consequently felt slightly more human. Putting on her stinking and filthy clothing had been a struggle after emerging clean from the cold water, but having literally no other option, Katya held her nose and made do. 
 
    Katya added the packet of powder to the boiling water, and then set it aside to cool. She could hear the Changeling splashing around in the water, the echoes bouncing off the rock walls of the valley singing to herself in a language that Katya could not understand, but which was achingly familiar, a song which Katya had never heard, but knew each note by heart, before the Changeling had a chance to sing it. 
 
    Katya did her best to ignore that bullshit, focusing on eating the still too hot soup, burning her tongue to cleanse her palette of the perverse atmosphere of the Outer Dark. 
 
    Derrida barked urgently. Katya was up and running, the soup spilled to the ground beside their sleeping bags, her sneakers sinking slightly into the sand floor of the valley. The dog’s commotion rose to a clamor, and then halted, and the silence that followed had a ring of its own. 
 
    Katya tripped in the gloaming light and fell, rolling over a rock and coming to an abrupt stop when she collided leg-first with a tree, tearing her pants and banging her shins. One leg got it worse than the other, the skin peeled open below the ball of her knee and blood flowing freely. Katya got up gingerly, picking grit from the beneath the skin of the palms of her hands. She was still testing her knee to see if it would hold weight when Eerie screamed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I thought you would have more faith in me.” Emily’s eyes were moist and brimming. “I came for you when no one else could, or would!” 
 
    Alex shifted uneasily in his frost-kissed section of the garden. 
 
    “This isn’t about that! I’m not trying to be ungrateful. I’m just worried about my friends! Vivik, you must know something. Your protocol…there’s just no way. You’ve got to be able to help me! Just a quick look. Eerie and Katya. That’s not so much to ask, is it?” 
 
    “I wish!” Vivik wiped sweat from beneath his turban and looked pained. “Alex, listen – I couldn’t see you when you were in the Outer Dark. Eerie asked, and I looked for myself…and nothing. Black, that’s all. Now that I’m here, Central is the same way.” 
 
    Vivik gestured, and scores of windows appeared around him, each carbon-fiber black. 
 
    “…I can’t see anything back at home. If Katya was in the real world, that would be a different thing.” 
 
    Alex’s frown deepened, but his body language relaxed slightly. 
 
    “Which is just a little hard to believe,” Alex pointed out. “Are you totally sure?” 
 
    Vivik nodded miserably. 
 
    “The Outer Dark plays havoc with protocols of all kinds,” Marcus Bay-Davies mused, rubbing his completely hairless chin. “This is not unprecedented.” 
 
    “That would clear things up, if I had any reason to believe you,” Alex said uneasily. “You’re Anathema too, old guy.” 
 
    “Alex! You stop being rude this instant! You know his name.” 
 
    Emily crossed her arms and looked scandalized, while Alex blushed and Marcus roared with laughter. 
 
    “Yeah, okay, sorry…” 
 
    “It’s not okay,” Emily scolded. “I am very disappointed in the way you have behaved as my guest, Alex.” 
 
    Alex ran his hands through his hair, the frost that had gathered on his skin and clothes quickly dissipating. 
 
    “Sorry, Emily. I don’t mean to disappoint you, or whatever, but…I suppose telepathy is out of the question?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” Emily looked ready to explode. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Ah, well, you know,” Alex mumbled, taking a step back. “We could, I was just thinking, that we could maybe just get a telepath to put us in contact with Katya…” 
 
    “Let me get this straight,” Emily said sternly, tapping her foot. “You want us to go find a telepath – an Anathema telepath, presumably, since they are the only ones about – for you, a fugitive from the Anathema, so that you can contact an Auditor, in Central, just so you can check up on her and make sure we didn’t secretly betray you while risking our lives to rescue you. Is that about it?” 
 
    Alex considered various responses, but all seemed likely to provoke an even more unfortunate reaction. He just shook his head. 
 
    “No? Then what?” Emily approached him fearlessly. “I’d like to understand how you think I’ve betrayed you.” 
 
    “This isn’t…you’re overreacting.” Alex took a deep breath, and the chill in the air disappeared. “I don’t mean to upset you, Emily! I’m grateful for your help, really. Yours too, Mr. Bay-Davies, assuming you had anything to do with this.” 
 
    Marcus laughed, Emily glared, and Alex retreated another step, nearly stepping into a rose planter. 
 
    “I just want to know that they are safe,” Alex said. “I don’t think that’s unreasonable!” 
 
    “I understand that much, Alex. Of course.” Emily stood in front of him with folded arms, her expression slowly softening. “Anyone would feel the same. That isn’t the issue, though, is it? The issue is that, when we tell you that such contact is impossible for us, here and now, you suspect us of something nefarious. Why is that?” 
 
    “No, that isn’t…” Alex glanced over at Vivik, whose face was a stew of conflicting emotion. “Vivik? Did you ever try and observe me when I was trapped in that pod thing?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course!” Vivik nodded enthusiastically. “All the time, for the first few weeks. I thought that if I could get a fix on your location, then maybe the Auditors could…” 
 
    “Right, yeah. I think…” 
 
    Emily touched Alex gently on the shoulder, the frustration on her face tempered by concern. 
 
    “What is it, Alex?” 
 
    “I think maybe…did you ever try it with Eerie?” 
 
    “What? What do you…?” 
 
    “Your Vigil Protocol.” Alex rubbed the back of his head and looked guilty. “Did you ever try to use it to contact me with Eerie?” 
 
    Vivik glanced at Emily, and then nodded weakly. 
 
    “Well, yes, sure,” Vivik confirmed. “She was worried, obviously, and came to me…” 
 
    “Right. I thought so,” Alex said, nodding to himself. “I think I felt that.” 
 
    “You felt what?” Emily asked, with a concerned look. “Vivik looking in on you?” 
 
    “That’s weird, because I, you know,” Vivik stammered, “never made it through. Never saw a thing, except black…” 
 
    “I saw something.” Alex grimaced and looked around the room. “The whole time I was in there; all I saw was things other people put in my head. I didn’t know the difference at first, but you start to get the hang of it. From Rebecca, at first, and then…you know. Samnang. But there was a moment…” 
 
    Alex trailed off, and no one dared to prompt him to go on, for fear of breaking the flow of his recollection. 
 
    “…I saw something,” Alex repeated, glancing at their faces. “Something different. Not a telepathic simulation, or a dream.” 
 
    “What did you see, Alex?” Emily asked. “One of Vivik’s windows?” 
 
    “No. More like I saw through one of Vivik’s windows,” Alex explained, glancing at Vivik in obvious discomfort. “I saw you, man. In a room…like a classroom, maybe? Eerie was there, she was holding your arm. There was a dog, I think. And Katya. She was there.” 
 
    Vivik glanced around the room, cheeks flush, and then shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t…I don’t know, man. That never happened. I mean, Eerie asked me to look, and Katya, too, but never at the same time, and we never…” 
 
    He trailed off when he saw the look on Alex’s face. 
 
    “There was one more thing,” Alex said. “I’m not sure if it was a thought, or an idea, or…well, whatever. Doesn’t matter. Question is the same. Someone must know!” Alex’s eyes never left Vivik’s face. “What the hell is the Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first two Anathema were loud and clumsy, charging through the maze of rock at a reckless pace. Katya apported a handful of needles into choice areas of their cerebral cortexes, and then left them twitching and foaming in the undergrowth. She moved as quickly as she could through the thick brush, thorns and stickers shredding what remained of her pants and pricking her skin.  
 
    A ruddy-haired Anathema charged by her, so intent on the path he did not notice Katya crouched behind a convenient bush. His forelocked partner was more aware, calling out to his companion while he leveled his rifle, taking a bead on Katya. She dove flat and the ground, working a needle free from the hem of her jacket while bullets whizzed overhead, clipping leaves from the branches. 
 
    She squinted at the rifleman, figuring distance. He dropped the rifle and screamed, clutching the eye she had just impaled with a needle. 
 
    An Anathema with a shock of brilliant red hair came charging back up the path, an MP5 slung over his shoulder, ignoring the screaming rifleman he sprinted past. Katya slipped back into the brush. The Anathema paused on the path, studying the brush uncertainly, finger hovering over the trigger of his submachine gun. Katya slunk back to the edge of the valley, until her back was pressed against the volcanic rock at the valley edge. Without taking her eyes from the Anathema, she tiptoed very carefully along the valley wall, the sharp rock scraping her back through her jacket. 
 
    The Anathema shouldered his gun and followed the path of crushed grass Katya had left. Katya ducked down behind scrub and bushes, circling around until she was partway back to the path, sheltering beneath a bank of broad-leafed ferns. The Anathema rushed along the path, pale green weeds brushing against the regularity of digital camouflage. She held her breath as the soldier charged past her, waiting until he was nearly at the wall to riddle his cerebral cortex with a handful of sewing needles.  
 
    The gunman collapsed without even turning about, the only sound the clatter of his gun on the rock. Katya tugged the sling from the Anathema’s shoulder, snatching the gun from his convulsing hands. Katya’s legs shook so badly she had difficulty staying on the trail as she ran for the cistern. 
 
    Katya froze at the mossy rock perimeter, crouching behind a boulder, the color draining from her face and her expression tightening. 
 
    The cistern was small, and whatever water flowed through Outer Dark had flooded it to the lip of the excavation. The resulting pool was deep and black at one end, but shallow and gently sloped on the other, creating a ledge perfect for floating and bathing. Katya had climbed the rocks to that ledge hours before, and Eerie had clearly followed the same path. Her clothes were tossed haphazardly about her military surplus backpack, underwear and socks discarded perilously close to the water.  
 
    Derrida snarled at the edge of the cistern, hackles raised and teeth bared. 
 
    The cistern had been utterly still when Katya discovered it, and she had almost felt guilty disturbing the water with her ablutions. Now, the water was agitated and splashing out on the stone, their shared sliver of soap bobbing atop the miniature turmoil. 
 
    The Changeling struggled near the edge of the lip, straining her neck and flailing her free arm, fighting to keep her face out of the water. Alistair stood behind her in dripping wet clothes, grinning in a manner that made Katya’s stomach twist, one hand twisting Eerie’s wrist at a cruel angle, the other holding her hair at the roots, forcing her head down until the tip of her nose was in the water. 
 
    Slobber streaming from his maw, Derrida snarled and lunged. Katya cried out as she charged after the dog, a guttural voicing of fear and rage. 
 
    Alistair laughed, and Derrida went limp in midair, hitting the water with a splash, and then sinking beneath. 
 
    Katya’s legs refused to obey her, and she tumbled to the ground, the rock around the cistern battering her elbows and drawing blood from her knees.  
 
    “If you run, Katya Zharovaya, I will do terrible things to your friend,” Alistair shouted, his grin broadening. “If you surrender, it probably won’t go much better for you, but a chance is a chance, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Katya!” Eerie shouted. “He’s…” 
 
    There was a brief gurgle and some bubbling as Eerie lost the fight and went under, the muscles in her neck straining as she vainly battled for air. Alistair thrust Eerie’s head deep underwater, and then turned his attention back to Katya, ignoring the struggling Changeling. 
 
    “I just couldn’t hear myself think. This is so much better. Do you understand the situation you find yourself in, assassin-turned-Auditor?” 
 
    Katya nodded. 
 
    “Very good,” Alistair said, with an approving nod. “Let’s make a deal, shall we?” 
 
    Katya nodded again, this time with more urgency. Her eyes strayed to the tangle of mostly-blond hair and flailing limbs that marked where the Changeling drowned. 
 
    “I want to see all your weapons – particularly your sewing kit – on a pile on that rock right there. Out of your reach, by hand or apport. Understood?” 
 
    Katya nodded, and tugged the sling over her head. 
 
    Seconds ticked by while her fingers fumbled. She tossed the MP5 on the ground, Alistair wincing as the gun bounced off the rock. Katya discarded a packet of needles from her breast pocket, and more needles from the lining of her jacket pockets. Then she flipped up the hem of her jacket and sighed. 
 
    “This might take a minute,” Katya said, picking out needles with trembling fingers. “Please…?” 
 
    “The magic word!” Alistair crowed, allowing the Changeling to breach the surface. She took one terrific breath, chest heaving, and then started to cough up water. Alistair watched with mild approval. “I feel like we all understand each other a bit better. Am I right?” 
 
    Katya nodded, still in the processes of disarmament. 
 
    “Imagine how surprised I was to discover the two of you in the Outer Dark!” Alistair chuckled, keeping his grip tight on Eerie. “How did that come to be, Katya Zharova?” 
 
    “Emily Muir.” Katya finished extracting needles from the hem of her jacket, tossing the lot on to the rocks. “She arranged this whole thing. Along with Vivik from the Academy. Why don’t you go pick on them?” 
 
    Alistair laughed again, ignoring Eerie’s gasping and sniveling when he twisted her arm. 
 
    “How delightful. I wonder if there is any truth to it?” Uncertainty doing nothing to dampen his mood. “I had heard rumor of your coming, Miss Zharovaya. What could have possessed such a sensible girl to come to the Outer Dark?” 
 
    Katya shook her head, tossing the last of her needles on the rocks. 
 
    “I was broadening my horizons. Joined a club,” she said plainly. “Should have just stuck with the Sewing Circle.” 
 
    “We’ll go over all that again later, in more comprehensible detail. An Auditor and a Changeling. I wonder how such a strange pairing came about. Care to enlighten me?” 
 
    “I told you already. I joined a club.” 
 
    Alistair glanced at Katya, his expression turning toward anger. 
 
    “Are you joking with me, Katya?” 
 
    “Not in the slightest.” 
 
    “What sort of club is it, then, that conducts field trips into the Outer Dark?” 
 
    “It’s the…” Katya sighed. “The Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club.” Katya shook her head. “Eerie came up with the name.” 
 
    Alistair hesitated, uncertain, a sheen of sweat across his forehead and cheeks. 
 
    “If this is a ruse, Auditor, then it is a terrible one.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I’m not an Auditor anymore,” Katya said. “Alice Gallow didn’t sanction my participation in this endeavor.” 
 
    “That’s a rather serious mistake on your part, Katya. Alice is not one to tolerate insubordination.” Alistair smiled and tweaked the Changeling’s arm, and Eerie bit her lip rather than scream. “I thought that the Auditors or Rebecca might attempt to get Alex back, assuming they could work out how, but finding both of you here? That’s completely outside of my projections. It took a hundred lifetimes to discover a route into the Outer Dark, and you managed it in a few weeks. Even the precognitive pool failed to warn me of your coming. You’re both full of surprises, aren’t you?” 
 
    Katya shrugged, eyes carefully empty. 
 
    “I hate surprises. Where are the rest of you? Two is hardly a club.” 
 
    “Emily and Vivik,” Katya said. “Plus the dog, but you killed him already. That’s it.” 
 
    “I think you’ll envy the dog before this over, if I’m completely honest about the situation. I really thought you were much too smart to end up like this, Katya.” 
 
    Katya sighed and hung her head. 
 
    “How did you ever become part of the staff at the Academy, Alistair?” Katya asked morosely. “Didn’t they do any sort of background check or anything?” 
 
    “I’ve often wondered the same thing,” Alistair said, grinning proudly. “If I recall correctly, you can only pull your little trick with the apports at close range. So, sit down and keep quiet, while we see what your Changeling friend has to say about things.” 
 
    “Katya,” Eerie called out, “help…!” 
 
    Katya grimaced and closed her eyes as Eerie’s arm dislocated, first at the shoulder, then at her elbow. Alistair released her limp arm, but kept his hold on Eerie’s hair. The Changeling screamed her throat raw and tried to pull away. 
 
    Alistair tugged Eerie upright just long enough to smack her across the face, before thrusting her head back within millimeters of the water. The Changeling’s breath caught, and then she sobbed bitterly. 
 
    “Not another word, Changeling, or we will find out whether you can breathe under water. You haven’t happened to see your boyfriend about, have you, Eerie? The one I chopped up?” 
 
    “We thought he was with you,” Katya said. “That’s the last we heard.” 
 
    “Then you are behind the times,” Alistair snapped, red in the face. “But I didn’t ask you anything, Katya. Answer for your friend again, and I will hurt her.” 
 
    “Calm down.” Katya crouched carefully on the slick rock. “What the fuck is wrong with you? We’re answering your questions.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ve been giving me answers, alright.” Alistair pulled on Eerie’s hair till she cried out. “The problem is that I find your answers so damn unbelievable.” 
 
    Alistair released his grip on Eerie, and she fell into the water, coughing and splashing her way to the shallows. She grabbed on to the slimy points of rock and tried to pull herself from the pool. Alistair laughed and shoved Eerie forward, the Changeling crying out as the points of her elbows collided with the rock. She moaned and attempted to crawl forward, in the pool up to her waist, her upper body sprawled painfully across the rock. Alistair put a boot on her foot, grinding his heel into her instep, grinning as the Changeling wept and fought to free herself. 
 
    Katya tensed up, making the smallest movement toward the cistern, and then freezing when Alistair’s eyes darted in her direction. Eerie used one of the rocks at the edge of the cistern to help her stand, and then Alistair seized her by her chin and stared into her dilated eyes. 
 
    “Am I supposed to believe this all your idea?” Alistair pinched Eerie’s cheek roughly and shook her head back and forth. “Or are you claiming that Emily Muir organized this stupidity?” 
 
    Eerie bit into Alistair’s thumb, clenching her jaw tight as he cried out. He bashed her across the top of the head, but she clamped down like a bulldog regardless. Alistair howled and jerked his arm, trying to tear it from the Changeling’s mouth, stumbling about in the waist deep water. 
 
    Alistair pulled his arm back, and punched Eerie in the side of her jaw. The Changeling toppled back into the water, while Alistair pulled his arm to his chest and gasped.  
 
    Katya moved, her sneakers slipping on the treacherous surface of the wet rock. Eerie roused herself and scrambled madly for the cistern’s edge. Alistair caught the Changeling’s heel and tripped her up as she stepped from the water. The Changeling’s head bounced off the rim of the cistern with a sickening knock, opening a gash just below her hairline.  
 
    Enough! Alistair commanded, reaching for Eerie with one dripping hand. “Before it gets any…w-worse for…nnn…” 
 
    Alistair slackened, and then moaned. He spun about in the cistern, foam leaking out of the corner of his mouth, eyes wide and in constant motion, and then he stumbled and fell into the water. Katya launched herself from the rocks, trying hard not to think about the way Alistair had shut off Derrida’s brain. 
 
    “Katya!” Eerie cried out. “Don’t!” 
 
    Alistair surfaced just in time for Katya to collide with him, her knees impacting his sternum and snapping his collarbone as he was driven into the water. Alistair grabbed Katya by her throat and pulled her beneath the water, and as they struggled, in the cold and dark, she could feel him trying the doors and windows of her mind. Katya lashed out, trying to free herself, desperately aware that the Anathema did not actually need to breath. 
 
    Alistair’s grip on her throat tightened, and the edges of her vision dimmed. 
 
    Katya picked a spot two centimeters behind Alistair’s eyes and hoped that it was important, apporting a few ounces of chilly cistern water into his brain. 
 
    The Anathema’s grip slackened. Katya smashed her elbow into his forearm, breaking the hold, as her vision continued to dim. In a confused panic, Katya tried to find the surface of the water, which should have been just overhead, and failed, splashing about in vain. 
 
    She reached for the air and her fingers smashed into the stone bottom of the cistern. 
 
    Katya’s lungs convulsed in horror, her mouth opening unbidden and her throat filling with water. 
 
    Eerie grabbed Katya by her shoulder and hair, and pulled her out of the water, struggling to push her over the lip of the cistern. Katya did her best to help, unable to make her limbs move to draw breath. 
 
    The Changeling rolled her out of the cistern, and then hurried over to Katya’s side, shouting and shaking her in a vain attempt at revival. Ashen and frantic, the Changeling put her index finger into her mouth, swirled it about for a moment, and then shoved the moist digit between Katya’s lips. 
 
    Katya did not mind as much as she expected to, because she was certain that she was dying. She resented the Changeling’s unsanitary intervention into her death, but that was about it. 
 
    Her chest heaved a moment later, and then Katya rolled to her side and vomited out a great deal of water, the Changeling pounding unhelpfully on her back. Katya pushed her away and curled into a ball, laying on the stone until her head stopped pounding. Eerie wrapped herself in her discarded jacket as Katya pushed herself slowly up from the rock. She glanced at Eerie, and then shook her head. 
 
    “Was that…?” Katya’s voice failed her. “Was that poison?” 
 
    “Was what?” 
 
    “Did you poison the water? Was that what took out Alistair? I think I got a little taste of it, myself.” 
 
    Eerie wrapped her jacket tighter around her dripping torso. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to,” Eerie whispered. “I didn’t even try! It’s…just a thing my body does, when…” 
 
    “Eerie…” 
 
    “That was scary! I can’t help it, if…if something happened!” 
 
    “I get it,” Katya said urgently. “I’m not mad. I’m proud of you. I need to know what you did, though, and more importantly, how long it will last.” 
 
    “He’s dead,” Eerie said, looking away. “What do you mean how long…?” 
 
    “I don’t think you can poison or drown one of the Anathema. They die on purpose, you know?” 
 
    Katya began stripping off her wet outer layer, laying out on the rocks. 
 
    “Katya?” Eerie gave her a blank look. “What are you…?”  
 
    “Hush now,” Katya said, grimacing as she waded into the pool in her underwear, moving alongside Alistair’s floating body. “I’m working.” 
 
    It took a few minutes and a tremendous amount of effort for Katya to pull Alistair to the rocks that lined the cistern. Rolling him up over the rocks took another couple of minutes, and Katya cut the sole of her foot open in the process. Eerie sobbed over Derrida’s waterlogged body, while Katya ignored the blood swirling around in the cold water of the cistern, one shoulder wedged beneath the center of Alistair’s back, forcing the weight up and over, feet slipping on the cistern ledge. 
 
    With one final shove, Katya managed to get him on to the rock, face up and motionless, to her evident satisfaction. Katya turned away and hunted along the shore of the quarry. 
 
    “Katya? What are you…?” 
 
    “Hush.” 
 
    She paused a few meters away from Alistair and bent over. She prized a rock the size and shape of a watermelon out of the pile by the water, arms straining and knees bent with effort. 
 
    Katya lifted the rock over her head, back wavering and arms shaking violently. Then she stepped aside, allowing gravity to do the work, the stone landing on Alistair’s head with the sound of a well-hit softball. Her struggle to bring the rock up the second time was greater, and the impact was wetter, pink matter splattering Katya’s arms and face. The third lift was truly precarious, the blood-slick stone nearly slipping from Katya’s hands before she could drop it on Alistair’s deformed skull. 
 
    Katya exhaled, spat on the mess, and then went to clean her hands in the cistern. 
 
    “Are you okay, Eerie?” Katya picked up discarded clothing and handed it to the shivering Changeling. “Did he hurt you?” 
 
    Eerie nodded, indicating her bleeding forehead and mangled arm. 
 
    “No,” Katya said, blinking in disbelief. “I mean…do you know what I mean?” 
 
    Eerie shook her head slowly. 
 
    “Thank God for that,” Katya muttered, wiping her face clean. “Hurry up and get dressed. Alistair probably won’t stay dead, and I don’t want to be here when he puts himself back together.” 
 
    “O-oh,” Eerie stammered. “Is that normal?” 
 
    “Here it is. I guess.” 
 
    They were just finished collecting their gear when Katya heard the footsteps. She grabbed a handful of needles, not letting the pain show when one sunk deep into the palm of her hand, and spun around to confront the interloper. 
 
    “My dear,” Lord Thule murmured, regarding the scene with obvious regret. “This is all rather dreadful.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nero started to move the moment that Renton’s sunglasses splintered against the basement floor. He charged at the soldier to Lóa’s left, arms pumping like a sprinter. Renton felt Nero’s protocol all around him, a charged sensation singing through his body, like everything in the room was saturated with static electricity. 
 
    The bottles and glassware shattered, spilling a wave of booze across the back of the bar. The interior walls tore themselves to pieces, slivers of concrete shaking loose from water-damaged areas. Renton ducked his head in time to avoid a barstool that ripped itself free of its mooring bolts and went sailing across the room. It was followed by serving utensils, shards of glass, long splinters of wood from the disintegrating bar, sections of pipe, and a cloud of grit and stinging dust. Nero was a wideband telekinetic, capable of gross manipulation, and his protocol weaponized everything in the room. 
 
    The Thule soldiers scrambled for cover as one of the tables went flipping across the room, slamming into the wall above their heads with terrific force, splinters of wood joining the raging telekinetic chaos. A fragment of cinderblock drew blood from the back of Renton’s hand, while one of Lóa’s soldiers came out of cover only to find herself impaled by a ragged two-by-four, entering below her lifted right arm and then protruding out of her neck, while another knocked her to the ground to bleed out. 
 
    Lóa seemed to sit calmly through it all, unperturbed by the debris whipping wildly about her. 
 
    Renton drew his gun and activated his protocol. 
 
    Nero dragged the Hegemony soldier from out of cover, knocking the gun from his hand, flying stone and glass battering and shredding him in Nero’s grip. 
 
    The table where Lóa had sat a moment before was empty. Renton spun and extended his telepathic net, trying to locate the Thule assassin before… 
 
    There was a slight buzz in his telepathic awareness, like the fan on an old refrigerator. The blade felt wet and foreign entering his side, but not painful. Renton gasped as coldness radiated out from the point of impact, Lóa’s breath hot on the back of his neck. 
 
    “Too slow,” she chided. “Try again?” 
 
    Renton closed his eyes and spun around, snapping off shots from his Ruger, trusting in his telepathy to send the bullets home. Lóa’s telepathic image was like a graphical glitch in a videogame, flitting across his awareness in a transitory, abrupt procession of ghostly afterimages. Even as he emptied the magazine, Renton knew he was firing at a memory, the lingering awareness of where Lóa was just a moment before. 
 
    A sound like the near passage of an insect, and then this time her blade found his forearm, numbing his hand and sending his Ruger tumbling to the ground. Renton saw the blur of her passage and lunged, his fingers brushing the fur hem of the hood of her jacket, but closing on nothing. She left the knife in his arm, tanto blade running straight through the meat. 
 
    Renton telepathically numbed his arm, and then tore the blade out and tossed it aside, mind racing. 
 
    There was something. 
 
    A sound that was not a sound, but rather interference in his telepathically augmented perception. Lóa cut him again, the new knife small and sharp, cutting neatly across the small of his back as he pivoted and counterstruck, again too slow. This time, Renton paid attention to the distortion, the grating telepathic whine that accompanied Lóa’s proximity. 
 
    It all clicked. The strange telepathic buzz, the reports he had read out of the Hegemony conference… 
 
    Lóa Thule’s protocol interfered with nearby telepathy. 
 
    Renton pulled the Beretta from his ankle holster and charged it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We need to talk.” 
 
    Alice paused briefly to glance at him, knife in hand, intent on cutting a damaged panel from the tight bulletproof rig that protected her abdomen, wrapped in one towel and sitting on another, her lips pressed together and colorless. 
 
    “Can we not?” She sighed heavily. “We deploy in like three hours…” 
 
    “That’s why we need to talk,” Michael repeated gently, still wet from the shower and very casually naked. “It won’t take long.” 
 
    Alice muttered under her breath as she tossed the armor to the side, not far from where clothing and tactical webbing spilled out from her locker in a nightmarish tangle. 
 
    “Okay, Mikey,” Alice said. “Let’s hear it.” 
 
    Michael sat down on the bench across from her, in front of his own neat and organized locker, and then put a hand on her bare knee. 
 
    “The kids,” Michael explained. “We need to go after them.” 
 
    “What? This isn’t…I assumed that this would be…about us.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “I’m not asking any uncomfortable questions,” Michael said firmly. “Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Alice stared at Michael, the corner of her mouth twitching. 
 
    “The kids? You mean Alex and Katya? What the fuck, Mikey? Katya bailed on us, and you know the deal with Alex…” 
 
    “I know.” He nodded. “We can’t leave him, or her, though. Not in the Outer Dark. They are Auditors, Alice.” 
 
    “They aren’t!” Alice pushed his hand away and stood, peeling off the towel she wore and wrapping it around her hair. “They were being evaluated for Audits. They both failed.” 
 
    “Alex didn’t fail,” Michael reminded her. “He took on Alistair singlehanded.” 
 
    “And lost.” 
 
    “And lost.” 
 
    Alice grumbled to herself as she pulled an Emperor t-shirt on. 
 
    “Look, Mikey, I get that you feel bad…” 
 
    “We can’t leave them, Alice,” Michael repeated. “That’s not an option.” 
 
    “Don’t get all sentimental with me, okay? What do you want? A raid on the Outer Dark? You know we can’t do that shit.” 
 
    “This has nothing to do with sentiment. It’s a question of morale,” Michael assured her. “The new Auditors have no confidence in us, or in the institution. We can’t leave people behind, Alice.” 
 
    “Dammit, Mikey! You know very well we didn’t leave anyone…” 
 
    “Same thing,” Michael insisted calmly, “as far as the new kids are concerned. The same goes for Alex and Katya.” 
 
    Alice threw her hands into the air in exasperation. 
 
    “That’s all great,” she groused, “but what the hell are we supposed to do about it? We don’t have a clue where Alex or Katya are…” 
 
    “Ah, well. That’s not entirely true,” Michael admitted. “I just discovered as much.” 
 
    “What?” Alice looked stunned. “What the hell is going on?” 
 
    “It turns out that Eerie, Katya, and Vivik hatched a scheme to rescue Alex,” Michael said, with a small smile on his face that could have been – in other circumstances – interpreted as proud. “Hayley had a hand in it, too. She sent one of her dogs along with them, and has been keeping track...” 
 
    “The fuck?” Alice dropped the towel she had been using to dry her hair. “She did?” 
 
    “…in secret, yes. I just…” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “She sent Derrida, one of her dogs, along with…” 
 
    “Not that, dummy. How did you find out?” 
 
    “Oh. Hayley told me.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    “She’s worried about them.” 
 
    “They are in the Outer Dark. She’s fucking right to be worried!” 
 
    “Yes, but…well, it complicated. At this point, Hayley thinks that Alistair is about to scoop them all up, for reasons of his own.” 
 
    “About to? You mean they haven’t been discovered already? Shit, Mikey, I thought you were gonna tell me they were all dead!” 
 
    “Not if we are lucky. Hayley says that they are all intact, at least for the time being. And…” 
 
    “Christ. There’s more?” 
 
    “There is. Hayley says that Alex is keeping interesting company these days – as a prisoner or a friend or what, I cannot tell you – namely Emily Muir and Marcus Bay-Davies.” 
 
    “The fuck does that mean?” 
 
    “Nothing good. We obviously can’t let it go on. You know how much potential Alexander Warner has…or his protocol has, at any rate. We had assumed that he already belonged to the Anathema, or was dead. Now we know that neither is currently true.” 
 
    “Have you read the briefing? What Rebecca got out of Emily Muir? You must have. You know the deal. The archive, Alistair, all that. We have to deal with Vegas.” 
 
    “Okay. Vegas first. Then after…” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Go to the Outer Dark. Save the kids. I get it, Mikey.” Alice smirked and pushed him back against the locker, straddling his thighs. “Now persuade me.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Renton was slashed deeply on his shoulder and shallow above his ear as he moved, but it hardly bothered him. Ana was going to be upset, however, when she saw all the blood he got on the new suit she had just gotten tailored for him. 
 
    The Hegemony technician watching from the corner of the room had got Renton thinking about traffic, clogging telepathic channels and soaking up all the Network bandwidth to transmit a live feed to her Thule superiors. The reports from the Hegemony peace conference, and the complaints of the monitors when Lóa Thule showed up, that was the next piece. After that, it was just a matter of knowing where to look. 
 
    You okay, sir? 
 
    Nero tossed aside the hapless Thule soldier, battered and sliced beyond recognition by the debris, and then dove behind one of the basement’s support columns to avoid fire from a Thule Cartel solider wearing goggles and camo-print ballistic armor. 
 
    She isn’t fast, Nero. Bitch is as slow as you are. 
 
    What, sir? You mean the Thule…? 
 
    Yeah. Lóa Thule. She isn’t fast. 
 
    I’m not sure I follow you, sir. 
 
    That’s fine. Keep the others down, okay? 
 
    Yes, sir. 
 
    Renton dropped his fruitless attempts to track Lóa Thule, instead hunting in the base signal, the universal telepathic broadcast that the Network took advantage of, looking for extra traffic. 
 
    Lóa closed again, but Renton managed to avoid her swipe by blind luck. 
 
    He was taken with admiration for the elegance of her protocol, the way it interacted directly with the autonomic systems, bypassing defenses as background telepathic noise, making one subtle and very specific change to local perception. 
 
    Lóa Thule was a telepath who broadcast one unavoidable thought to all in her direct vicinity – that she was moving impossibly fast. Renton laughed as she stuck him just above the kidney in his back, deep this time, the chill making him shiver, his jacket heavy with spilled blood. 
 
    Taking a small adhesive patch from an interior pocket of his jacket, Renton slapped it on his forearm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Arrivals were carefully orchestrated to minimize notice. There was no hope of avoidance; the eyes of every player in the game were focused on Las Vegas. 
 
    One pair of Auditors apported directly to a disused suite in the forlorn middle floors of Circus Circus, while another arrived at the airport on a twice-delayed commuter flight out of Tucson. An arriving coach from a budget bus service discharged an Auditor rolling large wheeled luggage into the illuminated bowels of downtown, while another made the drive from Los Angeles in an old panel truck plastered with graffiti, white-knuckling the wheel for the entirety of the trip down Highway 15. The last of the Auditors arrived in a rented silver Forester, wearing Porsche sunglasses, tight black denim, and three millimeters of woven Aramid, and then immediately began a screaming match with a family of tourists over valet parking. 
 
    One by one, the Auditors arrived in Las Vegas, coordinated by a secured telepathic channel and implanted intelligence, locating weapons caches and safehouses. One waited patiently at the airport for the small private plane carrying two sedated dogs and a vast array of implements illegal in any municipality, while another amused himself at penny slots nearby and kept watch. 
 
    At the Bellagio, Alice Gallow found time for a quick swim, emerging from the pool with damp hair and reddened eyes to a hot wind and the desert sunset, grinning in anticipation. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jittery and strained from repeated telepathic stimulation, the rush hit Renton’s neurochemical-saturated brain like brush fire through dry fields. It took an effort of will to control his protocol, his telepathic abilities supercharged and only just barely under his control. 
 
    Renton rode the surge when he realized he could not dampen it, flaying one of the Hegemony soldier’s defenses and gutting his autonomic nervous system, spontaneously disrupting all unconscious physical activity. The soldier tripped and fell on inoperable legs, tore off his gasmask in a vain attempt to breath, drowning on dry land. 
 
    This, Renton thought giddily, empowered by purloined nanites, was something he could get used to. 
 
    Renton turned his attention to Lóa, an apparent blur flitting between flying debris as Nero struggled to drive her back. Renton wanted to laugh, knowing that Lóa was actually moving at a perfectly normal rate while everyone else in the room moved in telepathically induced slow motion. 
 
    Renton flexed his augmented protocol, focusing on the psychic tether that connected him – and everyone else – to the Etheric Network, searching for the traffic surge he identified earlier. Across the room, Nero sent a table spinning at Lóa, followed by a hailstorm of broken glass. Renton did not have to watch to know that she was untouched. 
 
    The sensation of his protocol interacting with the feed was equivalent to touching a live wire, and Renton’s mind went very briefly blank with the shock. When he returned to himself, Lóa was a few meters away from Nero, who was desperately retreating with a sliced right arm. 
 
    Renton grounded himself, and then reached again for the feed, armored against the feedback. The sheer amount of data threatened to overwhelm his buffers on contact, but he persevered, taking firm hold of the covert connection that Lóa had established with his mind. 
 
    Renton tested the constrains of his boosted telepathy, and the Network stuttered under the strain. 
 
    He strode across the room, ignoring the slow movements of Nero and the remaining Hegemony soldier. Lóa smiled and raised her knife, moving at a mundane pace. Renton lashed out telepathically, launching a brute force attack against her defenses. It wouldn’t be enough to topple them, but it would serve as a distraction. 
 
     Renton stepped inside and slapped her blade away, amused at the widening of Lóa’s eyes at the relative speed of his movements. Lóa freed her arm and sunk her knife into his chest. Renton shoved the muzzle of the Ruger against her belly and then pulled the trigger three times. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Really? You seem like a nice guy to me.” 
 
    Hayley looked at Xia closely, unable to see anything in the small amount of flesh left exposed between his surgical mask and reflective goggles. He wore an enormous brown coat, entirely out of season and unnecessarily warm, the collar turned up to cover his neck. 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t being too hard on yourself?” 
 
    After a long delay, Xia gave a minimal shake of his head. 
 
    “If you say so.” Hayley shrugged and munched on a handful of popcorn. “You’re always nice to me, though. That’s gotta count for something, right?” 
 
    Xia continued to stare at the screen, sitting stiff and vertical in the reclining chair, his back hardly touching the seatback. The movie theater was almost empty, and the few patrons who had elected to take in this screening gave them a wide berth. They had four empty rows as a buffer in both directions. 
 
    Vegas was well over a hundred, that afternoon, and the Auditors had three hours before shift. The multiplex seemed a natural refuge. 
 
    The audience was only indirectly aware of the Auditors, as Hayley provided them both a telepathic disguise, but they were aware of the wrongness of the situation, and avoided its locus accordingly. Hayley doubted there would be anyone left in the theater before the movie was finished, assuming the Auditors were kept waiting here that long. 
 
    “Popcorn?” 
 
    She offered the popcorn to Xia, leaning across the empty seat between them. He shook his head emphatically, face twitching beneath the mask. 
 
    “Not even a little? I didn’t get butter.” Hayley held out the popcorn again, and Xia refused just as firmly. She shrugged and popped another piece in her mouth. “Not that it’s really butter. I wanted it anyway, though, even though it’s conceptually gross.” 
 
    Hayley finished her mouthful and then set the bag on the empty seat next to her. She took a waxy paper cup from the cup holder between them, and then sucked noisily on the straw. A bald man with a shining pallet in the front row turned around and glared, but finding no source for the noise, eventually returned to the movie and the bewildering sequence of car accidents depicted therein. 
 
    “I think you should cut yourself some slack, Xia,” Hayley said, toying with her straw and putting her feet up on the seatback in front of her. “We all have jobs to do, right? Maybe some of the things we do as Auditors aren’t very nice – I know I didn’t feel good about that thing in Japan with Ms. Gallow – but I don’t think that makes us bad people. It’s not just you, you know – by that standard, I’m a bad person, as well. Do you think I am a bad person, because of what I’ve done as an Auditor?” 
 
    Xia stared straight ahead, and Hayley discovered that she could watch a mono-colored reflection of the film on his goggles. She was so caught up in this discovery that she almost missed the minimal shake of his head. 
 
    “See? If I’m okay, then you are too, Xia. It’s the same thing.” 
 
    Hayley munched thoughtfully on her popcorn. Eventually, she frowned and then set the bag aside. 
 
    “I don’t know if I agree with guilt by association,” she said, patting her lips with a folded napkin. “Ms. Gallow does scare the shit out of me, though. No offense.” 
 
    Hayley lifted her soda, shook it, then gave it a sad look and set it back down in the cup holder. 
 
    “Maybe if I had known her as long as you have...how long is that, anyway? When did you first meet Ms. Gallow, Xia?” 
 
    Xia stared stoically at the movie, which seemed to be reaching toward some sort of chaotic conclusion. 
 
    “Okay, I get it. None of my business. Still – don’t you ever worry about Ms. Gallow?” 
 
    Xia glanced down briefly. 
 
    “Oh, Xia, that’s so sweet!” Hayley clasped her hands together in front of her chest, fighting the urge to traumatize her fellow Auditor by attempting to hug him. “She’s very lucky to have you to look after her. Maybe one day, when we know each other better, you can tell me why.” 
 
    The final third of the movie featured a great deal of gunfire, an extended car chase, and so many explosions that Hayley lost count. She sighed and stretched as the credit began to roll. 
 
    “Okay.” Hayley glanced at the face of her phone. “We’re on in half an hour. You want to get going?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nero had done what he could with a first aid kit he found behind the bar, but Renton was bleeding freely from several smaller wounds when he came to, clenching his hand around the gun that fortunately was not still there. 
 
    “Nero,” Renton gasped, using his subordinate’s arm to pull himself into a sitting position. “What happened?” 
 
    “As best as I could see, you turned into a blur, sir. Tangled with the Hegemony woman. There were gunshots, I thought from an automatic. You both fell down. She was squirming, you weren’t moving. I took care of the other one,” Nero said, nodding in the direction of the final Hegemony soldier, pinned against the wall and impaled by four or five long wedges of broken pool table, “and moved to finish Lóa Thule.” 
 
    Renton perked up. Nero pointed at a pile of bloodstain glass with the arm that wasn’t swathed in bandages, in front of an even more bloodstain section of wall. 
 
    “She must have called an apport technician, sir, or had one waiting. I hit ‘em both as hard as possible…” 
 
    “I’m starting to understand why Katya liked you.” 
 
    “Sir.” Not a smile, perhaps, but the predecessor to one. A professional reaction, eliciting Renton’s approval. “The apport tech departed with Lóa Thule not more than ten minutes ago…” 
 
    “Not a problem. We can find them now, Nero. Where is our retrieval?” 
 
    “That’s the thing, sir,” Nero said. Renton realized that the concern on Nero’s face wasn’t for him. “I activated the auto-routine immediately after the Thule personnel cleared the scene.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Nothing, sir. No response, no apport tech.” 
 
    “Help me up, Nero.” 
 
    It took a minute, but Renton had been stabbed before, and fought his way up. Of course, he had never been stabbed this many times, but that was irrelevant. The nanite patch was depleted, tossed in the pile with the rest of the bloody rags Nero had used, and Renton’s mind felt scorched, his thoughts muddy and jumbled. 
 
    “Sir, are you okay?” 
 
    “Maybe not, Nero.” Renton closed his eyes and tried to force his protocol into operation. “I think we have another problem. There’s something wrong with my protocol, Nero.” 
 
    “I was worried about that, sir.” 
 
    “You were? Why?” 
 
    “This, sir,” Nero said, passing Renton a folded gravity knife. “I found this after the apport. I think Lóa Thule was carrying it.” 
 
    Renton opened the knife and examined the black-treated carbon steel blade. It was as sharp as grief, serrated along the top, and smeared with a great deal of what Renton took to be his blood. Frowning, Renton smeared some of it away to get a better look at the spider webs of black gum adhered to the cutting surface. The gunk was sticky to the touch, with a tar-like consistency and a strong smell of camphor. 
 
    The briefings. Renton poked at his tired mind, trying to prompt the memory. What was it? Telepathy-inhibiting poison, that the Thule Cartel had developed for use in interrogation and detention… 
 
    Renton reached for the Etheric Network, and came up empty. Gut churning, he reached further, for Moscow, for Ana, for Central. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    Renton’s hands trembled with panic. It was like waking up spontaneously deaf. 
 
    “Oh, fuck me.” Renton slid down the wall into a sitting position. “You were right, Nero. A trap.” 
 
    “Can’t you contact home, sir?” 
 
    “Maybe not by telepathy, but we could get creative…” 
 
    Renton fished in his pants pocket hopefully, and then produced a cracked screen and a broken circuit board instead of a phone. 
 
    “When did she do that? Fucking Lóa. I’m gonna kill that bitch, Nero, swear to God. You still have your phone?” 
 
    Nero shook his head sadly. 
 
    “She must’ve broken it, sir. When she got close.” 
 
    “Fuck! This is absurd. Okay, Nero. Help me back up. We’re getting out of here. There’s gotta be a phone upstairs, or next door…” 
 
    “About that, sir.” Nero crouched beside him, licking his lips nervously. “They must’ve had someone upstairs, sir. The door is sealed, sir, and it’s not budging for me.” 
 
    “This is some shit, Nero. Can’t you use your protocol to knock it down?” 
 
    “I wish, sir. The door itself is fixed in place – I can rattle it, maybe knock it down eventually, but that’ll take time. I’d try and batter it down, but this place…” 
 
    Nero shrugged, while Renton took in the destruction. Nearly everything not nailed down – a great deal of what was – had been uprooted by Nero’s protocol, and then used to batter the Hegemony troops to death. All that remained was broken glass and firewood. 
 
    “They had a pretty good idea of what we would do, didn’t they? That just about does it, then. Up, Nero.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, sir,” Nero said, gingerly helping Renton rise, “what are we going to do?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what. You are stuck down here, Nero, and your Mistress needs you.” Renton looked him square in the eyes. “Are you really going to let a fucking door stop you?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord North? Might I…? 
 
    Lord North was awake instantly by the house telepath’s intrusion, without a hint of grogginess or reluctance. He rubbed his eyes, sat up in bed, and then began to hunt for his shoes beside the bed. 
 
    Go ahead, he commanded, yawning. What is it? 
 
    We have incoming contact, sir. A weak encrypted signal, encoded for you. 
 
    Analysis? 
 
    Sir. The work of a mid-level telepath operating at extreme distance, possibly using a relay to boost signal. 
 
    Distance is irrelevant. Unless you mean…? 
 
    Yes, sir. Our working assumption is… 
 
    …the Outer Dark, Lord North thought. Put it through. 
 
    The telepath faded away without comment. Lord North went to the bathroom to brush his teeth, and had just put toothpaste on the brush when the contact came through. The presence was both familiar and a little surprising. 
 
    Emily Muir, Lord North thought, beginning to brush. It has been some time. 
 
    Lord North, thank you for allowing me the opportunity, Emily thought. Please forgive the unexpected intrusion. I am otherwise occupied and cannot come in person, however, and events threaten to overtake both of us. 
 
    That much is certainly true, Lord North allowed, working forward from the molars. What can I do for you, Miss Muir? 
 
    I think we can do each other a favor, Lord North, Emily Muir explained. You are, I’m sure, familiar with a certain database that the Auditors recently recovered from an Anathema installation? Perhaps you have even heard of an encrypted archive originally belonging to John Parson, currently in the possession of Central? 
 
    I have heard rumor of it, yes. 
 
    And you are surely familiar with the consuming word used to destroy the Hegemony council? 
 
    Lord North spit out his toothpaste prematurely, wincing at the memory. 
 
    All too familiar. Any more familiar, in fact… 
 
    …yes, Lord. Well, what if I were to tell you that among the archive’s contents was that very word? Among a lexicon of similar words? 
 
    You have my attention, Lord North thought, putting saline drops into his eyes. Please procced, Miss Muir. 
 
    What if I could tell you how to procure the archive, Lord North? Could I count on you to retrieve it for yourself? 
 
    Lord North filled the sink with hot water while he considered it. 
 
    You could, Miss Muir. Do you have a location? 
 
    The Academy analysis has reached a technical dead end, Lord North, and accordingly will be delivered to the experts at Processing at nine in the morning tomorrow. 
 
    We’ll see about that, Lord North thought, terminating the conversation. “Won’t we just?” 
 
    His examined his face thoughtfully in the mirror before he began applying shaving cream.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first door took thirty-four minutes, by Renton’s Hermes Cape Cod wristwatch. Nero battered it various ways, but finally found purchase at the armored hinges, prying them apart by sheer telekinetic effort, millimeter by agonizing millimeter. 
 
    The next door was locked and bolted as well. Nero made no complaint, but simply went to work, ignoring the blood that was trickling from his nose. Renton watched the five-pointed crown on Nero’s neck as he worked, skin flushed and shiny with sweat, thinking to himself that Nero had a future in the field, assuming either of them survived the present. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chike waited and wiped sweat from his brow while Karim explored the possibilities through a scope twice as thick as the rifle it was mounted upon, experimenting with positions and angles, adjusting dials on the scope and on the rifle stand. The roof was mercifully level, but was brutally exposed to the Nevada sun and liberally treated with reflective metal tape that created blinding glare to go with the withering heat. It was the second roof they had visited that afternoon, and Chike held little hope that it would be the last. 
 
    Karim settled in a position near the corner of the roof, protected from the glare of the reflected sun off the neighboring hotel tower by a bank of satellite dishes, and started doing calculations on the little pad of paper he carried with him everywhere. Chike crouched in the shadow of an elevator shed and let the heat bleach the thoughts from his tired brain. 
 
    He was startled from a light doze when the link to the Etheric Network he had established lit up like a jackpot on a novelty slot machine, his thoughts crowded with arriving downloads and mission parameters. 
 
    Chike, Karim. I need you to relocate, the Chief Auditor informed them. They’ll have the coordinates for you back at the Far Shores. The precogs have revised the mission area again. 
 
    Of course, Chief, Chike responded wearily, grinning at Karim’s profane frustration as he began the process of packing his gear. What is happening? 
 
    Everything all at once, Chike. Get moving, okay? Things are about to get ugly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The second door was more resilient, or Nero was losing steam. 
 
    Also, a great deal of blood. 
 
    An hour and eight minutes of effort had yielded nothing but hemorrhaging from the nose, ears, and eyes, briefly rendering Nero unconscious on two occasions. When Renton roused him, Nero’s eyes were clouded with pain – and blood – but he did not complain or protest, turning his attention back to the hinges, and the agonizing task of prizing them apart. 
 
    Renton felt hollow behind his calm exterior, devoured from within by anxiety, his protocol as useless as a severed limb. 
 
      
 
    ***    
 
      
 
    Alistair lurched into the Anathema command center, the doublewide trailer set near enough to the World Tree that a faint radiance leaked through the windows to compete with the universal blue glow of the monitors within, clothes dripping and torn and blood leaking from his nose. 
 
    “Alistair?” Talia rose from the lead workstation, concern evident on her face. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure myself,” Alistair said, collapsing into a vacant chair. “Where is Emily Muir?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen her for a while, but I’ll have her located,” Talia said, tapping the commands into the display in front of her. “Were you in a fight? Do you want me to sound an alert across our network? We are still transferring forces here from the Inverted Spire, but the World Tree is partially active, and we have troops ready…” 
 
    Alistair considered it, accepting a tissue from Talia to blot his nose. 
 
    “No,” he decided. “Not yet. Did you locate Emily?” 
 
    Talia glanced up at her display. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Talia said, frowning. “She’s not in the Outer Dark, or the part of it we can scan, anyway.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you where Emily Muir wasn’t, Talia…” 
 
    “Give me a minute,” Talia said curtly. “I’m not finished. Emily Muir pulled a request for an apport earlier today, about eight hours ago.” 
 
    Alistair tossed his bloody tissue on the ground. 
 
    “What was her destination?” 
 
    “Las Vegas.” 
 
      
 
    ***    
 
      
 
    Nero collapsed after breaking down the first hinge on the final door. Renton slapped him across the face, hard, several times, and shouted his name repeatedly, to no effect. Dropping his unresponsive body to the ground, Renton screamed and punched the housing, immediately fracturing his knuckle. 
 
    Renton! 
 
    It was like being shouted at from the other side of a very long tunnel. His primary, most fundamental telepathic channel, the one reserved for the most important person in the world. 
 
    Renton, where are you? 
 
    Not someone. Ana. 
 
    Renton pushed, dropping to his hands and knees, blinded by a sudden and crippling headache. His ears were filled with the dissonance of squealing feedback, but Renton persevered. He ground the enamel from his teeth and beat his hands against his skull. 
 
    The face of his beautiful watch shattered against the basement floor. Blood poured from his nose and mixed with the sweat dripping from his face to stain his collar pink. Renton collapsed on the floor, not far from where Nero’s body slowly returned to room temperature. 
 
    The apport hardly registered. Renton was only dimly aware of a number of people suddenly occupying the small hallway between the security doors, little more than blurry figures from where he lay on the floor.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    “That’s a silly name for a club!” Emily Muir giggled demurely. “Are you sure you weren’t dreaming?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a thing!” Emily said brightly. “What about you, Vivik?” 
 
    “Me? Ah…” Vivik gulped. “Didn’t you say that the Yaojing was a dream manipulator?” 
 
    “Err…I mean, I think so, but…” 
 
    “They don’t do much teaching at the Academy these days, do they?” Marcus Bay-Davies looked disappointed. “Yes, that’s the traditional domain of the Yaojing. You didn’t encounter Samnang Banh during the Anathema’s telepathic interrogation, did you?” 
 
    “I’m not really sure I remember any of that,” Alex said, shaking his head. “But…” 
 
    “You have to understand that the trauma you’ve been through is the source of the confusion you feel, Alex. That’s natural, even to be expected. You need to stop putting credence to things that happened only in your head, however,” Marcus said. “The Yaojing manipulated you in a state of sleep, in a dream. All sorts of things could have seemed to have happened.” 
 
    “Maybe? Look, this doesn’t really…” 
 
    “I would guess she put you to sleep biologically,” Vivik offered. “Like Eerie, you know? A Yaojing’s body manufactures psychoactive compounds, and she could have touched you any time after the Evolution Chamber was breached.” 
 
    “When you think about what you were going through – what Samnang put you through – it all makes a certain sense,” Emily mused. “Save Alex from the Dark Club? Sounds like a dream to me.” 
 
    “Back to Eerie,” Alex said, gripping the table in front of him with both hands. “Do you at least know where she is?” 
 
    “Well, not precisely,” Emily said, looking surprised at the question. “But I’m sure she’s back at Central, in front of her computer, safe and sound. There’s no need for concern.” 
 
    “I’m pretty fucking concerned,” Alex snarled. “What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    “Please don’t talk to me like that, Alex,” Emily said lightly. “I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Be honest with me!” Alex demanded. “That club name is so absurd, Eerie had to be the one to make it up.” 
 
    “Maybe a fantasy of hers, to come and save you?” Emily considered, patting his hand comfortingly. “We don’t know what the Yaojing did to you, or how her abilities work. Marcus said it was a dream…” 
 
    “It sure didn’t feel like a dream,” Alex muttered. “But Eerie…” 
 
    “Maybe you had some kind of unconscious contact, while you were in the Yaojing’s stupor?” Emily suggested. “We know so little about Changeling biology, after all, and Yaojing are theorized to be similar…” 
 
    “This…are you really suggesting…?” Alex scratched his head. “I don’t think…” 
 
    “Why don’t we go to Central?” Emily offered, putting her hand lightly on his shoulder. “We’ll go right now, and find…well, Katya might be dangerous, but we’ll go find Eerie! Then you’ll know that…” 
 
    “Miss Muir, might I remind you that I helped you rescue Alexander Warner as part of an exchange of favors?” Marcus glared at them over his beer. “This rescue was a costly affair. You owe me, my dear.” 
 
    Alex shook his head. 
 
    “Listen, I’m grateful and all, but I don’t think…” 
 
    “You don’t think,” Marcus agreed. “You would still be locked in the nightmare if it weren’t for Miss Muir, here. She gave up a great deal to see that you were rescued, Mr. Warner. Miss Muir assured me that you were the sort of man who could be counted on to pay his debts. Is that not the case?” 
 
    Alex shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “No, that’s not it. I mean, I’m really…I…I’d be…what is it you want me to do, again?” 
 
    “Oh, Alex!” Emily threw her arms around his neck. “I knew you’d help!” 
 
    “Um. I, uh,” Alex stammered, cheeks flushed. “Okay.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Vivik said sourly. “Great.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eerie wept in the corner, curled into a ball, while Katya paced from one side of the cell to the other. She did not understand why they had not separated them. She had been ready for it, when they tore Derrida’s lifeless body from the sobbing Changeling’s arms. They were each given an injection by a taciturn orderly, who did a hurried, but acceptable job. The Thule soldiers good conduct lasted just as long as Gaul Thule lingered, and then they got rough. Katya bruised her wrist against one of the concrete sleeping platforms, when the guards tossed them into the tiny cell, and Eerie’s injured shoulder was painfully jarred. 
 
    The lights were on all the time, and there were no windows, aside from the small grated one inset in the reinforced door. There must have been cameras, because they experienced no check-ins for welfare or security. Katya squatted beside the door and listened for a long time, ear pressed to the steel, but heard nothing. 
 
    “Katya?” Eerie whimpered, wiping her cheeks. “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “Escape,” Katya said, sitting down beside Eerie and putting her arm around her. “Find Alex. Rescue him. Same plan. This is just a setback.” 
 
    “You’re so brave! Why are you so…?” 
 
    “I’ve been here before,” Katya said, something unreadable crossing her eyes. “I lived through it. I’ll do it again.” 
 
    “Wow!” Eerie looked at her worshipfully, pupils massively dilated in the dim cell. “You’re amazing, Katya! I was really scared! What do we do next?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” Katya admitted, closing her eyes. “Let me know if you come up with anything.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The day had been a long one, in a series of such, and Serafina Ricci was eager to return home, shifting impatiently on her seat on the bus from Central proper. Her supervisor at Processing, Adel al-Nadi had been running them all ragged in the previous week, working on the decryption of a virtualized database. Sara came bursting in the front door, calling out a greeting to which she received very little response, only a muffled acknowledgement from somewhere upstairs, likely from her father’s overburdened library on the second floor, where he preferred to received guests. The smile left her face as she dropped her bag, forgetting all about the sequencing problem that she had been working on at Analytics. She glanced about nervously, looking for any sign of who the unexpected visitors might be. Given the present circumstances, Sara knew enough to worry. She found nothing illuminating, however, and so slid off her shoes with evident reticence, making slowly for the ornate ironwork of the main stair. 
 
    She climbed the stairs with care, applying knowledge gained while sneaking out of the house to avoid the steps she knew would creak and groan, vaguely reassured by the murmur of conversation she heard from the library. At the very least, Sara told herself, they were still talking. 
 
    She knocked on the door as she entered; comforted by the familiar smells of leather polish and old paper, and the pipe smoke that was verboten everywhere in the house except this one room. There was a fire in the old fireplace, though the necessity was debatable, and the curtains were open wide to let the sun in. Her mother Ghada offered her a wane smile from the old Quaker chair reserved for her infrequent visits to the library, wearing a good dress and hastily applied makeup, while her father nodded from beside an open window, the pipe in his hand smoking like the chimney of a coal plant, and the smile on his face looking a great deal like an apology. For reasons of decorum, neither spoke until their guest had been greeted. 
 
    Sara met his eyes for a moment, and then bowed clumsily, the idea of performing a curtsey in skinny jeans too absurd for her to consider, self-consciously brushing an errant dreadlock from her eyes. 
 
    “Lord Thule,” Serafina Ricci murmured, eyes on the throw rug beneath her feet that her grandmother had brought back from Afghanistan during the British days. “It is an honor…” 
 
    “Serafina, a pleasure,” Gaul Thule said, with his habitual sternness. “It has been some time.” 
 
    “It has, sir.” Sara kept her breathing steady and calm and her head strategically blank, her family’s secrets secure behind a protective wall of nonsense and nursery rhymes. “Can I offer you something to drink?” 
 
    Gaul waved her off. 
 
    “Your parents have already made arrangements.” 
 
    Sara glanced at her mother, who gave her a nod and a look of inexplicable sorrow. 
 
    “Sir.” 
 
    Gaul looked ready to speak, and then sighed like he had been interrupted. The Ricci family shared a blank look, and then a few seconds later, two servants entered with a soft knock, bringing with them a pot of tea and sandwiches, which they set up on a low table in the corner, not far from her father’s discrete bar. Her mother hurried over to prepare tea for the Lord Thule, waving Sara off when she attempted to help. Puzzled, but doing her best to conceal it, Sara prepared herself a cup with lemon, and another with milk and sugar for her father, who accepted it with a sad smile. Lord Thule wandered the library, examining the titles and making occasional appreciative noises. 
 
    “You have amassed quite a collection, Stefano.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Thule. It is my passion, and my father’s passion before me.” 
 
    “I recall. Your father was a capable man, and a remarkable scholar.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Stefano Ricci smiled, ignoring the tea on the table beside him. “It was my good fortune to be adopted into the Ricci family. I have never regretted that decision, and I like to think I never gave him cause to regret it, either.” 
 
    That earned a curious look from Gaul Thule, who paused briefly in his inspection of the volumes, but Stefano simply smiled in fond recollection. 
 
    “I am certain that it is so,” Gaul grumbled, returning to his perusal of the French language section of the library. “You know, Stefano, we are often thought of as rulers – those of us on whom the burden of cartel leadership falls – as captains, and our cartels our vessels, if you will pardon the metaphor, but I have never seen it that way.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yes. I do not see myself as a captain.” Gaul glanced at her father again with his cotton-candy pink eyes. “I see myself as a navigator, steering my cartel through times of peril and uncertainty, from one safe harbor to another, just ahead of the storm.” 
 
    Her father chomped on the mouthpiece of his pipe as he considered it. 
 
    “An apt comparison, though I must confess that I am subject to seasickness,” he said, with a toothy grin. “Can’t even abide whale watching, you see.” 
 
    “There is a storm upon us, Stefano,” Gaul said, appearing not to hear her father. “The skies grow dark indeed.” 
 
    Lord Ricci shifted and then quickly turned his attention back to his pipe, but in that moment, Sara saw his worry clearly, and her heart sank. Sara looked to her mother, but she was lost in apparent contemplation of the placid surface of her tea. 
 
    “It does seem tense,” Stefano allowed, like a man reluctant to talk behind his neighbor’s back. “Don’t you think it will pass, though, Lord Thule? We’ve seen such times before.” 
 
    “You have not yet heard, then?” Gaul affected surprise, but to Sara’s eyes, the reaction was disingenuous. “Forgive me – I forget that the smaller cartels are frequently denied the most crucial intelligence. Allow me to deliver unfortunate news, then – the Black Sun is officially at war with the Hegemony. Telepathic summons will be issued within the hour for an emergency meeting of the Hegemonic Council, to consider a response, but hostilities have already begun.” 
 
    The room went silent, not just of speech, but of all the little noises that three human beings make in due course of being alive. For what seemed like several minutes to Sara, neither she nor her parents dared to draw breath or make even the slightest movement. Her heart beat so loudly in her chest that she worried it would be overheard. 
 
    The Ricci family had defected from the Black Sun, the closest thing to amiable parting that the cartels had ever seen, during a more optimistic phase of the cold war between the Black Sun and the Hegemony. As the family controlled many Mediterranean mercantile operations, their recruitment was something of a coup, and their advancement within the Hegemony was rapid. They were effective on commercial and diplomatic fronts, and were considered valued members of the Hegemony. 
 
    They were also blood relatives of the Martynova family, and maintained semi-covert, mostly cordial relations with them. In better times, this genealogical reality only enhanced the standing of the Ricci family, allowing them to act as go-betweens and valuable commercial and political mediators. 
 
    Now, however… 
 
    “How…how is this possible?” Her father blanched, his sonorous voice strained. “They are celebrating Anastasia Martynova’s debut in Harbin…” 
 
    Gaul nodded distractedly, intent on examining the spine of a first edition of Dante’s Paradiso, the gilt lettering on the side lost to time and handling. 
 
    “Yes. They were attacked at said event. A bombing. Josef Martynova is dead.” 
 
    More silence. Sara noticed that her father had forgotten to close his mouth, and that omission created within her a very peculiar dread. 
 
    “Dead?” Stefano Ricci managed. “Then it is between Pavel and Anastasia…” 
 
    “If rumor is to be believed, Pavel Martynova is hospitalized and unresponsive. Anastasia Martynova appears in firm control of the Black Sun at present.” 
 
    Sara felt a surge of relief at the news of Anastasia’s survival, along with worry for Pavel, who had always been nice to her at extended family events. 
 
    “This is terrible,” Ghada Ricci exclaimed, tears in her eyes. “How did this come to be, Lord Thule?” 
 
    Gaul paused, and for a moment, looked almost ashamed. 
 
    “I bear that particular responsibility, I’m afraid.” Lord Thule ran his finger along the crimson binding on a nearly forgotten German issue of the Count d’Monte Cristo. “The bombing was carried out under my orders.” 
 
    The silence was broken by the thunderous percussion of Sara’s heart. 
 
    “That is a violation of the Agreement,” Stefano Ricci pointed out, beads of sweat standing out on his bronzed skin. “There will be an Inquiry, or even an Audit…” 
 
    “I would expect as much,” Gaul agreed laconically. “I would also expect the Director to accept a fait accompli. The Black Sun will be conclusively defeated before the Director or the Auditors can intervene, and they will be forced to accept the new order of things.” 
 
    “I understand that the Black Sun was weakened by the Anathema incursion,” Stefano said, looking a little green beneath his permanent tan. “It was my understanding, however, that they retained something of an advantage over the Hegemony, even so…” 
 
    “It is so,” Gaul agreed. “The balance of power still leans in their direction, ever so slightly. Which is why I picked this course of action. The attack on the Martynova family did not simply serve to deprive them of leadership and enrage them, but also bought us allies in further conflict.” 
 
    “Allies?” Stefano looked hopeful, or frightened – Sara couldn’t say, because both emotions were unfamiliar tenants on the landscape of her father’s face. “Who do you mean, Lord Thule?” 
 
    “A state secret, for now, I am afraid,” Gaul said, looking aloof. “It is enough for you to know that they have a particular fixation, shall we say, on the subject of the Martynova clan, and its close blood relations.” 
 
    Gaul’s pink eyes flitted across each of the three of them, and Sara shivered. She had secretly never cared much for the current Lord Thule – even when he was the Director of the Academy – and she was liking him less and less as the conversation went on, for reasons obscure even to Sara herself. Something about the way he looked past her, rather than at her, maybe. 
 
    “The Ricci Family parted with the Black Sun before my grandfather took power. We have shown the Hegemony steadfast loyalty for generations,” Ghada insisted tearfully. “Our allegiance should be beyond question, Lord Thule.” 
 
    “As it is,” Gaul said hurriedly. “I am not here to censure or question, Lady Ricci. I am here to protect you and your family from the overzealous intentions of our temporary allies.” 
 
    Sara strove to catch her parent’s eyes, but they were both intent on Lord Thule. 
 
    “You mean…?” 
 
    “Yes, Lady Ricci. Our allies would see the Martynova bloodline exterminated, along with any associated families.” 
 
    “We are distant cousins!” Ghada cried out. “Why would anyone…?” 
 
    “Politics, naturally,” Gaul said coolly, attention drifting back to the library. “There is a scenario in which your husband could become a candidate for leadership for the Black Sun, you realize.” 
 
    “That’s absurd!” Stefano objected, laughing nervously. “Forty or fifty relatives would have to die before I enter the conversation.” 
 
    “That is exactly what our allies are thinking,” Gaul said, taking a book from the stack and paging negligently through it. “There is no need for such a scenario to unfold, however. As I said, I have come to ensure the safety of the Ricci family.” 
 
    “That is very generous, Lord Thule. I am grateful,” Stefano said, with a small bow. “Surely we can petition the Hegemony for protection and save you the trouble, however? If the Hegemony is at war, and we are truly targets, then I would think…” 
 
    Gaul frowned slightly, and Sara’s stomach twisted into a knot. Her parents exchanged a look of significance. 
 
    “Matters are not so simple, unfortunately,” Gaul explained, quietly slotting the book back in its place. “The Hegemony is not – yet – at war. Only the Thule Cartel. A situation that must be quickly rectified, I might add, but not one in doubt. Even those of our colleagues most strongly disinclined toward conflict will be swayed by the violence of the Black Sun response, I am certain.” 
 
    “Lord Thule, I must have misunderstood,” Stefano said, with a tone of friendly worry. “Did you say that you have undertaken to attack the Black Sun alone, without the approval or support of the Hegemony?” 
 
    “You did not misunderstand.” 
 
    Ghada put her face in her hands. 
 
    “What you describe, Lord Thule, respectfully – it sounds a great deal like another violation of the Agreement.” Stefano was sweating heavily now. “Tell me truthfully, sir – what do you intend by all this?” 
 
    “The same as any loyal member of the Hegemony,” Gaul said, looking surprised and perhaps a bit annoyed. “Victory over the Black Sun, and then the Outer Dark. Prosperity and security for all. The unification of the Hegemony.” 
 
    “Ah, sir, there I think you are mistaken,” her father said. “The unification of the Hegemony is not a universal goal.” 
 
    “Perhaps, at present,” Gaul allowed, with an air of indulgent weariness. “All things change, Lord Ricci.” 
 
    There was more, descriptions of deployed Operators in Central and the real world, maneuvering and clashing, but Sara hardly heard it, her mind numb and recoiling. She half-listened to Lord Thule’s troubling hints and subtle threats, absorbed in the thought that her classmates from the Academy were presently trying to murder each other. Her father parried and countered Lord Thule’s offers without committing himself to one course or the other, as the Ricci family had done for decades. Sara sensed that this time would be different, and suspected that her father knew as much, arguing out of obligation and long habit more than hope. Lord Thule eyed her family’s library as if it belonged to him, oblivious to her mother’s tears, and Sara did not care one bit for how often his eyes strayed in her direction. 
 
    He took his leave eventually, after whispering something in her father’s ear that took the color from his face. The sound of his footsteps in the tiled hall and descending the stairs echoed through the library, and both of her parents avoided her eyes. 
 
    “What will we do, Stefano?” Ghada wondered, wiping her eyes. “You know what he meant.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “What will we do?” 
 
    “I am not certain,” her father said, staring moodily out the window. “We will have to see how events play out…” 
 
    Sara felt the apport in her sinus cavity, her ears popping loudly. The room was suddenly crowded with new arrivals. 
 
    “You have no such luxury, Lord Ricci,” Daniel Gao advised, flanked by a very tired looking apport technician. “Events are moving very fast, now, and those who sit idle will be devoured.” 
 
    To her father’s credit, he took in the arrival of the Black Sun personnel – in defiance of the apport baffles that were meant to prevent such incursions – with complete aplomb, looking not the lease surprised or put out. 
 
    “The young Lord Gao,” Lord Ricci said, with a companionable nod. “What brings you to our home?” 
 
    “I come at the bidding of my Mistress, the Lady Martynova, on her personal orders,” the young man said gravely. “I come to secure the safety of the Ricci family, as a gesture of gratitude, for the kindness shared between the Ricci and Martynova families.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s become a rather complicated issue, hasn’t it?” Her father said, with a hollow smile on his face. “We’ve just had a visit from the Lord Thule, and…” 
 
    Stefano Ricci trailed off when he saw Daniel Gao shaking his head. 
 
    “No, Lord, I’m afraid the issue is quite simple,” Daniel said reluctantly. “I have been instructed to give you terms, and they are final. It is time to make a decision, Lord Ricci.” 
 
    Serafina held her breath as her father stroked his chin, the room charged with the potential energy of readied protocols. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The delivery of the archive to Processing was an event presided over by the Director herself, along with a show of force from Academy security. The archive arrived in a caravan of several vehicles, and the handover was conducted by an Auditor, Min-jun Kim, while Ms. Levy stood close. Adel Al-Nadi took possession of the locked case with appropriate gravity. The staff at Processing watched him intently as he took the case into the secured lab, awed by the heavily armed guard and the Director. The archive was placed in an armored housing and plugged into Processing’s private network, magnetic pins locking the hard drive in place. 
 
    Processing buzzed with curiosity all afternoon, and one staff member after another invented a reason to linger near the sealed door of the secure lab, hoping to get more details. Adel al-Nadi stayed inside the lab until the evening, however, emerging with a harried expression and wild hair. Only a few programmers were brave enough to approach him as he hurried across the main floor, and their efforts at conversation were curtly rebuffed. 
 
    The departure of Adel al-Nadi from Processing was remarkable only in that he chose to leave slightly early, when he typically chose to remain late into the night. Certainly, no one paid enough attention to notice that he forsook his typical bus to his residence at the outskirts of town in favor of a waiting black car, the occupants within concealed by the deep tint of the windows. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Where is it?” 
 
    “Not far,” Emily said. “But getting there…” 
 
    “Can we just get on with this?” Alex growled. “I’m losing my patience.” 
 
    “Well, we don’t want that,” Emily said, with a very slight smirk. “We have to wait for Marcus, though. He is very concerned with timing. In terms of your part in this, do you think you’ll need a few minutes, or…?” 
 
    “No,” Alex said, shaking his head. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Really? I thought the Absolute Protocol was kind of…slow?” 
 
    “Yeah. So did I. So did everyone else.” Alex shrugged. “Maybe it was, or maybe that’s another thing that everyone was wrong about.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Collette Higgins had reservations for a midrange suite in the largest of the three available hotels in Central, but on arrival she discovered that she had been bumped by maintenance to another room on a lower floor. Citing the need for a view of the sunrise and objecting loudly to the Feng Shui of the replacement room had proved ineffective, so she resorted to feminine wiles, and then, when even that failed, copious tears, the spontaneous unpacking of her purse on the hotel counter, and loud pleading. 
 
    The clerks hurried to accommodate her, eager to remove an eyesore from the marble and brass-accented lobby. A room cleaning was accelerated, reservations were altered, and the crying woman was appeased with her original reservation. The staff did not even wait until the elevator doors closed to begin sighing with relief and rolling their eyes. Collette would have liked to have said it did not matter to her, but the truth was that she blushed fiercely the whole way up to her room. Her mother had worked as a hotel maid for several years, before Collette was recruited, and she retained a subtle horror at putting working people out. 
 
    The bell hop brought up her bags a moment later, earning a tip and a smile that confused him further. 
 
    Collette waited until she heard the elevator ding before chaining the door and opening her bag. 
 
    The bug detector looked like an old walkie-talkie, with twin stubby antenna extending from the top and a display packed with LED meters and dials. Collette had no affinity for machinery or electronics; fortunately, telepaths could implant automatic routines to make up for such deficiencies. Collette watched with amused detachment as her fingers flipped switches and adjusted dials, running the device through several scanning routines, each designed to locate a different kind of monitoring device. She glanced through the embedded infrared camera, taken by the swirl of cardinal and vermillion, knowing without knowing that the room was clear. 
 
    She set the bug detector aside, and picked up the encrypted, single-use phone that the Thule Cartel had provided, which looked bulky and almost absurdly out of date, along with her laptop. The phone was preprogrammed with a single number; hardware prevented the phone from making any other calls. The system was cumbersome, but it was also considered the most secure way to communicate directly when the telepaths were occupied. 
 
    And just lately, boy, were they occupied. 
 
    Collette lay down on the bed, and having no patience for the nerves she always felt on assignment, activated a telepathic implant and fell asleep instantly. She slept deeply for exactly two hours, and woke feeling refreshed and optimistic. She decided to shower in the hotel’s expansive facilities, standing in a shower cap for a long time underneath a downpour of warm rain, bemused by the sheer number of jets and outlets the shower cabinet provided. Collette briefly considered the possibility of washing her hair, but then remembered she had not brought her favored coconut-oil shampoo, and after eyeing the hotel-provided toiletries dubiously, decided to skip it. 
 
    She toweled dry, then brushed and flossed her teeth. As she picked out clothes, she rubbed her skin with jasmine-scented lotion provided by the hotel. 
 
    As Collette was finishing getting dressed in jeans and a loose cotton button-up, there was a patterned knock. She flinched and fumbled with a shirt button, but made no move to answer it. Collette stood, staring at herself in the mirror, and counted to one hundred. 
 
    She went to the door, glanced briefly through the peephole, and then opened it, taking a quick look up and down the deserted hotel hallway before collecting the anonymous cardboard box that had been left there, sealed neatly with brown shipping tape, with no indication of a sender or an address. 
 
    Collette sat on the edge of the bed with the package in her lap. She severed the packing tape with a tiny pair of scissors from her toiletry bag, and then examined the contents of the box. 
 
    The package contained a single thumb drive wrapped in an excessively large anti-static bag. 
 
    Collette plugged the thumb drive into her laptop. She ran an auditing application, confirming that audio was included in the data. She launched a video application, checking several times to confirm that the speakers were muted. The video cap was a blur; the file summary informed her the recording was fifty-two seconds long. 
 
    Collette checked again to make sure the sound was off. 
 
    She hit play on the video, finger hovering over the pause button. 
 
    The screen displayed a mute scene of confusion. Well-dressed men scrambled over each other, while outside the windows, ragged men ran forward and then collapsed due to what must have gunfire. The camera spun wildly, and for several seconds nothing was decipherable. Then the camera steadied, focusing on one of the ragged men, who had now burst into the richly appointed chamber where the video was taken. The cell phone panned pointlessly across the ceiling, and Collette recognized the Hegemonic Council Hall at Central from the tiles inset in the cross beams, each representing a family that held membership in the Hegemony. 
 
    The recording centered and refocused on a group of the invaders, led into the chamber by what appeared to Collette to be a dying man. He was wounded in the stomach, a gruesome gunshot wound that exposed intestinal pink, as he staggered into the Council Hall. The man was also missing his eyes, but judging by the dried blood and smeared pus, that loss occurred well before the filming. The better dressed men – she recognized several of them as cartel leaders and family despots within the Hegemony – tried to flee. 
 
    The eyeless men moved their mouths, not in unison, but in sequence, and the speaking destroyed them. Collette gasped and looked away, not daring to look back until the video was done. 
 
    She went to the bathroom and splashed water on her face, and stayed there until her hands stopped shaking. 
 
    Collette returned to her bag and picked up the phone. She keyed in memorized digits, and the phone rang once before it was answered. There was the brief hiss of a blank greeting, and then a beep that indicated recording. 
 
    “Package in hand. The file is an extract, not the whole archive, as expected. A recording of the attack on the Hegemonic Council. Audio confirmed, but not reviewed. Initiate retrieval. Extraction site in five minutes.” 
 
    She ended the call, and the phone made a sort of electronic purr as it erased itself.  
 
    Collette tossed the dead phone to the carpet and took an encrypted hard drive from a cushioned pocket in her luggage. She messed about with cables for a few moments, and then set about duplicating and transferring the video. She made a careful check of the duplicated video on the tiny drive, and then, satisfied with the results, unplugged everything. The cords went on the floor. The miniature hard drive was dropped into a small plastic balloon, and the end tied off. 
 
    Collette took a deep breath, and then swallowed the balloon, grimacing as it went down her throat. 
 
    She took the original thumb drive and the laptop to the bathroom, and placed them both at the bottom of the bathtub. She went back to her bag, and then returned with an unmarked gallon-bottle of a thick, clear liquid, a smaller brown bottle with a complicated metal cap, along with a hooded respirator. 
 
    She slipped the respirator on, and then Collette emptied the big bottle, covering both devices a few centimeters deep in an aromatic, viscous liquid not unlike mineral oil in composition. Even through the industry-rated filters, Collette could feel the insides of her nose prick and sizzle. 
 
    It took three tries and a certain amount of banging against the bathroom sink before the metal cap on the smaller bottle gave way. Collette took a healthy step back before dropping the entire second bottle directly into the bathtub. There was a whoosh, followed by a dramatic hiss, and the room was immediately choked with a thick, milk-white fog. Collette fled the bathroom, slamming the door behind her, coughing as she pulled the mask off. She discarded it on the floor, ignoring her empty bag on her way to the hotel door. The fog was spilling underneath the bathroom door as she opened the door to the hallway. 
 
    Collette shut the door behind her with relief, and then hurried to the elevator. 
 
    She hit the call button inset in a chromed panel, smudged from a thousand oily fingers, and then waited, whistling quietly to herself. 
 
    The door opened, and she stepped inside, mildly surprised by the crowded elevator. 
 
    The man beside her shifted slightly. Collette’s eyes widened a millimeter. 
 
    She tried to leap out of the elevator, through the closing doors, but hands clamped to her arms, shoulders, and hair, preventing her from doing so. Collette took a deep breath as the doors closed. 
 
    There was little space to work with, but her legs were free. 
 
    Collette dropped, letting her weight break the hold on her shoulders, twisting her left arm to break that grip. Bracing her feet against the back wall of the elevator, she dropped to the floor as the elevator begin to descend, yelping as a chunk of her hair was torn out of the back of her head. Rolling to her side, Collette slammed her thigh into the front of a knee, bending it ten degrees in opposition to nature’s design. She heard the crackle of a stun gun and rolled the other way, bashing into a shin and grinding her elbows into nearby feet. 
 
    She was seized by her wrist, and lashed out with a kick, feeling a satisfying crack as ribs broke, but it did nothing to free her. Collette felt a sharp pain in her calf and then a radiating wetness, like ice water on her leg, and knew that she had been stabbed. She pulled her legs into a ball against her chest and tugged her arms down, pulling the woman who held her wrist on top of her. Collette kicked out with both legs, sending the woman flying, her head cracking against the elevator doors like an egg ready for frying. 
 
    The flash of the stun gun was blinding, and the snap of the discharge made Collette recoil, but she felt nothing, so it must have missed. She lashed out blindly with hands and feet, striking flesh and wall with equal fervor. Someone tried to put a hand across her face, and Collette bit down on their fingers, shaking her head until she felt bone scrape between her teeth. She was kneed in the head, sending her sprawling to the ground with ringing ears. She dodged a stomp aimed for her throat, and tumbled free. Collette tried to stand and failed, rolled over, and absorbed a kick to the chest. 
 
    She blocked the next kick with her arms, but another kick from the opposite side to the back of the head had her seeing stars. She rolled into a protective ball as she was beaten, and was surprised to discover a short knife still embedded in her bleeding calf. Collette tore the knife free, howling as the blade sliced through sinew and skin, the tooled aluminum of the handle slippery in her bloody grasp. 
 
    The toe of one of her assailant’s trainers smashed into her lips, costing Collette one of her teeth. Collette snatched his heel and pushed up, slicing through his pants and deep across the back of the ankle. The knife was sharp, and the thick tissue of the Achilles’ posed little resistance, and that was one down, rolling around on the floor of the elevator and grabbing his leg. 
 
    Collette was again grabbed by her hair, her head jerked viciously backwards, while another attacker twisted her arm behind her. She could only attempt to roll with the impact as the third assailant lined up a running kick to her jaw, planting the sole of his shoe directly on her chin. The blow sent a spray of blood flying from her mouth, and knocked them all backwards in a heap. 
 
    Collette stabbed blindly as she fell on the man tugging on her hair, the knife sinking repeatedly into the soft flesh of his abdomen. The man moaned and whimpered, and Collette twisted, cutting along the under part of his arm and then up through the wrist, breaking the hold. The man with a grip on her arm twisted it, forcing a cry out of Collette and leveraging her to the ground, where he stepped on the shoulder joint, pinning her down. He tried to stomp on her head with his other foot, and Collette barely managed to move in time. He caught her ear instead on the way down, nearly tearing it from the side of her head. 
 
     Gritting her teeth, Collette dislocated her shoulder, and then used the freedom of movement to roll over, driving the knife into her attacker’s groin, where the thigh met the hip. He struck her in the side of the head, twice, and her ears buzzed and her eyes leaked, but Collette held on to the knife, and kept pushing and twisting. The spout of blood when she finally found the artery was astonishing, as was the horror in his eyes as the life spilled out of him. 
 
    Collette crawled over to the elevator wall, grimaced, and then bashed her shoulder against it, whimpering as it popped back into place. She pressed buttons randomly on the elevator panel, and then stepped out as soon as the doors opened, heedless of which floor, or of the small crowd of hotel guests and their excitement at the carnage in the elevator, the wounded and the dying, her own bleeding body. She stumbled past them, pushing aside a maid and locking herself in the first room with an open door she could find. 
 
    Collette used the last of her strength to topple a bureau and a couple of pieces of luggage against one door, wedged a chair beneath the handle of the other, and then collapsed on the unmade bed, activating an emergency telepathic implant and rescue beacon as she lost consciousness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So…this is going to be an apport?” 
 
    Marcus Bay-Davies glared at him, one eye markedly more open than the other. 
 
    “No, as I said, this is nothing like an apport,” Marcus said heatedly. “An apport technician charts a passage through the Ether. I prefer to go around.” 
 
    “What does that even mean?” Alex complained, standing on the opposite side of the raised bed. “Around?” 
 
    “Yes. Exactly.” The white-haired man sniffed as he fussed with the mounded dirt around a rose bush with a singular bloom. “It’s a handy shortcut to know. Our transit cannot be tracked or anticipated in the manner of an apport, and our comings and goings cannot be prevented by conventional means.” 
 
    “You can do all that?” Alex looked doubtful. “That’s cool, I guess. Still sounds like an apport to me, though.” 
 
    “Not at all!” Marcus objected furiously. “Is a train the same as a car, or a boat the same as a submarine?” 
 
    “Uh, no. Obviously.” 
 
    “Same difference,” Marcus grunted, adding a handful of beige powder to the soil around the rose, and then mixing it around. “Don’t generalize.” 
 
    “Fine, sure.” 
 
    “Don’t!” 
 
    “I said I wouldn’t!” 
 
    “Good, then.” Marcus picked up a watering can and liberally soaked the rose bush. “We’ve talked about what I can do. Let’s talk about what you can do.” 
 
    “What about it?” Alex shuffled nervously on the soft grass. “The Absolute Protocol. You know that.” 
 
    “Yes. I know all about the Absolute Protocol.” Marcus set aside the watering can and picked up a red-handled pair of clippers instead, ruthlessly deadheading the old blossoms. “That isn’t what I’m getting at, though. I know what the Absolute Protocol is capable of, Alex. I’m less certain of your capabilities.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’ve read the literature on you, young man.” Marcus lopped one cane short, and then leaned back to take in the new shape of the bush. “You’re hardly a crack Operator…” 
 
    “Auditor,” Alex corrected. “In training, but whatever.” 
 
    Marcus nodded to himself, and then moved on to the first bush in the adjoining bed, Alex trailing along with him. 
 
    “…and your protocol is described as slow to activate, difficult to focus, with grievous consequences for use and no practical application as far as anyone can see.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    “So?” Marcus snorted. “Alex, the whole world looks at you as enhancement talent. The focus has been entirely on your abilities as a catalyst since your Activation, and most of the value you possess, in the eyes of your teachers and the cartels, is in acting to boost the capabilities of someone more useful.” 
 
    “Really?” Alex rubbed his head. “Ouch. That’s…” 
 
    Marcus smiled and gestured for the watering can, which was just out of his reach. Alex sighed and handed it to him. 
 
    “What can you say for yourself? Is everyone wrong about you, Alex?” 
 
    Marcus went to pour water on the rose, shaking the can when nothing came out of the spout. Upturning the watering can and looking inside, he found the contents frozen solid. 
 
    “I don’t know, old man,” Alex said. “You tell me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gaul Thule hurried through the vacant Great Hall of the Assembly with his nephew, Egill Johannsson, following closely. The sound of their footsteps echoed from the enameled walls and engraved ceiling. The ceiling contained murals of Central’s history and the walls were lined with dim portraits of the Founder, the Directors, and the Great Families of the Hegemony and the Black Sun. The room was still in significant disarray from the chaotic meeting that had followed the attack on the Black Sun in Harbin. 
 
    Gaul was roughly halfway across the room when he stopped, Egill nearly colliding with him. He checked his watch, and then cleared his throat loudly, the sound bouncing around the empty room. 
 
    “I realize that I am slightly early,” Lord Thule explained apologetically. “I have any number of things to do today, however. Accordingly, if you might present yourself, Mr. Rurikovich, we can bring this matter to its conclusion.” 
 
    Peter Rurikovich stepped from a shadowy corner of the Hall, wearing an old Soviet greatcoat over his suit, and dress shoes polished to such a high shine that they gleamed even under the limited illumination of the skylights. 
 
    “Lord Thule,” Peter said, with a respectful nod. “Egill Johannsson. I am surprised that you have anticipated my presence here.” 
 
    “Anticipated?” Gaul snorted. “Hardly. I would have brought a sufficient guard with me, had I expected you. I realized only after I set foot in the Great Hall. You are impressively obscure, Mr. Rurikovich.” 
 
    “An interesting observation, and one I have heard before. It is unfortunate that we cannot pursue this matter further, sir, but I must inform you that the Lady Martynova has decreed your death.” 
 
    Gaul frowned. 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Surely this cannot come as a surprise?” 
 
    “Not a surprise. Truly, more of an annoyance. I am naturally already aware of Anastasia Martynova’s intentions. I am curious to know, however, how you mean to actualize those ambitions. I am a hard man to kill, Mr. Rurikovich.” 
 
    “You are a precognitive,” Peter said, with a look of amusement. “As is my sister Olivia. I come forewarned that your implant is active, Lord Thule, and that you have full access to the resources of the Etheric Network. You have no surprises for me.” 
 
    Gaul offered him a skeptical look and a furious telepathic assault. 
 
    Lord Thule deactivated his implant a moment later, while the young Pole looked pleased with himself. 
 
    “I see you are well defended,” Gaul observed. “Perhaps against telepathy alone?” 
 
    The implant vibrated in his brain as Gaul directed a barrage of pure telekinetic force at Peter. The floor around the Black Sun Operator fractured and sank, the shock wave sending burning furniture ricocheting off the walls and shattering ancient stained glass, a cloud of smoldering paperwork filling the hall and temporarily obscuring vision. 
 
    Peter Rurikovich waited politely until the outburst was concluded. His greatcoat was much the worse for wear, but the young man himself was perfectly intact. 
 
    “I see that your resistance is not limited to telepathy,” Gaul observed dryly. “Not unlike your Mistress in that, aren’t you?” 
 
    “The Lady Martynova does not discuss her secrets with me, Lord Thule. I cannot say whether her talents and mine are similar. The observation flatters, in any case.” 
 
    “You are correct, Mr. Rurikovich. The profile of your abilities differs greatly,” Gaul said woodenly, eyes distant in contemplation of the Etheric Network. “Anastasia Martynova is a blank. You, on the other hand, are merely highly resilient.” 
 
    “That has always been enough, in my experience.” Peter Rurikovich shifted his shredded coat to expose a holster and the polished chrome of an antique revolver. “Lord Thule, I challenge you to a duel, as is my right under the terms of the Agreement.” 
 
    “Your right?” Gaul gave him a contemptuous look. “You may be a member of a Great Family, Peter, but you are not a Lord. You have no such right to challenge.” 
 
    “I do,” Peter said, with a nod. “My father abdicated this morning, so that I might issue you this challenge. You may confirm with the Network, sir. You will find everything in order.” 
 
    Gaul did just that. His eyes narrow and the corners of his lips turned down. 
 
    “Lord Rurikovich, my apologies,” Gaul said bitterly. “Truly, I have failed to anticipate you.” 
 
    “Yes, I would imagine. Precognitives tend to rely on their gifts to excess. Do remember that my sister is also gifted with foreknowledge, Lord Thule. I am uniquely aware of your limitations.” Peter shifted in response to each of Gaul’s movements, his hand resting near the gun at his waist. “To the matter at hand, sir. Do you accept my challenge?” 
 
    Gaul removed his glasses briefly to rub his eyes. 
 
    “Reluctantly,” Gaul said. “I don’t suppose you wish to schedule a date and appoint seconds?” 
 
    “I’m afraid that events dictate a hasty course.” Peter gestured at the half-wrecked Hall of Assembly. “We find ourselves in noble surroundings, Lord Thule, and your nephew can serve as your second, if it comforts you. Why not settle affairs expediently?” 
 
    “This is a bad idea,” Egill observed, one hand on his uncle’s shoulder. “Appoint me to represent you, Lord, as is your right, and I will…” 
 
    Gaul silenced him with a look. 
 
    “Very well, Lord Rurikovich. I accept. What are your terms?” 
 
    “The terms are yours to define, Lord Thule. That is your right as the challenged party,” Peter explained, with a broad smile. “I have already denied you your due, by forcing the time and place. How would you choose to face me, Lord Thule?” 
 
    “I suppose protocols are out,” Gaul mused. “Honorable of you to provide that small demonstration, Lord Rurikovich.” 
 
    “Not very honorable of you to attack without warning, Lord Thule,” Peter responded, voice thick with contempt. “Your reputation proceeds you in that regard. Feel free to select protocols as your weapon of choice if you wish to, sir. I would not constrain your options unnecessarily.” 
 
    “I think perhaps not, given the circumstances,” Gaul said, glancing at Peter’s waist. “You appear to have come prepared, sir.” 
 
    “The gun?” Peter pretended surprise. “A Colt Single Action, Lord Thule. Vintage, save for the handles. The originals were ivory, sir, but Lady Martynova takes offense at that material, so they were replaced with mother-of-pearl. One of a pair that my grandfather commissioned. They were not originally intended as dueling pistols, obviously, but I do happen to have an extra…” 
 
    “Guns,” Gaul said, adjusting his glasses. “Oh, very well. What difference does it make?” 
 
    “A great deal, sir.” Peter swept the contents from a handy desk, and then took the revolver from its holster and placed it reverently on the table. “You may perhaps be thinking of employing your implant to influence this contest, sir. A natural conclusion, given the failure to act upon my person. Bullets are still susceptible to telekinesis, however, as well as barriers. Both techniques well within the capabilities of your implant.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gaul said, examining the pistol. “And?” 
 
    “Your implant acts rapidly, but downloading protocols takes a second or so. Black Sun technicians are monitoring the Network, Lord Thule, and will warn me should you began a download.” Peter reached beneath his coat and produced a second revolver, identical to the first, engraved with images of stallions and polished to a chromed radiance. “You may just have sufficient time to complete a download, sir, but you will not have time to employ said protocol.” 
 
    “You are certain, sir?” 
 
    “Close enough,” Peter said. “I trust in the analytical work.” 
 
    “Enough to risk your life, young man?” 
 
    “Obviously. Do you accept my challenge, Lord Thule?” 
 
    “Yes. Under protest, but…” 
 
    “Very good, sir.” Peter gestured at the revolvers. “Select your weapon, Lord Thule. Both are loaded.” 
 
    Gaul’s hand hovered first over one gun, then the other. 
 
    “What if we should miss, Lord Rurikovich? Or if one of us should be wounded?” 
 
    “The duel is to the death, sir,” Peter reminded him, with a frown. “There will be no quarter asked or given.” 
 
    “By you, perhaps,” Gaul said, selecting the pistol that had been in Peter’s holster. “I am always prepared to offer quarter. Remember that, should you regain your sanity.” 
 
    Peter smiled as he took the other pistol from the desk. 
 
    “Ten paces, Lord Thule?” 
 
    Gaul nodded. 
 
    The men studied each other for a moment, and then turned, Peter moving first. 
 
    Three paces, and their steps were roughly in sync. 
 
    Five paces, and Gaul nodded to Egill. 
 
    Ten paces, and Peter whipped around with his pistol. Gaul did not bother to draw. Peter emptied his revolver in a flurry. 
 
    The bullets impacted a violet barrier that surrounded Gaul, a perfect circle of unintelligible text rotating around him. Egill stood nearby, eyes closed and face lined with concentration. 
 
    “A barrier from your second?” Peter’s expression was appalled. “You have no honor, Lord Thule.” 
 
    “Yes, that is true,” Gaul acknowledged wearily. “I do hope that you have seen the folly of your ways, Lord Rurikovich. We can still put this affair aside.” 
 
    “I was warned of his presence by my sister,” Peter said, reloading the gun with trembling fingers and an ashen expression. “None of the records on file indicate that your nephew is a barrier technician.” 
 
    “It is a recent addition to his talents, one of several. The protocol originally belonged to Vladimir Markov, and it has saved me far too many times in the past to let it die with him.” Gaul’s voice was flat as he labored telepathically, his implant like a furnace burning in his mind. “Now, young Lord, I do not have all day. Are you certain that you will not accept quarter?” 
 
    “You will die,” Peter Rurikovich said, finishing loading the gun, and snapping the revolver closed. “I promise you that, Lord Thule. The Mistress of the Black Sun…” 
 
    “Yes, yes. I’m certain. The future is hardly secret to me, Lord Rurikovich. Egill, please finish this.” 
 
    Peter pointed the gun at Egill as he advanced, but at a glance from Gaul, found himself unable to pull the trigger. Egill slipped on a thin pair of leather gloves, and then proceeded to throttle Peter Rurikovich, squeezing his neck until his lips went blue and the light fled his eyes. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Take my hand.” 
 
    “Eh…” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Ah, no offense here, but…” 
 
    “Alex! I thought you were in a hurry?” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “…but what?” 
 
    Alex folded his arms across his chest and took a step back. 
 
    “I don’t wanna hold hands with the old guy. No offense, but you creep me out, Mr. Bay-Davies.” 
 
    “I creep you out?” Marcus Bay-Davies looked at his own extended hand in disbelief. “What’s that supposed to mean, boy?” 
 
    “You live in the Outer Dark, and you don’t seem to know how old you are.” Alex shook his head. “You’re Emily’s boss, supposedly, but neither of you wants to talk about what it is that you do. And you have a weird garden that’s just the same flower over and over again. What part of that sounds normal to you?” 
 
    “He’s got you there, Mark,” Emily said, giggling. “I think Alex means eccentric, though, rather than creepy…” 
 
    “Either way,” Marcus snapped. “Do you want to save the Changeling or not?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Alex sighed, his hands dropping to his sides. “You know that.” 
 
    “Then stop being an asshole, Alex, and take my hand,” Marcus said. “It is necessary.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…why?” 
 
    “Because this is not an apport,” Marcus said gruffly. “I walk through the Ether, Alex. As the Founder did before me, I find my own way through the Ether, and if you lose hold of me for even an instant during the journey, you will be lost forever in the grey nothing of the Ether.” 
 
    “Fine.” Alex took Marcus’s hand with a grimace. “That’s a pretty good reason, I guess.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leigh Feld was not a fan of stealth. 
 
    She knocked on the door of the former Muir estate. The vampire was likely the first potential guest to ever knock at what was, in truth, a two-meter high sheet of steel swinging on frictionless armored hinges, but that never occurred to her. 
 
    Leigh Feld was also not a big proponent of imagination. 
 
    The vampire whistled tunelessly, hands in the mesh pockets of her pants, the fluorescent pink straps of her sports bra visible beneath her wide-necked nylon top, Ray-Bans protecting her pale eyes, a scrunchie holding back her hair. Leigh parked herself in front of the door inset in the fence around the Estate, and waited, not particularly concerned with the confusion of cameras and speakers that surrounded her. 
 
    What did interest Leigh Feld was mission briefings. She found their bullet-pointed conciseness appealing, and Emily Muir created the very best she had seen, meticulous in her research and judicious with what she shared. Admittedly, Emily always embellished her mission briefings with a giant heart and handwritten wishes of good luck, like a housewife putting notes into her children’s lunches. The vampire never would have admitted it, but the appeal of Emily’s high-caliber mission briefings had played a significant role in recruiting her. 
 
    Leigh Feld was not into facts for their own sake. She did not care about looking smart at parties or impressing her friends at trivia night at the pub. Leigh enjoyed functional information. 
 
    The briefing for this mission had reminded her that the tenets of the Agreement precluded most fortification of structures within Central – meaning the estate she was visiting today lacked any sort of gun emplacement or defensive weaponry. Even razor wire was verboten, so a high stone wall and a reinforced door was about the extent of what was on offer. 
 
    Security had no choice but to either open the door, or hide inside forever. Leigh thought she probably could have knocked it down, but healing aside, punching a solid and stationary object hurt. The vampire did her best to be patient, instead. 
 
    Apparently, the people inside were doing the same. Leigh tried to spot the ghost of the sun trapped behind Central’s permanent cloud cover. 
 
    You sure they aren’t calling for back up, Emily? 
 
    They can’t, dear. We cut them off a few minutes before you arrived. Do you need help getting in? 
 
    Negative. Just checking. 
 
    I’m on the job, Leigh. Not to worry. 
 
    Leigh ended the conversation with a grimace, sizing up the door. 
 
    She did not bother to hide her relief when they chose that moment to open fire. Leigh Feld did not put much stock in appearances. 
 
    There were three security guards waiting on the neat lawn on the other side of the door, worn croquet paraphernalia littered haphazardly about, the relics of a game that had been abruptly abandoned. Her mission briefing had only discussed two guards, but then, this was the field. 
 
    The woman to the right was Mercedes Rojas, per the briefing, a pyrokinetic who liked to get close. She had ten years in the field for the Thule Cartel, and the scars to show for it. Her fingers emitted thin streams of smoke as she came forward. 
 
    The man to the right with the archaic double-barrel shotgun was Kay Harris, an empath without much experience in the field. Intelligence suggested that he worked primarily as an interrogator. His presence suggested to her that the Thule Cartel did not have sufficient staff to protect this facility – and made her concerned for the treatment of the people she had come to collect. She did not share that detail with Emily, out of prudence, but there was an excellent chance that Emily was watching the whole scene unfold telepathically. 
 
    The man standing between the Thule Operators was unfamiliar, with a moderate gut and brown hair with a sprinkling of salt and pepper. The collection of little scars on his hairy knuckles and the backs of his hands suggested that he had spent a great deal of his time hitting people, but his ruddy face was factory issue, even his prominent nose unbroken. 
 
    If Leigh had to guess, then she would have guessed that he was the physical half of an interrogation team, but Leigh Feld was not much for guesswork. 
 
    There are snipers, Leigh dear. 
 
    Where? 
 
    Leigh’s eyeballs moved in her head unbidden, and for a fraction of a second, Leigh felt queasy. Her eyes flicked to two different positions; behind a near hedge, holding a Garand knockoff with a tactical redo and glass; a window at the second story of the estate, spotter in tow, the muzzle break approximately half the size of Leigh’s head. 
 
    No chance of an apport? 
 
    I’m afraid not. There are so many apport technicians working at the moment, the Ether is incredibly agitated. I’ve never seen anything like it. We can pick you up after, but… 
 
    Fine, fine. Better this way. Too easy, otherwise. 
 
    That’s the spirit! Just so you know, Leigh, the spotter is a telepath. He’s been rather persistent, trying to get into your head. 
 
    It’s strange, the way you turn into a telepath when your ex-boyfriend is around. 
 
    Do try to focus, Leigh. 
 
    Mercedes Rojas stepped forward with her hand out, a big fake smile plastered across her wide face. 
 
    “Welcome! We know who you are, of course, and would like…” 
 
    Leigh pushed her weight to her back foot, and tensed her legs. 
 
    “…to avoid an unnecessary conflict…” 
 
    Leigh rolled her weight on to the balls of her feet, and then leapt. 
 
    There were three shots, two from the sniper inside the house and one from the nearer position. Leigh felt the first sail over her head, the next round nicking her arm, blood coagulating on Leigh’s skin like strawberry jam. The last shot punched through her abdomen and between her ribs, the round exiting beside her right shoulder blade, hydrostatic shock making a mess of her internals along the way. Leigh landed badly, hitting the ground meters from where she wanted to be, tumbling into the dust. 
 
    She somersaulted forward to avoid the follow-up fire, springing to avoid Mercedes Rojas’s burning hands. 
 
    Leigh dropped low in front of Rojas, the nails on her right hand extending into talons. The vampire lashed out as the Operator leapt back, drawing shallow furrows across the front of the pyrokine’s thighs. Leigh snarled and scrambled, aware in a vague way that Emily was busy in the back of her mind, parrying empathic and telepathic assaults. 
 
    Leigh rammed her fist into Mercedes armored midsection, driving the bulletproof plate several centimeters into her gut. Mercedes grabbed Leigh by the back of her head and her elbow, and Leigh head-butted her in the nose, shattering it in a bloody collision. Leigh sunk her extruded fangs into the meat of the Operator’s shoulder, and the Operator grabbed her head with both hands. 
 
    Leigh bit down, sickened by the gout of blood that sputtered into the back of her throat. Mercedes cried out in pain and rage, and Leigh felt an improbable, almost pleasant warmth all about her head. 
 
    She released her bite and pushed the Operator away hurriedly. Her arms tingled for a moment, and then the nylon material of her shirt caught fire and liquefied against her skin. Leigh collapsed midstride, clutching her burning arms to her chest in a vain attempt to extinguish them. 
 
    Leigh! 
 
    I got this, Emily! 
 
    Leigh brought her arm up just in time to stop Mercedes from getting a hold of her head, her forearm blackened and smoldering like coal. Mercedes latched on to Leigh’s shoulder, and there was smoke, but very little fire. Leigh grabbed Mercedes’s wrist and bent it backwards, using her arm as leverage as she rose to her feet. 
 
    “That’s a neat trick,” Leigh observed, using her hold to maneuver Mercedes into the sniper’s field of fire. “I don’t burn well, though.” 
 
    Leigh grabbed the Thule Operator by the head and shoulder, wrenching her neck sideways until she felt something snap. Mercedes went limp, and Leigh tossed her body at the sniper behind the hedge. 
 
    Bummer, Leigh thought, diving behind an unfortunate piece of statuary to avoid incoming sniper fire. That didn’t work like I thought it would. 
 
    What’s that, Leigh dear? 
 
    I was hoping they would all catch on fire. 
 
    The sniper in the upper story on the estate got in another a good one, the bullet entering her head right about the hairline, and then following the curve of her nearly impregnable skull, tearing a broad canyon along the side of her head that oozed blood. Leigh closed the distance while they were still trying to get back to their feet. From the tangled pile of limbs and bodies, a shotgun went off with a deafening bang, the muzzle jerking with the force of a simultaneous discharge, the air filling with buckshot. Leigh felt it like the cold spray of the ocean, brilliant dots of pain scattered about her neck and chest. 
 
      Leigh hit the dogpile like a linebacker intent on retrieving a fumble, a tremendous collision that left them briefly stunned. The vampire recovered first and went to work, transforming the pile into a bloody tangle of claws, teeth, and burning skin. 
 
    Mercedes Rojas was limp as a rag doll, and the unfamiliar man was missing an eye and most of his throat. The snipers must have realized the futility of the struggle, because they started peppering the tangle with increasingly frequent rounds, firing at movement and not worrying over identity. Leigh coughed blood from a perforated lung as she tore Kay Harris to pieces, the sad look on his face as her fingers dug into his intestines almost too much to bear. Leigh ripped a meter of pink tissue from his belly and then tossed him aside. 
 
    She wiped her mouth, smearing the blood rather than cleaning anything, and then sprinted for the snipers. 
 
    The gunman behind the bush was halfway to the house when she caught him, leaping on to his back and carrying him to the ground with her knees on his shoulders. She sank her teeth into the back of his neck, and then clamped down until she could feel the vertebrae grind between her canines. Coppery blood leaked into her mouth and she nearly vomited. The remaining sniper found his mark, putting rounds through her shoulder and chest. 
 
    Leigh staggered and spat up a mouthful of blood, but continued toward the Estate, not making much effort to avoid incoming fire. One bullet tore a fist-size chunk from above her right hip, nearly toppling her over, while another grazed her cheek and blinded her in one eye. A bullet shattered her left femur, and Leigh just grimaced and limped along on the ruined leg. The sniper put a bullet through the top of her head, tearing away hair and tissue and bits of skull, but Leigh continued her relentless advance, lurching forward like a zombie. 
 
    As Leigh neared the frontage of the estate, the spotter tossed aside her binoculars and took aim with the submachine gun slung over her arm, spraying bullets at the vampire while the sniper reloaded. The report of the gun was nearly inaudible to Leigh after the roar of the sniper rifle, and the small-caliber rounds felt like the work of a biting insect against her inorganic skin. 
 
    The door to the Muir estate was nearly as formidable as the one that accompanied the gates, so Leigh went the expedient route and leapt for the second-story window the snipers were using. She made the second floor with little effort, grasping the window and tearing the pane of bulletproof glass from its frame. The spotter shoved the muzzle of the submachine gun into the side of her head, but Leigh batted it aside as she pulled the trigger, the bullets striking the house or passing harmlessly overhead. The sniper looked up from his bolt-action rifle, eyes huge, a magazine jammed askew in the magazine well. 
 
    Leigh wriggled into the gaping hole where the window had been, casually popping her ruined eye back into the socket. 
 
    The spotter made it halfway to the door. Leigh grabbed her by the shoulder and the back of her pants, lifted her above her head, and then slammed her headfirst into the floor, planting her like a lawn dart and denting the wood with her skull. 
 
    The sniper held up his hands in a gesture of surrender, and began to plead in an unfamiliar Slavic language. 
 
    Leigh hesitated. 
 
    Emily? 
 
    Yes? 
 
    Do we want one alive? 
 
    Heavens, no. 
 
    The sniper went flying out the window. 
 
    You enjoy defenestration, don’t you, Leigh? 
 
    Defenestration? What’s that? 
 
    What you just did. 
 
    The house was large. It took Leigh nearly thirty minutes to find the basement. In her experience, it was always the basement. 
 
    The door was heavily reinforced there, too. Leigh kicked it in, lacking the patience to locate a key. 
 
    There were two people in the room, or there had been. One was tied to a chair, the other spread-eagled on a stained metal platform. Both had died recently, and in very ugly ways. Leigh examined them with unaccustomed tenderness. 
 
    Emily… 
 
    It’s okay, Leigh dear. I…expected as much. 
 
    They were your parents. You sent me to get them for a reason. Don’t lie. 
 
    I’m not lying, and yes, I’m very sad. I had hoped for better. I hate to ask, but, can you…? 
 
    Leigh nodded. 
 
    Thank you, dear. If you don’t mind, I’m going to… 
 
    I don’t mind. Leigh hesitated a second time. Emily? 
 
    Yes? 
 
    I’m sorry. 
 
    There was no emotion conveyed with telepathic communication, no nuance. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    Leigh wiped the blood from her face and then went to work, restoring whatever dignity was left to be restored. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was not an apport. 
 
    For a moment, Marcus Bay-Davis gripped their hands and said nothing, breathing hard, his head bowed nearly to his chest. Then he took a step forward, nearly pulling Alex from his feet in the process, and before Alex had managed to regain his balance, there was no longer any sense of ground beneath his feet. 
 
    In fact, everything below his knees was obscured, a wet sort of cold pushing through his jeans like the nose of a curious dog. He did not walk, but rather was pulled along, leaving a rippling wake behind him in the Ether that was quickly lost to the universal grey. 
 
    Alex was afraid to inhale, afraid even to open his mouth. The Ether smelled faintly of ozone, and tasted of something he could not place when he inhaled, something clean and sharp. When Alex licked his lips, there was a residual sweetness. 
 
    He tried to look at Emily, not a meter to his left, but could see nothing aside from the suffocating mist. 
 
    Helpless as a toy boat caught in a current, Alex was dragged along by Marcus Bay-Davies through the gelid monotony of the Ether, unable to shake the sensation of sinking by degrees into the achromatic sea. 
 
    Ahead of him, Marcus Bay-Davies started to sing, and the tune was maddeningly familiar. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Karim had quickly established himself at the hotel, telepathically convincing the staff that he had reservations for one of the upper penthouses. The suite featured a panoramic view in two directions through floor to ceiling glass windows, and more importantly air conditioning, but Karim needed a perch with a vantage of as much of the area the precognitives had highlighted as was possible, so he spent most of the afternoon out on the roof. He picked the old Hilton for this reason, located within the region of concern, with a broad flat roof from which to work. There was a fenced pool and gym at one end, but the remainder of the roof was reserved for HVAC equipment, vents, elevator rooms, and the like, leaving him free to wander. 
 
    Working slowly in the heat, Karim constructed a sniper’s nest on either side of a circular vent covered in chipped white paint. First, he strung a sunshade across the space, then he laid a yoga mat down beneath it, and used a couple white tarps to disguise the installation. He supplied each nest with a rifle case and an ammo box, and had just begun to set up the rifle scope on the western side when Chike and Michael apported in beside him with sandwiches and bottled water. 
 
    “Oh, man,” Michael whistled. “You’re going to cook up here.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Karim agreed. “Thanks for bringing lunch. I have MREs, but…” 
 
    “But they’re MREs,” Chike said, with a smirk. “Where do you want to eat?” 
 
    Karim moved to respond, and then froze, feeling the eruption of energies a fraction of a second before the apport completed, like the charge in the air before a lightning strike. Drake Simms and Alistair blinked into existence a few meters away, a compact Asian woman standing between them. 
 
    “Mitzi?” Michael’s voice trembled, and he half-reached out to her. “Are you…?” 
 
    “Hello, Michael,” Alistair said. “Other Auditors.” 
 
    The Isolation Field fell on them like rain out of the blue sky. 
 
    Alistair nodded to Drake, and Drake winked back into the Ether. 
 
    “Miss Aoki?” Karim looked queasy. “But, you are…how can this be happening?” 
 
    “Oh, you wish,” Alistair said, with a chuckle. “You killed her, didn’t you, Karim? I can feel the guilt from here. I hope you realize that makes it personal between us. Mitzi belonged to me.” 
 
    Karim eyed the assembled firearm resting atop a convenient vent a few meters away. Michael clenched his fists. Chike carefully set aside the sandwiches. 
 
    “Mitsuru?” Michael said, trying to catch a look at her crimson eyes. “Can you hear me? Is that really…?” 
 
    Alistair and Mitsuru reached for their guns while the Auditors scrambled for cover. 
 
    The Anathema opened fire. Chike was struck twice, in the chest and shoulder, and then he activated his protocol and disappeared. Michael was clipped in the heel as he dove behind a bulky white HVAC unit, while Karim scrambled into a thicket of antennae, moving quickly and keeping low. 
 
    “Hey, Michael?” Alistair called out, motioning for Mitsuru to go the other way around the massive air conditioner. “I heard that you and Alice are dating again! That’s great news, man! I wonder, though, what’s it like?” 
 
    Alistair ejected an empty magazine, reloaded, and then holstered the pistol, while Mitsuru flipped over a pair of linked magazines, her movements robotic and slightly clumsy. 
 
    “I have to ask – are you into her sleeping around? Because there’s no shame in that!” Alistair advanced cautiously around the metal box. “Whatever gets you off. It’s just, for me, I don’t think I could sleep with a woman who sleeps with everyone. Does she tell you about it?” 
 
    Michael lunged at Alistair as he rounded the corner, but Alistair slid out of the way and then grabbed him, hip-tossing Michael to the ground. Michael rolled to avoid Alistair’s stomps, and then leapt back to his feet, bringing his hands up into guard and circling away. Alistair laughed and beckoned Michael forward. Michael feinted high and then went for a single-leg, but got Alistair’s knee to his lips instead. Alistair followed with a chop to the back of the head that wobbled Michael, leaping back long before Michael managed to throw a kick. 
 
    Michael limped a bit, attempting to circle, and then threw a couple of jabs, none of which connected. Alistair smirked and hit him in the gut, sinking his fist into Michael’s stomach and doubling him over, and then danced away, connecting with a cross to the head on the way out. 
 
    “Telepath, remember?” Alistair said, tapping his head. “You’ll never touch me.” 
 
    Michael gritted his teeth and unleashed a bolt of pure telekinetic force that tore a huge breach in the structure of the roof, exposing rebar and piping. Alistair side-stepped the attack casually, and then kicked Michael’s right knee out from under him, dropping the Auditor into a crouch. 
 
    “Mitzi,” Alistair said, glancing up. “Do your thing.” 
 
    Michael looked up to see Mitsuru leaning over the edge of the air conditioning unit, one arm extended, a knife held to her wrist. 
 
    “Mitzi,” Michael said urgently. “Don’t…!” 
 
    Mitsuru cut deep into her the underside of her heavily scarred forearms. The blood that poured out of the wound was black and thick, and it dripped down on Michael before he could get to his feet. He screamed as the black blood splattered on his skin, hissing and consuming tissue and bone. Michael rolled and howled, frantically trying to brush the caustic blood from his skin, and succeeding only in smearing it further. 
 
    Alistair watched his agony with a smug grin. Mitsuru bled down on him without comment. 
 
    The Anathema lingered until Michael stopped writhing, and the holes in his head were deep enough to bury a finger, and then they went hunting for Karim. 
 
    They found the remaining Auditor back at the western nest, struggling to attach a scope to his rifle. Karim spun around upon hearing them, the rifle held in one hand, the muzzle of steady and aimed for Alistair’s head. 
 
    Alistair smiled, and then the Anathema disappeared. 
 
    Karim cursed and took a pointless shot, and then another, turning about helplessly. 
 
    The rifle was knocked from his hands, and a knife was jammed into his belly. Karim groaned as the blade slid in, and stumbled away, striking out blindly at his assailant and failing to make contact. 
 
    Alistair appeared next to him, while Mitsuru watched from atop a vent, Karim’s sniper rifle sitting in her lap. 
 
    “Mitzi was mine; you understand?” Alistair tugged the knife from his belly, and Karim reflexively grabbed at the wound. “You took her from me. No one is allowed to take anything of mine.” 
 
    Karim saw the blade coming, but had time only to fall backwards, the knife scraping down the length of his face and cutting his forehead and cheek. 
 
    “Mitzi belongs to me, alive or dead, but I gotta admit, she was a lot more fun when she was alive. If anyone was gonna kill her, it should have been me,” Alistair dodged Karim’s counterstrike easily, stepping behind him and sinking the knife into his back. “Who the hell are you, anyway? Mercenary piece of shit.” 
 
    Karim dropped to his knees and wheezed for air, his lung punctured. 
 
    “You aren’t much of a telepath, are you, Karim?” Alistair stomped on the back of Karim’s ankle, snapping it in two. “You were the best the Auditors had left, though. Can you imagine what it will be like for the rest of them, now that you’re gone?” 
 
    I’m better than you think, Karim thought. Or did you fail to notice that Chike came back for Michael just a moment ago? 
 
    “Check it, Song,” Alistair ordered, twisting the hilt of the knife in Karim’s back.  
 
    The dead woman nodded and hurried away, returning a moment later with a crestfallen look. 
 
    “Yes,” she said, watching impassively as Alistair kicked Karim. “The injured Auditor is gone.” 
 
    Congratulations, then, Karim. You sacrificed yourself to rescue a dying man, Alistair thought. We had better deal with you, then, before your friend attempts another rescue. Okay, Mr. Telepath – impress me. Why don’t you jump off the building? 
 
    Karim glared at him. Their staring contest was brief. 
 
    Karim stood on his good leg, pulling his broken ankle behind him. His teeth were gritted, and sweat poured from his forehead and soaked his shirt. It took almost a minute for him to limp to the edge of the building, the bones in his ankle grinding with each step, making him groan and whimper. 
 
    He reached the edge, and took one long look down. 
 
    “On three?” Alistair suggested. Just kidding. Jump! 
 
    Karim dove over the side.  
 
    Alistair strolled over to the edge, just to make sure. He glanced at the body on the sidewalk in front of the hotel, a crowd already gathering around it, and hunted through the Auditor’s final thoughts.   
 
    “That’s two, hopefully three, and we’ve only just started,” Alistair said, rubbing his hands together gleefully. “Maybe we’ll have time to visit the Strip after all?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The World Tree was planted in a mound of crystal ground down to multicolored sand, illuminated roots working into cracks in the center of a massive impact crater, the largest anomaly in the Outer Dark. Technicians scrambled about with tablets and inspected machinery and banks of monitors. Above the crater, a layer of black mist hung overhead, blotting out any view of the monotone black sky. 
 
    In the valley about the World Tree, framed canvas buildings had been erected, protected from the environmental hazards by a flickering magenta barrier. Anathema soldiers lounged in temporary barracks, or ate in a large square tent that was used as a mess hall. At the base of the canyon wall that surrounded the crater, the foul warrens of the Weir were nestled in the rock, yellow eyes shining from the darkness of their dens. Weir wandered the crater in small packs, running about endlessly in canine form. 
 
    Marcus seemed to turn a corner, and then they were standing there, the World Tree looming over them, Weir and Anathema shooting curious glances in their direction, and then looking away again when they saw Emily and Marcus. Alex flinched away as soon as they arrived, tearing his hand out from Marcus’s. The old man laughed, while Emily made a face and Vivik stammered apologies on his behalf. 
 
    “Are they supposed to be this big?” Alex looked up at the World Tree, his face lit by what appeared to be the world’s largest Christmas tree. “Because this thing…” 
 
    “I saw the last one,” Emily said, taking Alex’s arm and strolling toward the World Tree. “This is bigger. Maybe something in the soil?” 
 
    “That’s not soil,” Marcus said. “This World Tree has simply been allowed to mature longer. Using it as a transport mechanism is draining.” 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Alex decided, blinking at the radiance. “Not at all.” 
 
    “That works out well,” Emily said cheerfully, tucking his arm in beside the rise of her chest. “Like I explained, we just need you to…” 
 
    Emily trailed off, and Alex followed the direction of her gaze. The valley was huge, so even the gathering of Anathema appeared sparse, but one figure was notably heading right for them, making hurried progress across the slick valley floor. 
 
    “Oh, drat,” Emily said. “That’s bad timing.” 
 
    “You could call it that,” Marcus said, slowing his pace considerably. “I’ll let you do the talking, Emily.” 
 
    “Why do I have to…?” 
 
    “I’m not complaining. Not at all!” John Parson approached them with a polite smile, the suit beneath his overcoat immaculate and pressed. “I don’t understand what would possess you to remain in the Outer Dark, however, particularly after you went to such trouble to extract young Alexander in the first place.” 
 
    “Why would we run?” Emily addressed him with what seemed to Alex to be excessive deference. “You have the wrong idea. We aren’t working at cross purposes. I’m doing exactly what you told me to do.” 
 
    “Is that really so?” John Parson shook his head. “I truly fail to see how.” 
 
    “Let me explain, then,” Alex said, striding forward only to have Emily put an arm up to stop him. 
 
    “Yes? Go right ahead!” John Parson smiled indulgently. “I have time, after all. The World Tree is not completely rooted, and I have no personal stake in Alistair’s dreams of invading Central. Please, do enlighten me!” 
 
    “First, I’ve got a question,” Alex said. “Who are you, exactly?” 
 
    “Weren’t you listening, Alex? I’m John Parson.” 
 
    “That doesn’t clear up anything,” Alex said. “I didn’t ask your name. I asked who you were.” 
 
    John Parson threw his head back and laughed, while Alex balled his fists. 
 
    “Oh, very well! If it helps move things along, you can consider me the first of the Anathema.” 
 
    “Marcus mentioned you,” Alex said, his eyes narrowing. “You turned Emily into an Anathema, right?” 
 
    “Alex!” Emily looked stunned. “What are you…?” 
 
    “You give her too little credit,” John Parson offered mildly. “But you could say that, I suppose.” 
 
    “She told me about it,” Alex said, nails digging into the palms of his hands. “What you did.” 
 
    “What I did? Now, listen here, young man…” 
 
    “She told me you put her in a hole in the ground,” Alex hissed. “You drowned her.” 
 
    “Miss Muir is a Drown,” John explained. “That’s generally how it’s done…” 
 
    “You killed her,” Alex concluded darkly. “You murdered Emily.” 
 
    “Oh, come on! She’s standing next to you now, alive and well, for all intents and purposes. Regardless, she climbed into that hole herself. I won’t lie – I have forced others to become Anathema against their will. I have held down that stone lid while others drowned…” 
 
    “That’s fucking sick!” 
 
    “That was not the case with Miss Muir,” John said. “She took the initiative. Miss Muir is not a victim.” 
 
    “That so?” Alex shook his head. “Did you say something about Alistair working for you?” 
 
    “In a sense.” John Parson sighed, and looked quite put upon. “I am not an advocate for centralized authority. Accordingly, I have devolved my responsibilities to my lieutenants – a group of which Alistair and Miss Muir are both members, I might add.” 
 
    “Good for you,” Alex said sourly. “What did you say about invading Central?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s Alistair’s private ambition,” John said, with a roll of his eyes. “He is obsessed with returning to his former abode as some sort of conqueror, and I don’t have the heart to begrudge him the experience. I have very little interest in any sort of invasion.”   
 
    “Then I guess this won’t bother you much.”  
 
    Alex closed his eyes and reached for the World Tree. 
 
    Emily cried out, perhaps in warning. Vivik yelled something incoherent. Alex registered none of it. 
 
    Black mist swirled overhead into a massive cyclone. The Outer Dark shuddered, and a chill entered the arid atmosphere. Alex reached for the Ether, and found it close and waiting, his repaired fingers and eye throbbing with limitless cold, the diaphanous membrane separating Alex from the monotonous grey shredded with a thought. The Absolute Protocol pulsed in the back of his mind, flush with potential energy. 
 
    Alex Warner emptied his mind, and all that remained was the operation of the Absolute Protocol. 
 
    The World Tree was a concentrated constellation of Etheric light, reverse silhouetted by the cloven sky and the rushing tide of black mist, a pulsing cacophony of frequency and discharge that awed Alex with ineffable beauty. 
 
    The machinery of the Absolute Protocol was inexorable, the boundary with the Ether was rice-paper thin, and the cold behind it was bitter and total. 
 
    The World Tree emitted a sinuous groan, as a breach opened to the Ether deep within the World Tree’s formidable base, the light bent and dimmed by the localized gravity of the Absolute Protocol. The pellucid terrain of the Outer Dark buckled and shattered as the roots of the World Tree froze. Vivik seized Alex’s wrist and shouted at him, but Alex shoved him to the ground. 
 
    John Parson shook his head ruefully. 
 
    There was a discordant chorus of sounds, as crystalized water molecules distorted the regular structure of the World Tree. Ice clung to the canopy like granulated sugar, and the branches bent and twisted as the interior mass of the World Tree was expelled into the Ether. 
 
    Someone struck Alex, or perhaps ran into him, and he was carried to the ground, wet to his skin and stupefied, but there was only the frigidity of the light, and the light was all he could see, even with his eyes closed. 
 
    A tremor rattled Alex’s brain, and the trunk of the World Tree constricted, bending at an impossible angle as it turned in and collapsed upon itself, folding like an origami construct.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Not another step,” Mr. Windsor warned, arms spread to shield the class behind him. “One step more, and…” 
 
    “No need for the bluster, sir,” Jacob Riley said, with a polite tip of his hat. “We aren’t here for but one of them.” 
 
    “I think not,” Mr. Windsor said. “The Thule Cartel and the Black Sun are still party to the Agreement, whatever has happened…” 
 
    “That is not my understanding,” Xuan Wang said, eyeing the handful of primary students packed into Mr. Windsor’s tiny office. “I believe we are at war.” 
 
    “We are not at war. The Academy is a neutral party,” Gerald Windsor reminded them. “And these are children. Children are never at war, gentlemen.” 
 
    Jacob Riley adjusted his jacket to display the butt of the pistol stored beneath. 
 
    “That’s a fine sentiment,” Jacob agreed. “In better times, we would all agree. However, these are not better times, and I’m afraid that Claire Yung has the sort of luck we all hope to avoid.” 
 
    The men stared at each other. 
 
    “She is a child,” Gerald Windsor repeated. “Eight years old.” 
 
    “She’s a blood relative of the Martynova family,” Xuan Wang said. “If she was important to them at all, then they should have done something about it.” 
 
    “I’m certain they felt she was safe at the Academy,” Gerald Windsor said. “As she is.” 
 
    “You should let them take me, Mr. Windsor,” a small voice advised, emanating from a grave, black-haired child currently attached to the tail of his coat. “They’ll kill everyone, otherwise.” 
 
    “See? Wisdom from the mouth of babes,” Jacob Riley cried out, with a warm grin. “Listen to little Miss Claire, Mr. Windsor. This could still get a whole lot worse, you realize.” 
 
    Jacob Riley took a step forward, and found himself standing nearly nose to nose with Gerald Windsor. 
 
    “I can feel you attempting to influence the children, Mr. Riley, and I will not allow it.” 
 
    Jacob Riley’s smile broadened. 
 
    “I appreciate your position, sir, but how do you intend to stop me? It’s common knowledge that you used up your protocol back in the day. That’s why you started teaching! You’re not an Auditor anymore, you’re a teacher, and who…” 
 
    Jacob Riley leveled Gerald Windsor with a backhand slap, the grin never leaving his face. 
 
    “…is going to be scared of you, sir?” 
 
    Jacob and Xuan pushed by and started to separate Claire Yung from the remainder of her shocked classmates, while Mr. Windsor rubbed his jaw from the floor with a rueful look. 
 
    “About that,” Gerald Windsor said, standing up slowly and brushing the dust from his lapel. “I don’t normally like to bother people about this, but the funny thing?” The faintest traces of a singular color played about Mr. Windsor, ephemeral as sparks. “I have no earthly notion how that rumor about my protocol got started.” 
 
    Jacob Riley and Xuan Wang froze in place, Claire Yung squirming in their grasp. 
 
    “I retired from the Auditors because I grew weary of doing horrible things to people like you, and wanted a quiet life of teaching instead,” Mr. Windsor explained, looking a bit shamefaced. “Isn’t it funny how stories take on a life of their own? Gentlemen, one final time – leave Miss Yung and depart in peace, and we will say no more of this.” 
 
    Jacob Riley and Xuan Wang exchanged a look. Xuan nodded, and Jacob released Claire. Then they both lunged at Gerald Windsor. 
 
    There was a blinding flash, and for a few seconds, no one could see anything. The room was filled with the smoke and nervous cries from the students. 
 
    “That’s quite enough!” Mr. Windsor shouted. “Is everyone okay? Who is hurt?” 
 
    Another moment of clamor eventually conveyed that no one was, particularly. As the smoke cleared, the students were distracted by the piles of smoking ash where Jacob Riley and Xuan Wang had stood, a perfect circle of scorched carpet ringing both piles. Gerald Windsor examined them with a sigh that sounded, to the experienced ear, not entirely disappointed. 
 
    “Skylar, I told you that wouldn’t be necessary,” he said, glancing at a bashful red-haired boy a full head taller than anyone else in the group. “I had the situation under control. There was no need…” 
 
    “Your protocol is all used up, though, Mr. Windsor,” Skylar said, his voice high and squeaky. “My dad told me so.” 
 
    “That rumor is very persistent,” Mr. Windsor sighed. “Lack of confidence in your teacher, however, does not justify such reckless use of the Radiant Sanction Protocol, Skylar.” 
 
    “He likes Claire,” Ghema observed, covering her face to hide her giggle. “Skylar likes Claire! He didn’t like it when the big man put his hands on her! That’s why…” 
 
    “…why he was so brave!” Madison enthused, putting her hands to her chest. “Not bad, Skylar.” 
 
    Skylar blushed furiously, while Claire studied him with an air of bemusement. 
 
    “No empathy without permission!” Gerald Windsor scolded, wagging his finger at Ghema and Madison. “You know better. You too, Skylar. I find it very dismaying that after all our work together on concealing and using your protocols judiciously, that several of you are apparently so eager to employ them on the unsuspecting.” 
 
    The children shifted guiltily and exchanged whispers. 
 
    “You should take your example from Claire,” Mr. Windsor suggested. “Claire, when those men grabbed you, what could you have done?” 
 
    Claire considered it for a moment, while Skylar slunk to the back of the class in obvious relief. 
 
    “I could have made them grab each other,” Claire decided. “Or hit each other. Or make them forget how they are supposed to breathe, or…” 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s quite enough,” Gerald said, with a faint smile. “You showed excellent restraint, however, and did not. Can you tell the class why?” 
 
    Claire again gave the matter serious thought. 
 
    “You said not to?” 
 
    “Exactly!” Gerald Windsor roared. “Because your teacher told you not to! Is that so much to ask?” 
 
    The students did their best to look chagrinned. 
 
    “Mr. Windsor?” Timothy Vidal-North, his hand raised and his nose running. “What about the burnt-up men?” 
 
    “We’ll leave the janitors a nice note and maybe a tip and let them deal with it, shall we?” Mr. Windsor gave them an evil smile, and then students giggled. “A fitting enough fate, I think, for men foolish enough to be willing to invade the Advanced Studies class over something as petty as a war.” Mr. Windsor sniffed and shook his head. “Now, back to book reports. Who’s next?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eerie started up from the cell floor like an alarm had gone off, jarring Katya from her reverie. She looked at the Changeling curiously. 
 
    “What is it, Eerie?” 
 
    “Something happened,” Eerie hummed, eyes closed, fingers pressed to her temples. “The Ether has gone wild.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Eerie said, giving Katya a worried look. “I think we’re stuck.” 
 
    “I know that already, Eerie. We’re locked up.” 
 
    “No, I mean…I don’t think apports work anymore, and I’m not so sure about a bunch of other things...” 
 
    “What? How is that…?” 
 
    “The Ether is all wrong,” Eerie said, curling back up on the floor. “This isn’t how things are supposed to happen. I don’t remember any of this!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Maxim was thrown into the brush by the force of his arrival, a young elm slapping him across the face with green branches as he collided with it and its brethren. Tangled in creepers and pierced by thorns, Maxim was slow getting up, checking himself carefully for broken bones and finding only bruises. 
 
    Maxim gathered his scattered gear, and then went looking for the technician, meaning to give him his opinion of the apport. 
 
    He found the technician laying in saw grass about five meters away, near the edge of the tall brush. Maxim crouched down on a slope covered with high ferns and waited, counting in his head to one hundred, and then repeated the process for good measure. 
 
    The technician remained where he was, laying sideways in the mud, one leg bent painfully beneath him, like the world’s least graceful sleeper. Maxim heard the piping of birds and the rustle of small mammals moving beneath the brush around him, the hum of flying insects, and in the distance, the sound of gunfire. The air stunk of burning, and the no-color sky of Central was stained with yellowish smoke. 
 
    Maxim cracked his knuckles, muttered a quick prayer, and then slunk down toward the body, moving at a snail’s pace. Several times the forest quieted, and Maxim was forced to freeze, crouched in a briar of thorn bushes, until the birds resumed their songs. 
 
    Crouching beside the apport technician, Maxim checked for a pulse out of habit, and then made a cautious survey of his injuries. The technician’s bent leg appeared to be fused with the soil from the ankle down, and it looked like he had torn at it in a desperate attempt to free himself, judging by the furrows dug in the skin along the calf, before three bullets were put through the back of his head. 
 
    Noticing the exit wounds, Maxim scanned his surroundings with narrowed eyes. The brush was noticeably thinner to the west, between the narrow trunks of oak and elm saplings, giving Maxim a moderately unobstructed view of the nearby crest of the hill; exactly the sort of place that a sniper would favor, offering a vantage that took in nearly everything below, excepting only the deeper brambles where the apport had thrown Maxim. 
 
    Their arrival had been anticipated, Maxim realized, and only his misplacement had saved him from a sniper’s bullet. 
 
    He slipped quietly back into the briar, moving deliberately, taking care not to rustle leaves or leave a trail of broken branches. Following the perimeter of the thicket, Maxim made a slow survey of his surroundings, and was perturbed by what he discovered. 
 
    The thicket he occupied was not large, no more than thirty meters across. To the east and north, the slope rose rapidly up to the crest of the hill, the grade too steep for anything less than a mountain goat. At the southern end, however, Maxim was surprised to find himself looking down at the valley floor and listless creek that was their intended arrival site, in the foothills above Central, not far from the road that led to the perpetual lights of the Academy. 
 
    The valley was littered with bodies. Maxim had no need to count, but he did, just to be sure. 
 
    All six of his team, plus the long-range telepath Maxim had borrowed from Moscow for the mission. For unknown reasons, the apport had landed the technician some distance away from his own arrival site, while depositing the rest of his Operators here. 
 
    It was hard to be sure at a distance, as several of his people appeared to have suffered injuries during the apport – Gavin Branch, the team empath, was buried in the ground up to his chest – but the rest had died by the hand of a sniper. The bodies looked fresh, but the encounter must have been over sometime earlier, because one of the Thule snipers stood at one end of the meadow, leaning on his rifle and talking into a radio. Nearby, his spotter smoked a cigarette, while another sniper and spotter pair went through his team’s personal effects. Maxim suspected that there was a third team concealed near the top of the slope, keeping watch, because that’s what he would have done. 
 
    Mouthing prayers for the dead, Maxim retreated into the brush and considered the situation. 
 
    There was no question that their arrival had been anticipated, despite the best efforts of the Black Sun to conceal the insertion. The valley had been a last-minute destination, decided by Maxim on a whim a few minutes before the apport, picked from a dozen different potential sites to reduce the chances of precognitive notice. There was still the chance that the team had been compromised the old-fashioned way, by sloppiness or betrayal, but given Gaul Thule’s prodigious prescience, Maxim was inclined to blame the obvious. 
 
    Fighting the urge to scratch his itching skin as he crouched between bushes, Maxim wondered how many of their moves the Thule Cartel had anticipated, and how many soldiers the Black Sun had lost already. Were all the assault teams met similarly, Maxim wondered, and if so, did they fall accordingly? Was he alone in Central, effectively the last Black Sun agent in a sea of Hegemony? 
 
    Maxim decided he would have to assume as much, and operate accordingly. 
 
    He considering leaving the radio behind. He would have difficulty trusting any transmission he received, in any case. Captured units might be turned, or used as bait. Maxim had seen snipers wound soldiers and leave them alive and screaming on the field of battle, hoping to draw out their compatriots to meet a similar fate, during the long Siberian campaign, and took a lesson from the experience. After a moment of deliberation, he kept the unit. 
 
    The apport technician had protein bars, water, and a first aid kit, which Maxim added to his own supplies. The explosives, tools, camping supplies, and other needed materials were down with the rest of the team, and therefore lost to Maxim, along with the weapons, aside from the MP-443 pistol strapped his belt. 
 
    He would have to make do until he made it to Central, Maxim decided, settling down near the edge of the brush to the south, where he had a carefully obstructed view of the Thule Cartel soldiers below. There was nothing else but to wait until the ambush team left, and then to make his way on foot. 
 
    Maxim still had a mission, after all, and that was something. If that was not enough, then ambition burned hot enough in his chest to keep him warm even as the wind blew off the heights. Still as a spooked deer, Maxim waited beside a dormant blackberry bush, for the coming of the evening, and the soldiers to finish with the remains of his team and move on. 
 
    At the edge of the valley, not far from where the cooling body of the apport technician was fused with the ground, Ether welled up like steam from a hot spring, thick mist clinging to the grass and oak leaves, spilling slowly into the valley.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I bet you wish you’d taken the deal now,” Lóa observed, in her frantic manner, leaning so close to his face that he could feel her exhale. “You really should have.” 
 
    Renton shook his head to clear it, and then instantly regretted that decision. His cracked skull had begun to knit, thanks to the tireless nanites in his system, but he could feel the fault lines all through the bone, and his eyes ached in their sockets. He wanted to make a response of some kind, to project bravado or nonchalance, but his bruised grey matter refused to do anything but ache and complain, his thought process stagnant as still water. 
 
    A telepath, or probably more than one, had worked Renton over while he was unconscious, and his innate defenses were in ruins, his memory violated and dissected in psychic interrogation. 
 
    His arms were tied over his head, and the balls of his bare feet scraped the floor. Relaxing his shoulders let him rest his feet on the floor more fully, but also threatened to dislocate his shoulders, forcing him to shift constantly from one position to the other. The room was bitterly cold, and Renton shivered steadily in his sweat-soaked clothing, envying the fur-lined coat Lóa wore. 
 
    “We didn’t pick you at random, Renton. None of this is an accident,” Lóa said, taking a pair of scissors from the rolling tray beside her, covered in sterile blue paper and an array of obscure metal tools, not unlike a dentist’s stock. “We offered you a chance to avoid this, Renton Hall. It’s no secret at this point – you’ll never leave this room, so sorry, you big dummy – so I don’t mind telling you. That’s why I approached you, in Scotland. If you had taken my offer, then we would have called off the attack in Harbin, and none of this ugliness would have occurred.” 
 
    Lóa winked at him as she slid the bottom blade of the scissors beneath his shirt, cutting up the front, the buttons bouncing off the tile floor with inset central drain for easy cleanup. 
 
    “Uncle Gaul knew we would have to attack the Black Sun from before he took over the cartel. It was the third thing he told me after father died. Uncle Gaul brought a bunch of classified research performed by the Academy pool with him when he defected. We put our best telepaths and empaths on it for weeks, dredging through the subconscious desires of Anastasia Martynova’s entire staff, her family, everybody. There were all sorts of snakes in the grass, Renton, but you were the one we felt comfortable working with. Your motivations were so…understandable.” 
 
    Lóa removed his shirt slowly, pausing to examine the bruises and lacerations. Renton tried to reach for her mind the instant her fingertips touched his abraded skin, but was rewarded only with a vivid surge of agony that he honestly thought was his brain exploding. 
 
    “Can you imagine? A psychic catalogue of an entire cartel usually reveals dozens of potential inroads. Your little goth crush must work overtime to keep her people on the straight and narrow. But she didn’t pay enough attention to you, right, Renton?” 
 
    She set his shirt aside, and then went to work on his pants with a crooked grin, moving slowly and deliberately, so that he could just manage to track it. 
 
    “You were the closest of all for so long, but what you wanted…” Lóa smiled as she severed his belt, tossing the strap aside. “Well, I know exactly what sort of guy you are, don’t I? Not that I care. You would have fit right in here. We tolerate all sorts of deviancy, even yours. You should’ve taken the deal, Renton. You could have saved yourself, and your Mistress, in one go.” 
 
    Renton trembled, and his skin recoiled from the touch of the scissors as Lóa cut down his pants leg. His head hurt too much to feel more than passing disgust at his own frailty. 
 
    “I wonder how your Mistress failed to see it?” Lóa wondered, crouching down to cut near his ankles. “You hid it well, naturally, but we found it. It took a massive effort, yes, but surely the Martynova family took stringent measures to ensure their own security?” 
 
    Lóa went to work on the other leg, starting from the bottom this time. 
 
    “Or perhaps she did know what you wanted?” Lóa paused and glanced up at him. “That, to my mind, is the more intriguing possibility.” 
 
    She tore away the ragged remainder of his pants. Renton shivered uncontrollably in his boxers, toes and heels dancing across the floor, but never able to put his feet to the ground. Renton appreciated her technique, leaving his underwear intact, as one craftsman to another – after all, a good torturer always left room for things to get worse. 
 
    “Here I am doing all the talking again!” Lóa set the scissors back on the tray. “That’s not very gentlemanly. Then again, we both know you aren’t a gentleman, don’t we? That’s fine with me, though, Renton. I’m not the judgmental type.” 
 
    Lóa picked up a bucket, and dashed him in the chest with cold water. Renton gasped and then whimpered, unable to draw the air to scream. His lungs shriveled in his chest, and his head felt broken and useless. 
 
    “I do want us to be able to talk, though,” Lóa said, with a girlish titter. “I want to understand you, Renton. Oh, and I also want to know about your Mistress’s protocol, so I can make sure to kill her this time. The telepaths assure me that you know that best-kept of secrets, and the analytical pools assure me that her protocol allowed her to survive our last attempt. Do you think that I can persuade you to tell me all about it?” 
 
    She took a set of electrodes from the rolling table, attaching the first two to his nipples with a saucy look. 
 
    “I bet I can! I bet I can make you tell me anything and everything. I don’t mind telling you, Renton – my Uncle’s plan worked perfectly. The World Tree is dead, and the chaos of its death has created a great storm within the Ether. Apports over distances are impossible, and telepathy beyond line of sight is useless. The Black Sun is trapped in the real world, and we are safe in Central, you and I. No one is coming for you, Renton, because even if your Lady Martynova wanted to, she cannot. No one is going anywhere for…ah, well, I don’t know.” She giggled again as she applied a second set of electrodes between his toes, wrapping them with medical tape to secure them. “Uncle Gaul knows, I’m sure. But enough about that!” 
 
    Lóa examined her handiwork, and then checked the connections on the large battery on the rolling tray. 
 
    “You know, Renton, I have to confess,” Lóa said demurely. “I’ve wanted to do this kind of thing with you since the very first moment we met.” 
 
    The activation of the battery was like being woken from a deep sleep by a bright light. The pain was most severe at the fixed points, but the current that wandered between them was like a white-hot wire lancing through his insides. Renton squirmed in helpless agony, his feet scraping the ground, his fractured egg-shell head threatened to burst. 
 
    Then it stopped, and Renton realized that he was screaming. 
 
    “I realize that it seems bad now, but I think a few hours from now, you will look back at this as the highlight of your day. It’s all downhill from here, Renton, until you tell me how to kill the only person you really care about.” 
 
    The battery went on again. Renton’s teeth chattered and the room filled with the smell of his singed flesh. 
 
    “Any thoughts?” Lóa purred. “No need to strain yourself. Take your time.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nathan Drava hunted amongst the long grass in the very early morning, looking for a rock wide and flat enough to sit upon comfortably. The slope was steep and still muddy from the previous night’s rain, and he was forced to go slow and watch his footing. After a thirty-minute search, wishing he could use his flashlight the entire time he squelched through the mud, Nathan located an appropriate spot, a slab of limestone tucked beneath a small copse of dwarf willows, nearly flat and slightly indented. 
 
    He sat down, and then took a pair of binoculars from his bag, taking several readings with the rangefinder. Apparently satisfied with the results, he set the lenses aside, and set about camouflaging his position further with gathered brush, leaves, and a drab green tarp that he smeared mud and handfuls of moss across until it matched the ground. It took the better part of an hour to arrange the blind to his satisfaction, and then another fifteen to hike down a short way, to confirm the relative invisibility of what he had built. 
 
    Returning to the blind, Nathan Drava painted his face with dull green and brown smudge paint, and then took a scope from his kit bag and sprayed an extra coat of anti-reflective agent on the lens. Pausing to check the time, Nathan then made himself a cup of coffee on an ingenious self-contained boiler, threw the tarp over his shoulders to ward off the morning chill, and sat back to watch the sun crest the hills and paint the family estate. 
 
    The dogs arrived first, bounding about with relentless enthusiasm, investigating every tree and bush for the foxes that were increasingly difficult to find these days. Nathan was patient, trusting that the dogs were far enough ahead of the hunting party, and that the dogs would be quick to pick up his scent. After a minute or two of barking and running about in excitement, the lead dog, Sentinel, found his concealed place in the hills. Nathan greeted the dog with scratches behind the ear and a drugged biscuit. Two other dogs followed and got the same, while the remainder of the pack paused briefly to examine Nathan’s spoor, and then hurried on with the hunt. Nathan watched the drugged dogs intently as they settled down, snout to tail in a large pile, and then quickly feel asleep and beginning snoring rather loudly. He was a bit apprehensive about the noise, but did not want to risk trekking out of his position to check, not with the hunting party’s arrival imminent. After wrestling with the concern for a moment, Nathan pushed it aside. He was not about to start killing dogs, after all. 
 
    Nathan heard the hunting party long before he saw it, occasional peals of laughter carrying further than the conversation that provoked it. Forcing his hands to move slowly, Nathan slid his rifle out of the bag. The nylon stock of the Remington 700 was done in digital camo, the receiver and barrel treated with anti-reflective gunk that smelled rank and stuck to his fingers. Nathan set the rifle across his legs, and set about mounting the scope and tripod. 
 
    By the time he was done, the men were entering the valley, calling out for the dogs that slept fitfully beside him in the blind, covered by one corner of the tarp. Nathan counted the men as he took a loaded magazine from the kit bag, confirming that the hunting party had stayed together. He counted twelve, same as when they left the summer house a little before dawn. The servants went ahead, calling out for the dogs and leaning on the sticks they would use later to beat the bushes, followed by the four gentlemen of the hunting party, and the porter charged with transporting the lunch and beer in an enormous drab backpack. The distance was too great to make out features, but his father’s straw hat and the stranger from the Thule Cartel’s kufi gave the game away. 
 
    Nathan’s fingers were numb as he slid the magazine into the magazine well, feeling the metallic clink as much as he heard it. 
 
    Below him in the valley, the hunting party made slow progress through the tall grass, distracted by the apparent loss of some of their dogs. Beside him, Sentinel whined in his sleep on hearing his named called, legs twitching with eagerness to obey his master’s calls. Nathan felt a deep sadness at observing their futile loyalty. 
 
    Nathan lay down beside the rock he had used as a seat, moving slowly and carefully. The mounted bipod deployed at the touch of a button; the scope was zeroed and focused digitally before he looked down it. Nathan tugged the charging handle back, and shuddered as the round slid into the breach. 
 
    The hunting party stopped to have a conversation in the center of the valley, likely about the missing dogs. One of the servants at the lead noticed the trail of crushed grass that the dogs had left, running up the slope, and gestured in the vague direction of Nathan’s blind. A few of the men turned in his direction, and Nathan’s breath caught in his throat, his finger tightening around the trigger, a calm and apparently alien voice in his head reminding him that the pull on this trigger assembly was stiff. 
 
    Shading their eyes with their hands, the hunting party turned to survey the hillside, and Nathan panicked despite himself. 
 
    The report of the rifle shocked him, but only seemed to confuse the hunting party, as the bullet sliced harmlessly through the tall grass. Nathan took a deep breath, sited carefully down the scope, and then took his second shot. 
 
    He started with his father, so that the hardest part would be done first. 
 
    The straw hat flew into the air as his father fell, and Nathan felt a hollowness in the pit of his stomach, but told himself that he felt nothing at all. 
 
    Nathan shot down his brother as he scrambled to check on their fallen father. 
 
    The rest of the hunting party was a blur of dust and motion and the deafening report of the rifle. The magazine held twenty rounds, and Nathan emptied it before he set the rifle aside, not realizing he had forgotten to put in ear protection until he saw the protective muffs sitting beside the rifle case, his ears ringing like a pair of brass gongs. 
 
    Looking down the hill, Nathan was surprised to see the servants also shot dead. He had no specific memory of making that decision. 
 
    He went down to check. He had to. His father lay face down, so Nathan was spared that much. The Thule representative had gotten the worst of it, shot in four different places. Nathan could not remember doing that, either. 
 
    Nathan put the rifle back into its case, and then returned the case to his kit bag. He placed the tarp carefully over the snoring dogs, and wiped the smudge paint from his face with a hand towel. Walking on trembling legs, he went to a nearby bush and was sick behind it. Nathan remained there for several moments, until he was sure of himself. When he was certain of his composure, he walked to the top of the hill, away from the sleeping dogs and the bodies in the valley, and activated a covert telepathic implant. 
 
    Nathan Drava, Lord North greeted him, telepathically remote. What is so urgent? 
 
    Forgive the intrusion, but this is an emergency, Nathan answered, feeling a queasy sort of giddiness. Lord North, I regret to inform you that I discovered my father in the process of aligning the cartel with the degenerates of the Thule Cartel, and was forced to act to prevent it. 
 
    How terrible, Lord North replied, as they had rehearsed. What a grievous betrayal! 
 
    As you say, Lord North. I did my best to reason with him, but he was beyond reason. 
 
    This is terrible news. Even without the benefit of emotional context, the lie was obvious to Nathan. He wondered if the conversation would seem as false to him, when it was shared with the Great Families of the Hegemony, as justification for his own accession. What madness is it that has overtaken the Drava Family? 
 
    Whatever madness it was, it has been extinguished, Nathan continued, numb from his toes to his hair. I have prevented the defection of the Drava Cartel with my own hands, Lord North, at grievous cost. Please extract the memories from my mind and review my conduct for yourself. 
 
    Naturally, Lord North did no such thing. The memories Lord North reviewed and appended telepathically to the conversation were a psychic fiction, created by one of Lord North’s telepaths to falsify the record. Nathan had reviewed the memories himself the night before, and had been moved somewhat by his own bravery, even knowing the memory’s provenance. 
 
    How tragic! Lord North proclaimed, after a suitable delay. What terrible misfortune has befallen the Drava Cartel! Still, in such critical times, we cannot allow ourselves the luxury of dwelling upon loss or grief. Nor can we allow a family and cartel of such importance to go without leadership, even for a day. Allow me to be the first to mourn your father, Nathan… 
 
    Thank you, Lord North. 
 
    …and to congratulate you on your ascension – provisional, of course, until Hegemonic review – to the title of Lord Drava, and all that the title entails. 
 
    For just a single moment, Nathan thought that he might be sick again, choking back bile with a manufactured look of regret on his face, but then he regained his composure. Nathan thanked Lord North, agreed to meet in Central soon, and then ended the conversation, eager to go and check on the dogs. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lady Gao and Dr. Graff watched without comment as the sleek Gulfstream taxied on the hastily prepared landing strip, conceived only a day before, and by far the crudest runway the expensive private plane had ever seen. Both knew that such an arrival meant that the location of their facility was now a known commodity – and therefore their tenure here at an end. Nothing needed to be said. 
 
    They waited until the dust settled before hurrying over to the plane. At a nod from Lady Gao, the facility guard took position. Automated stairs descended from the sleek fuselage, and Anastasia’s guard stepped out cautiously, surveying the area and then cautiously interfacing with the local security. Only when they were certain did the Mistress of the Black Sun emerge, Mai followed close behind her with outspread parasol to shield her from the sun, though it was dim today because of dust carried on the winds. 
 
    Lady Gao curtsied so that the hem of her dress scraped the ground. Dr. Graff made a nervous and hasty bow of his own when he noticed the guards saluting. Lady Martynova offered them no acknowledgement, her face carefully veiled, her mourning dress matte black with simple lines. 
 
    “Lady Martynova,” Lady Gao said. “A not entirely unexpected honor.” 
 
    “I should hope so,” Lady Martynova said, with unaccustomed severity. “I lack the time for pleasantries. Do you know what has happened?” 
 
    “Please join us inside, Mistress, as it is hot. We believe that we know,” Lady Gao said, motioning for Dr. Graff to join them as they walked swiftly to the building, Mai silently following. “Our monitoring data suggests that the energies released just before the Ether went into turmoil were characteristic of Yggdrasil, the World Tree that Dr. Graff constructed…” 
 
    “Grew,” Dr. Graff pointed out. “Actually.” 
 
    “Yes. Grew.” Lady Gao nodded. “Perhaps I should let the good doctor tell it?” 
 
    “Someone killed my World Tree,” Dr. Graff said, hands clenched with indignation. “It must have taken a tremendous amount of energy and effort, because the World Tree by definition extends its roots into everything, and that root system is capable of surviving extensive trauma.” 
 
    “The Anathema were reportedly attempting to root the World Tree somewhere in the Outer Dark,” Anastasia said, while a guard hurried ahead to hold the door to the facility for them. “You propose that the death of Yggdrasil accounts for the difficulties with apports and telepathy, then?” 
 
    “Yes, certainly!” Dr. Graff blurted. “How could it not? The World Tree, as I said, has a universal root structure that taps directly into the Ether. The sudden death of the World Tree could only throw affairs into unprecedented turmoil.” 
 
    “Of course,” Anastasia agreed coldly. “And the duration of this turmoil will be…?” 
 
    “Indeterminate,” Dr. Graff said, with an airy sigh. “Nothing of this sort has ever happened before.” 
 
    The guard rushed ahead of them to open doors and take positions as they entered the main part of the complex, a warren of laboratories and supporting warehouses, administrative offices, and technical centers. The air vibrated with the efforts of a thousand nearly-silent fans, every wall painted the same uniform almost white, every room floored with the same anti-static padding. The staff watched quietly, corralled unnecessarily by the facility guard in offices and corners. Anastasia Martynova appeared to take no notice, though the veil obscured her eyes. 
 
    “Dr. Graff, I require a solution.” 
 
    The doctor, finally realizing the gravity of his situation, turned to Lady Gao for help with mouth agape. She smiled enigmatically and left it at that. 
 
    “A solution?” 
 
    “Exactly that, yes. I have affairs to settle with the Thule Cartel, and a pressing need to gain access to Central. As the engineer of the problem – whom I saved, at great cost, from the consequences of his own actions – I certainly hope that you have a solution.” 
 
    “Milady…I…” Dr. Graff stammered. “Given the circumstances, I can hardly be expected…” 
 
    “Circumstances?” Anastasia barely turned her head as they strode quickly through the main research lab, terrified and curious scientists looking on from a safe distance. “Lady Gao, I thought that I said Dr. Graff was to be provided with anything he needed?” 
 
    “It is not that. Support has been more than sufficient,” Dr. Graff sputtered, glancing fearfully in Lady Gao’s direction. “Let me show you.” 
 
    Dr. Graff led them to an adjoining laboratory, so eager he nearly ran. His palm was so sweaty that it took two tries to open the biometric lock. The room on the other side reeked of decomposing plant matter and mineral oil. Dr. Graff gestured in the direction of the six great glass domes that dominated the room, each extending three meters toward the ceiling. Five of the six were occupied by a rotting mess that looked a bit like a cross between a pulped melon and rusting metal, while the other contained a tiny crystalline sprout, with only the least indication of branches, glowing softly like a muted television. 
 
    “Since you, ah, rescued me from the Far Shores, I’ve been attempting to grow another World Tree. Months of careful work! When it happened – when they killed my stolen World Tree – this was the result. Every new growth I had produce over the last year died instantly. This is a disaster for my research! Without a living sample to provide a root graft…” 
 
    “We have seen the death of a World Tree before,” Anastasia said. “Why did we not see such chaos when the first World Tree was destroyed in the Ukraine?” 
 
    “There was another! The second World Tree at the Far Shores. Don’t you see? The World Tree itself is just an outgrowth, like a mushroom rising from its fungal bed – the root structure is the living heart of Yggdrasil, and each World Tree shares that structure. When the previous World Tree was destroyed, the root net remained untouched. This time, however, the tree has been killed right down to the roots. I can’t imagine who or how…” 
 
    “Oh, I think I can,” Anastasia remarked. “No imagination required.” 
 
    “My work is ruined!” Dr. Graff wailed. “Again!” 
 
    “A tragedy, we can all agree,” Lady Gao said, with apparent sincerity. “My division has engineered something that might prove useful in this scenario, milady. It isn’t a solution, and this was hardly the purpose for which it was designed, but I think it might answer the need of the hour…at least until Dr. Graff discovers a more permanent solution to the problem.” Lady Gao arched an eyebrow in his direction. “Isn’t that right, Dr. Graff?” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Graff said, the relief pathetically obvious on his face. “I’m already working on it!” 
 
    “Your solution, Lady Gao?” Anastasia reminded. “I am most eager.” 
 
    “Allow me to show you,” Lady Gao said, eyes distant as she issued telepathic commands. “Let us use the upstairs conference room. I am having the samples moved as we speak.” 
 
    Anastasia nodded, and allowed herself to be led upstairs, Mai never leaving her post just behind her and at her side. 
 
    The room was mostly taken up by a large conference table done in varnished birch, with slightly too many chairs arrayed about it. A sheet of plastic had been stretched across a meter or so of the center of the table, and a set of five syringes lay on the table. 
 
    “We have been working with the original samples you provided,” Lady Gao said, picking up one of the metal syringes, examining the wide gauge needle. “Seeking to refine the potential for specific tasks. It is slow work, and the synthesis is expensive and laborious, but we have produced intriguing results nonetheless. This was meant to be ready for demonstration in the next few weeks, but I am confident in the efficacy of our product.” 
 
    Lady Gao handed the syringe to Anastasia, who in examined it without a trace of curiosity. 
 
    “This is a nanite injection, then?” Lady Martynova asked. “The previous versions were a patch.” 
 
    “This is more diffused, as we had to add numerous reagents to reduce the instance of…loss.” 
 
    “The nanites included are based on those taken from Alexander Warner, though?” 
 
    “Yes, milady. The samples you acquired from Warner during your vacation in Vietnam are the basis of our entire synthesis program. The enhancement patches we provided you were just the first usage we devised for them. We have since been working on more specialized applications.” 
 
    “Hm. Continue.” 
 
    “The injection is designed to enhance the performance of an extended distance apport, facilitated by short-lived nanites,” Lady Gao explained. “We intended it to increase the capabilities of lower-ranked apport technicians, or for use by non-technicians in emergencies. It seems to enable apport technicians to punch through the current disturbance in the Ether, though the process is costly.” 
 
    Anastasia turned the syringe over in her hand. 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “The injection has already been tested in this context,” Lady Gao assured her. “Only once, I’m afraid, but we have only a handful of samples with which to work, and the synthesis is too time-consuming to produce more in the near future.” 
 
    “Interesting.” 
 
    “There are drawbacks,” Lady Gao added hurriedly. “The effect upon on the apport technician is deleterious, violently so. The injection is not meant to be used lightly, Lady Martynova.” 
 
    “I intend no such usage, Lady Gao,” Anastasia said, setting the syringe back by its fellows. “As I mentioned, my need is most urgent.” 
 
    “Of course, milady! I meant no…that is too say, is there further assistance that I might render?” 
 
    “There is, in fact,” Anastasia said. “Could you contact your husband, please? I find myself desirous of the services of a vampire.”   
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Serafina was shoved in the concealed alcove before she could formulate an argument to persuade her father that his course of action was rash, that she could use her protocol to help resolve whatever terrible predicament they were in. Her father had hardly spoken since the first knock on the door. 
 
    Everyone froze when they first heard it, keeping still like that might send the unwanted visitors away, Daniel Gao’s sales pitch dying as the knock echoed through their estate. 
 
    The second set of knocks came a short interval later, and shocked them out of their stasis. Stefano smiled at them as he hurried across the library, removing certain volumes with abnormal haste. Ghada buried her face in her hands and started to weep. Daniel Gao frowned very slightly. Sara went to comfort her mother. 
 
    Her father tossed the books in a pile as he removed them. When the pile was eight high, one of the bookshelves creaked and rotated upon on ungreased hinges, the clamor nearly drowning out the third set of knocks – this one just slightly more determined and forceful than the last. 
 
    Her father and Daniel Gao locked eyes, and Sara knew that they were communicating telepathically, but whatever conversation they had was held on a private, encrypted channel, and she could not eavesdrop. Daniel Gao nodded at her father with a grim expression, and then they shook hands. Sara rubbed her mother’s shoulders as her weeping reached a sort of hysterical crescendo. 
 
    Stefano pushed aside the door, and Daniel Gao stepped in the shadowy alcove on the other side. 
 
    The fourth knock rattled the door in its frame and made the windows vibrate. 
 
    Sara’s father took her by the shoulders and pushed her insistently toward the alcove. 
 
    “Dad!” Sara whispered, not sure exactly why she was whispering. “What’s…?” 
 
    There’s no time, Sara. Be quiet, whatever happens. I love you. We love you, your mother and I both. 
 
    He pushed Sara inside the alcove, which was smaller than it first appeared, not even the size of her bedroom closet. Her knee immediately collided with Daniel’s, and he was forced to lean back to avoid clashing heads with Sara. The alcove was hot and smelled of dust and insulation, and Sara felt claustrophobic even with the concealed door open. 
 
    But… 
 
    Not now! Be quiet. Trust Mr. Gao. Everything will be okay, Serafina – just stay strong for me. 
 
    The bookshelf slammed in front of her, just centimeters from her face, and the darkness was warm and stale and total. Sara put her hand over her mouth to keep from making a sound, tears running freely from her eyes. Behind her, Daniel Gao shifted uncomfortably, leaning against the back wall of the alcove to avoid pressing tight against her. 
 
    The fifth knock was nearly open assault. 
 
    Her father answered the door politely before the last set of knocks could conclude. Judging by the silence that followed, that briefly surprised the visitors. A conversation began, and then almost immediately grew heated. Sara strained to hear, but all she could make out was raised voices and agitation. Daniel brushed against her in the dark and only the hand she clamped over her mouth stopped her from screaming. 
 
    There was another sound she couldn’t identify, and then a loud thud that made her jump. In the quiet seconds that followed, Sara heard her mother sobbing quietly in the hall as she locked the door to the library behind her. 
 
    Then Sara heard footsteps on the stairs. Many footsteps. 
 
    Miss Ricci, forgive my impropriety, Daniel Gao thought, the rigidity of his thoughts an unpleasant intrusion in her mind. But it will be easier for me to hide your thoughts if… 
 
    She felt his hand slide beneath her ponytail and rest on the back of her neck, and elbowed him in the stomach by reflex. 
 
    …Miss Ricci, please! You are transmitting your worry and fear quite loudly, for those who know how to hear it! Without physical contact, I cannot… 
 
    Sara struggled against him in the tight space, the diminishing hot air and the old chips of drywall crunching beneath her feet. 
 
    There were steps on the second floor. Her mother said something, her voice perfectly calm. Sara heard her father shout, and then a thud, like a steak being dropped on the floor. She opened her mouth to yell, and Daniel Gao smothered her cry with his other hand. She fought as he wrapped an arm around her chest, and then her body went limp. 
 
    I apologize, Miss Ricci, Daniel Gao thought. I promised your father I would protect you, however, and I mean to keep my promise. 
 
    Sara wanted to struggle, to free herself, but her body refused any such commands, hanging as limp as damp laundry in Daniel Gao’s arms in the confines of the alcove, like some nightmare version of Seven Minutes in Heaven. Daniel stopped covering her mouth, instead using both arms to keep her steady and stable. 
 
    Her mother said something in the hallway. She could not make out the words, but she recognized the tone. It was a warning. 
 
    Sara never heard a response, but Ghada must not have liked what she heard, because the house shuddered with the constrained forces of her telekinetic protocol, every window in the house blowing out simultaneously in an orchestra of shattered glass, in concert with Sara’s mother’s fury. 
 
    There was confusion, breaking furniture and screams and splintered wood. There was a scream that started high, and then slowly died away, only to be cut off mercilessly short at the end. Sara was mortified by the confinement, the stranger holding her, her paralyzed body, and the staccato pounding of her heart. 
 
    The door to the library burst open with a crash, followed by the sounds of something colliding with the stacks on the far side of the room. Her father groaned, and her mother shouted. The house was briefly rattled by her mother’s telekinesis. The clamor culminated with a gunshot and the sound of splatter against the bookshelves. 
 
    Her father screamed, an incoherent combination of outrage and despair. Sweat ran down Sara’s face in rivulets, or perhaps they were tears. Her father said something in a plaintive tone, but the only response was laughter, along with a wet sound she could not place. 
 
    She felt Daniel Gao’s breath catch. Then, suddenly, she was tired beyond all reason. 
 
    Best to sleep now, Daniel Gao urged in her mind. Best to dream. 
 
    Her vision did not go black, because there was already so little light by which Serafina could see. Instead, there was simple quiet, transitioning gradually to an absence of awareness that felt as still and cold as a basement floor.      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The car slipped through empty streets beneath the sober light of the early morning, Central nearly as quiet as when it was first discovered, vacant and sitting ready for new tenants. There were no birds to announce the dawn, and no lights behind the windows they rolled past. Reggie Oster was glued to the window, forehead pressed against the bulletproof glass, trying to get a better look at the cloud of brown smoke drifting into the city from an estate on the outskirts of Central, against the grey mass of the sky. 
 
    “Which is it, do you think?” 
 
    Kiaan Parkier glanced up briefly from the road, gloved hands tightening on the wheel. 
 
    “Black Sun, probably,” he said, turning his attention back to driving. “Purge.” 
 
    “Some, maybe,” Reggie agreed doubtfully. “How many of them are still in Central, though? That’s a lot of smoke.” 
 
    “So?” Kiaan shrugged. “Then it’s one of Thule’s.” 
 
    Reggie studied the smoke in the air, as if by some quality of color or thickness he could determine its origin. 
 
    “Or one of ours,” Reggie said darkly. “Could be.” 
 
    “No way. Lord North is two moves ahead.” 
 
    “You think? They say Lord Thule can predict the future.” 
 
    The Audi was low and silver, a few years old, the suspension sluggish with the weight of bolted armor panels. The engine’s faint whine was just audible above the stereo.  
 
    “You sound pretty scared,” Kiaan observed, giving Reggie a narrow look. “Having second thoughts about which side you picked?” 
 
    “What? No! That’s not it.” 
 
    “Really? Because you seem very impressed with Thule’s protocol. Maybe you’d be happier with the freaks?” 
 
    “No way,” Reggie said, shuddering. “I’ve met Lóa and Mateo. That’s not for me.” 
 
    “Then you’re with us,” Kiaan grunted. “Act like it.” 
 
    Reggie nodded queasily, watching the dull smoke drift and congregate. There seemed to be more of it, or perhaps it was just the greater clarity that the dawn provided, dulled slightly by the perpetual fog of Central. 
 
    “Yeah,” Reggie said, licking his lips. “You think…?” 
 
    The explosion was like clap of thunder, the shaped charge elevating the car a meter above the roadway before it overturned, flipping over and rolling. Reggie was torn from his seat by the explosion, and for a moment felt like he was floating in the cabin of the rolling car. Then the car came to a wrenching stop as it collided with the corner of a building, and Reggie’s head was dashed against the inverted floor. 
 
    Kiaan was pinned in place by the airbag and semiconscious. Cy So put his Smith & Wesson to Kiaan’s temple and splattered the contents of his head across the windshield and the white plastic of the deflating airbag. Cy leaned in further, glancing at Reggie, motionless and bleeding from the head, and then put two more shots into him. The detonator dangled loosely from Cy So’s fingers, nearly forgotten, until Muhammed Omar took it gently from his hands. 
 
    “Well done,” Muhammed said, putting his arm around the boy and leading him away from the car, which had begun to burn. “Welcome to the Thule Cartel.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Chandi Tuesday left her mother’s apartment in Central eight minutes before six; a full twenty-two minutes before Hegemony security would arrive to raid the premises. Chandi was filled with regret, looking around at the art and bric-a-brac she had grown up with, knowing it would be torn to pieces in an hour by thugs in the employ of the Thule Cartel, in a vain attempt to locate a clue to her current location, but her mother just laughed and claimed that she looked forward to making Chandi’s father buy new things. 
 
    Her mother kissed her goodbye at the door, slipping a small bindle made from an exquisite hand-dyed silk scarf into Chandi’s coat pocket. Chandi held on to her for a moment, breathing in her mother’s scent – Chanel No. 5, rosewater, cumin and cardamom from the kitchen. It would be the final time she and her mother embraced, Chandi was certain, though the reasons were obscure. Too many futures crowded her view. 
 
    There was no need for words between them, as there never had been. Chandi’s mother was a low-level telepath, and had shared in her daughter’s prescience since her Activation. Her mother bore the burdens of foreknowledge with a graceful optimism that awed Chandi, and inspired her. Chandi was nearly grown before she learned to emulate her mother’s confident disposition. 
 
    Central was cold beneath a thick layer of fog, pulled like a blanket up to the neck of a sleeper. The sound of her footsteps was muffled by the humidity, and despite the cold, Chandi could see tiny droplets of water beading on her glasses and on the skin of her arms. She pulled her woven shawl tighter around her shoulders and hurried down the street. 
 
    She had meant to apport, obviously, and a technician was scheduled to have arrived at her mother’s flat nearly an hour earlier. Chandi realized that the technician was not going to show fifteen minutes before the scheduled appointment, dutifully contacting her Black Sun handler to report the rendezvous that had not yet been missed. The Operator at the other end was somewhat surprised by the timing of the contact, but not the content – apport technicians were in short supply, and their protocols less than reliable due to the sheer amount of traffic. Chandi Tuesday was told to wait for collection by Black Sun forces, but she knew already they would be too late. 
 
    There were no taxis. The streets she hurried down were dreary beneath the heather skies of Central, the irresolute light of dawn only serving to deepen the shadows. Everything was wrong, and Chandi wondered distractedly what had happened to the future. 
 
    Following instinct and protocol, Chandi followed the street she was on as the neighborhood shifted slowly from residential to commercial, the converted buildings of Central overlarge and clumsy for any purpose, with far too much vertical space and too little horizontal. Chandi caught sight of herself in a shop window, the stone front cut neatly to accommodate the massive rectangle of plate glass. Dressed in a tailored suit in oxblood and vintage overcoat she had found at an estate sale in upstate New York, where her father lived, Chandi was reminded briefly of old photographs of her mother’s days at the Academy, and just after, managing cartel business before her pregnancy. Chandi pulled the shawl she had borrowed from her mother tight about her neck and fretted, hurrying down a street where every window was dark. 
 
    The Isolation Field Protocol was a tightness across her skin; an inferred pressure at the base of her skull and the top of her mouth; a cotton candy taste that made her lips curl in disgust. Chandi hated sweets. 
 
    She could have run, but she was wearing nice shoes, and given her current uncertainty, her only pair. Chandi sat down on a convenient stoop, sculpted with local concrete at great cost, by a cartel with a surplus of funds and nostalgia for the real world. The planters on either side of her were stocked with rhododendron in unearthly pink and another color that was lost still to the gloom, old enough to tower over the door they flanked, and the smell reminded Chandi of something private. 
 
    They came slowly and in the open, the small group walking at an even pace she guessed was designed not to startle her. Not that there was anywhere for her to run. Chandi felt tension she had not noticed till that moment it left her shoulders, when she realized they intended to talk. At least at first. 
 
    “There she is,” a man with a long nose and comically unnecessary sunglasses said, taking her picture rather rudely with a cell phone. “That her?” 
 
    “Yes, Thomas, it is,” Hope said, with a friendly smile. “It’s hard to mistake your best friend, after all.” 
 
    “Miss Tuesday?” An unfamiliar, handsome man with Latin features offered her his hand. “My name is Mateo Navarre. It is a pleasure.” 
 
    Chandi took his hand cautiously, flinching as they made contact, but nothing happened. 
 
    “No need to be so nervous!” Mateo chided her. “You are safe with me, Miss Tuesday, provided we find ourselves in agreement. Simple, yes?” Chandi nodded quickly. “Yes. I prefer things to be clear. I am not enamored with deception.” 
 
    With a distracted gesture, Mateo waved his hand across the sky, and it turned the hot, washed-out blue she remembered from the summer in Abu Dubai. 
 
    “Please don’t be afraid, Chandi,” Hope urged, sitting down beside her. “Mateo and Thomas – Thomas Park; he was two years ahead of us at the Academy, remember? – aren’t so bad.” 
 
    “That’s nice,” Chandi said coldly. “Why did you help the Thule Cartel find me, Hope?” 
 
    “Because it’s what’s best,” Hope said firmly, taking Chandi’s hand. “For everyone concerned.” 
 
    “Lord Thule put her on recruitment is what,” Thomas volunteered, with an impertinent grin. “We’ve spent the last couple days running down her mates from school, you know?” 
 
    “Oh, do stop,” Hope complained. “Please don’t pretend that I’m doing something sinister, Chandi. I’m trying to help my friends stay alive, the same as you did. You just picked the wrong side, that’s all. Lucky for both of us, the Thule Cartel is tolerant of that sort of mistake.” 
 
    “You are working the Thule Cartel?” Chandi shook her hand free. “Do you know how ugly their part in this story will become, before this is all over? I’m not the one who picked the wrong side, Hope, no matter what you might think.” 
 
    “You had best listen to your friend, Miss Tuesday,” Mateo Navarre advised. “She’s trying to do you a favor, in my opinion. Now, as I understand it, you’re the type to have visions, Miss. Is that correct?” 
 
    Chandi shifted uncomfortably against the cold concrete of the step. She regretted sitting down, now, and the way it allowed Thomas and Mateo to tower over her. 
 
    “Yes, well, I do operate a precognitive…” 
 
    “We all understand the complexities,” Mateo Navarre said, touching one of the rhododendrons, which promptly turned to gold, from leaves to petals. “Prescience is a heavy burden, but we find ourselves in need, Miss Tuesday. You have likely noticed by now that all apports have become uncertain, and the long-distance variety has become downright endangered?” 
 
    Chandi hesitated momentarily, but Mateo noticed. 
 
    “Perhaps when the Black Sun failed to retrieve you, as scheduled?” Mateo’s eyes sparkled mischievously. “It is not advisable to try and keep secrets from me, Miss Tuesday.” 
 
    “It’s true,” Chandi agreed nervously. “They were supposed to arrive this morning. Then they said they would come by and pick me up this evening, but they never showed…” 
 
    “Don’t feel bad!” Hope said, patting her hand comfortingly. “The very same thing happened to us.” 
 
    “The whole world is at loose ends,” Thomas said, jingling whatever he kept in his pockets and grinning like a naughty boy. “That’s something, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Chandi squinted at Thomas, but he laughed and said nothing, so she turned her attention reluctantly to Hope. “What is he talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know what happened, not exactly, but the apport technicians started to have trouble this morning. Anything further than line of sight, and apparently…I don’t know,” Hope said, with a melodramatic sigh. “I don’t mind telling you that the Thule Cartel lost more than a few technicians, trying to complete an apport, and I suspect that the other factions did the same. What’s worse…” 
 
    “Hope, I know the Miss is your friend and all, but,” Thomas said, “begging your pardon, should you be sharing quite so much?” 
 
    “It’s all fine,” Hope said, frowning at him and touching his arm. “Isn’t it? It isn’t like Chandi is going to tell anyone, now, is she?” 
 
    Chandi shook her head. Thomas grinned and shrugged. 
 
    “Telepathy isn’t working beyond line of sight, either. We can talk, but it’s an effort, and anything more is a terrible chore.” Hope’s expression was full of apologies. “We are all functioning at a bit of a loss, while the people back at home try and work out what to do next. In the meantime, we all need to do our very best, don’t you think?” 
 
    “That’s always a good idea,” Chandi said. “I think.” 
 
    “That’s good! We’re in agreement again, you see?” Mateo Navarre sat down on the other side of her, jabbing Chandi with a bony elbow to drive home his point. “Not so long ago, however, you made a fateful decision, didn’t you, Miss Tuesday?” 
 
    “About that…” 
 
    “We understand, Miss Tuesday. You did what you thought best, given that you had an idea of what was coming. You see the future, Miss. I can’t argue with that. For the sake of discussion, however, I do wonder – how well do you see the present, Miss Tuesday?” 
 
    “I-I’m not sure what…” 
 
    “Here is the present, as I see it – things have changed. There may have been a time when the Black Sun was best positioned to protect you, Miss Tuesday, but the Black Sun has never had an enormous presence in Central, and most of the cartel was recalled in the wake of Josef Martynova’s assassination. The Auditors were deployed when the apport system collapsed, so they are presumably in Las Vegas – or even in the Outer Dark, God help ‘em. You are, I’m afraid, all alone, in a city where there is only the Hegemony.” 
 
    Chandi blanched and said nothing. 
 
    “Contact your people, if you don’t believe me, and if you can,” Mateo continued, taking a thin brown cigarillo from a stamped metal case in the breast pocket of his jacket. “They will lie, assure you that all is well, but they will not send help, or rescue you. They are helpless to intervene. The only question which remains to be settled is to whom the rule of Central will fall.” 
 
    “What about the Director?” Chandi asked. “Surely she won’t…” 
 
    “She will,” Thomas said, leaning in closer than she would have liked. “It’s the same with all you lot. You say you won’t, but all you mean is you need a little sweet talk.” 
 
    “The Director is alone, without resources or support,” Mateo said, lighting the cigarillo. “A position with which you might find some sympathy.” 
 
    “Chandi, listen – you picked wrong. I don’t know what your protocol told you, but that isn’t how things worked out. Everything is up in the air, even the Etheric Network is barely functional. We need your help,” Hope said, with heartfelt sincerity, “and you need us to forgive you for picking the wrong side. Let’s make a deal!” 
 
    Chandi clutched her purse to her chest and said nothing. 
 
    “The Black Sun can’t touch you now,” Thomas said, with a sneer. “Liberating, ain’t it?” 
 
    “Allow me to present you with a choice, Miss Tuesday. You can repent of your affiliation with the Black Sun, do penance by assisting us with various matters, and then perhaps become a provisional member of the Thule Cartel yourself.” Mateo Navarre made a face at the cigarillo, and then flicked it aside on to the deserted street. “That would be our preference.” 
 
    Chandi kept her eyes nailed to the toes of her only shoes, afraid of what they might see if she looked up. 
 
    “The other option is bad for you, little Miss,” Thomas cut in gleefully. “More fun for me, though.” 
 
    “Chandi, please,” Hope said, trying desperately to catch her eyes. “Think very carefully about what you are doing…” 
 
    “We will have your assistance either way, Miss Tuesday. Speaking for myself and your friend, we would like to do this with your cooperation. I hold your talents and your integrity in high regard, and find the idea of any sort of persuasion…distasteful. I appreciate the difficulty of your position, but I think your decision is obvious.” 
 
    “Chandi, talk to me,” Hope insisted. “Please, we need your help. We can make this work…” 
 
    Chandi looked up at them, eyes smeared with tears behind her glasses. 
 
    “I had taken no vows to the Hegemony. I was free to pledge myself to the Black Sun,” Chandi said, fingers knotted together. “Now that I have given my pledge, how can I betray that?” 
 
    “Under duress,” Mateo Navarre urged. “To save yourself.” 
 
    Chandi Tuesday hung her head. 
 
    “I pledged my loyalty to Anastasia Martynova,” she said, shoulders drooping. “I must stand behind my word.” 
 
    “Noble, but foolish,” Mateo said, returning grey to the sky with one savage gesture. “You will still do all that we require, you simply guarantee yourself pain and indignity. The Black Sun cartel would not suffer and die in an anonymous room for you, Miss Tuesday. Are you certain of your decision?” 
 
    Chandi nodded, looking ill. 
 
    “Oh, Chandi, please don’t do this!” Hope cried out, grabbing her by the shoulders. “Please! We’ll figure something out, okay? Just tell Mateo you’ll help, and then…” 
 
    Chandi shook her head. 
 
    “It’s her decision. Don’t you think?” Thomas cocked his head to the side, thinking it over. “Don’t worry, love. You’ll soon change your tune.” 
 
    Chandi shuddered and pressed her lips together. 
 
    “Chandi, please, change your mind!” Hope wailed, clutching her hand. “You can’t…you don’t…you can’t!” 
 
    Chandi pulled away from her former best friend and said nothing. 
 
    “The young lady appears to have made up her mind,” Thomas said, offering her his hand. “I think we should respect that.” 
 
    When Chandi made no move to take his hand, Thomas laughed, and then seized her by the elbow and marched her down the deserted street, moving too fast for Chandi to see anything other than a reflected blur in the shop windows they passed. 
 
    Hope yelled something as Thomas shoved her in the back of a car waiting at the bottom of the street, but the rushing of blood in her ears drowned out everything else. There was a bearded man inside already, sitting at the far end of the seat, and Chandi was forced up against him as Thomas followed her into the car, and shut the door behind him, cutting Hope off and leaving them in the quiet of the car interior. He smiled at nothing, tapped the driver on the shoulder, and then, as the car started to roll, punched Chandi hard in the stomach. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The apport technician was bleeding from the interior of his eyes before the apport was performed, but Simeon Yurchenko kept his disquiet off his face, for the benefit of his troops. There were enough potential hazards to the endeavor already, without allowing room for those that might be fanciful. 
 
    “Come along, Ksenia,” he urged the last member of the troop, laboring under a pack half her size. “We are on a schedule.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she grumbled, taking position beside him on the apport platform. “I don’t understand why I have to lug all this junk.” 
 
    “We don’t know when we are coming back,” Matheus said, with a shrug. “We gotta eat, right?” 
 
    “I understand that,” Ksenia said, huffing. “I just don’t understand why I have to carry it. Can’t we hire Sherpas or something?” 
 
    Simeon laughed. 
 
    The apport technician stumbled up to the platform beside them, reeling like a drunk and gnashing his teeth. There was no time to say anything. 
 
    The apport was like none that Simeon had ever experienced previously. The glacial bleakness of the Ether, normally the flash of a fraction of a second, was instead a lingering, terrifying experience, grey streamers and ribbons of the Ether clinging to his skin and innards like strands of bubblegum, the cold leaking into his body to settle in his core, chilling his heart between beats. Their arrival was just as startling, a great collision that sent them smashing into each other like passengers on a train during an emergency stop. After a moment of absolute chaos, Simeon found himself straddled across his own pack, Ksenia lying on her back across his legs. 
 
    Their apport technician was embedded to the waist in the ground, eyes ruptured and thick pink fluid leaking from the nose, ears, and mouth. Simeon put a bullet through his head from his silenced Walther before his agony could draw attention. 
 
    Matheus pulled on his pack, which was embedded in the trunk of a thick old oak tree, the bark melding with the leather of the pack at the edges. 
 
    “We really aren’t going back,” Ksenia said, pinching her lip. “This is…” 
 
    “We aren’t the only ones,” Simeon reminded her, relieved to find that his pack and its contents were reasonably intact. “Nobody is going home until the job is done.” 
 
    “Was that the barrier we hit?” Ksenia asked. “The one that the Academy maintains?” 
 
    “No,” Simeon said. “Analytics confirmed it before we went left. There is no barrier protecting Central.” 
 
    “But I thought…” 
 
    The strap in Matheus’s hand tore, and he slammed into the ground holding the torn top of the backpack, ammunition and toiletries cascading on to the ground. 
 
    Matheus rubbed his back and looked at the tree and the bag with an aggrieved expression. Simeon did his best not to laugh. Ksenia concealed her laughter behind her hand, but Simeon noticed her shoulders shaking. 
 
    “Pull it together, people,” Simeon ordered, his smile disappearing. “We have a job to do.” 
 
    “But…the bag?” Matheus said, pointing at the scrap of leather in his hands, and then at the slowly accumulating pile of supplies on the ground. “What do I…?” 
 
    “Figure it out,” Simeon snapped, no longer in the mood. “An apport like that is bound to draw attention – particularly in these circumstances. Get the gear together, Matheus. Ksenia, find a radio and get into contact with whoever else made it, and any survivors that might have held out. Lady Martynova has entrusted us with a task of great importance. Let’s make sure we rise to the occasion.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord North inspected the tiny hard drive, now safely ensconced in a titanium housing, complete with battery and monitoring hardware, squinted at it like he expected to find some arcane secret inlayed in the gold circuity. 
 
    “The Operation was concluded successfully?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Kevin Morales-North nodded, trying hard not to let his nerves show. “The technicians assure me that the data is intact and genuine, though no attempt has been made to access it, on your orders.” 
 
    “Good. And the Operator responsible?” 
 
    “Collette Higgins, sir. She was injured in the process of acquisition, attacked by unknown parties. Assumed to have been Thule personnel. She managed to secure the archive and activate her emergency beacon, and we dispatched a team…” 
 
    “Which you led personally, from what intelligence I’ve received,” Lord North remarked. “Is that true, Kevin?” 
 
    “The retrieval was uneventful,” Kevin stammered. “No resistance of any kind was…” 
 
    “Your mother has been very firm with me on the subject of you taking these sort of risks,” Lord North said mildly, setting the hard drive down carefully in a foam enclosure cut to fit it. “The situation was volatile, and as watch commander, you were clearly aware of that.” 
 
    Kevin Morales-North straightened up and squared his shoulders, perspiration beading across his forehead. His broad chest, chestnut skin, and curly black hair displayed his Islander heritage, and he stood several centimeters taller than any other member of his adopted family. The Hegemony Operator uniform had required the attentions of a tailor to cope with the breadth of his shoulders, and his overcoat was stretched to the limit across his back. 
 
    “There was no danger,” Kevin insisted. “I deployed with the Operators on watch to assure a successful retrieval, because of the importance of the data involved…” 
 
    “Your mother has made her views quite clear,” Lord North mused. “This Operator Higgins. I have heard rumors…” 
 
    “They are false!” Kevin shouted, face reddening. “Operator Higgins is a professional, as am I, sir.” 
 
    “I have no doubts as to Operator Higgins’s professionalism,” Lord North said, glaring at his adopted son. “Your own conduct is the issue, Kevin.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous, sir! I’ve done nothing out of bounds for a watch commander!” 
 
    “No, you haven’t, but that wasn’t the arrangement that we made, was it? You do remember our agreement, don’t you? I interceded with your mother on your behalf, because you promised…” 
 
    “…not to take any unnecessary risks,” Kevin grumbled, massive shoulders slumping. “But, sir, you told me yourself how important this hard drive was, how critical it was that we acquire it. How could I do anything other than…?” 
 
    The door clicked open, and Madison, Kevin’s towheaded sister, slid into the room behind him, taking his enormous hand with her own. 
 
    “Stop fighting,” the twelve-year-old commanded, talking around a mouth full of purple-tinted braces. “There was already enough fighting in class.” 
 
    “Fighting in class? What on earth is Gerald doing?” Lord North asked, frowning. “Never mind. Madison, this is between me and your brother…” 
 
    “Mom told me that you guys were gonna get in a fight this morning. She told me to take care of it,” Madison explained proudly. “Because she is busy politicking. Anyway, you’ve got it wrong, dad. Kevin just doesn’t know how to explain.” 
 
    “Madison, please!” Kevin shook his head. “Don’t butt in, okay?” 
 
    “Too late!” Madison grinned. “Dad, you have to understand, Kevin picked Collette because he thinks she’s the best at everything. It isn’t just because he’s in love with her.” 
 
    “Madison!” Kevin’s eyes went wide with mortification. “Please don’t…!” 
 
    “Ask permission before using your protocol,” Lord North reminded her, trying to remain stern. “No one appreciates uninvited empathy.” 
 
    “Madison, how could you?” 
 
    “Sorry, Kevin. Sorry, dad! But it’s important that you understand. You made Kevin believe that this was important. You wanted the archive, or whatever it is, we all know that. This was the most important thing you’d ever let Kevin oversee. You told him to do his best, to put his best people on it. Kevin and Collette are his best people, dad. He did it this way because he wanted to be sure it was done right.” 
 
    Madison ran around the desk to hug her father. 
 
    “Like you would have done,” she said, nestling her head against his chest. “Like you have before! Remember, when you had to save that boy from wolves, because Mom told you it was super important?” 
 
    “Madison, what did I just tell you about asking permission?” Lord North said, smiling despite himself. “Please, that’s enough. I need to speak to your brother in private.” 
 
    Madison released her embrace, and then studied them each in turn. 
 
    “You aren’t going to fight anymore, are you?” 
 
    Kevin shook his head. Lord North smiled and pointed toward the door. 
 
    “Oh, fine!” Madison said, throwing her hands in the air in a perfect imitation of her mother. “You’re both impossible, anyway.” 
 
    Madison stomped out of the room. Lord North and his son regarded each other for a moment, and then Kevin looked away, the color returning to his cheeks. 
 
    “I think I owe you an apology,” Lord North said. “Assuming you never, ever tell your sister I said as much.” 
 
    “I can do that, sir,” Kevin said, with obvious relief. “Then, the mission?” 
 
    “Oh, expertly handled, no doubt.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir! And…” 
 
    Lord North glanced at his son. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “…what will you tell mother?” 
 
    Lord North smiled again at the thought of Sofia, who as always, had seen all of this coming. 
 
    “I will speak to your mother, of course. I need you to turn your attention back to the conflict, while I deal with the archive,” Lord North said, a smile creeping on to his lips. “I think perhaps you’d also better invite Operator Higgins over to dinner soon.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    She yelled for nearly thirty minutes before one of the guards was sufficiently annoyed to poke his head through the little window inset in the door and tell her to shut up. 
 
    “I need the bathroom,” Katya said promptly, her face white with distress. “It’s really fucking urgent!” 
 
    The guard laughed and disappeared. 
 
    “It’s an emergency!” Katya wailed. “I swear to God, you don’t want to have to clean it up!” 
 
    There was an extended sigh, and then the guard returned, looking uncertain. 
 
    “They will let you out with lunch…” 
 
    “Man, I told you. It’s an emergency! C’mon. Please!” 
 
    The guard shifted uncomfortably, like Katya’s urgency was transmittable, and ran gloved fingers through his excessively gelled hair. 
 
    “It’s an hour,” he said, glancing at his watch. “You can’t wait an hour?” 
 
    “Fuck, man, I’m not sure I’m going to make it at all,” Katya said, clutching the wall and partially bent over. “Please.” 
 
    The guard made a face, and then produced a keycard. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But this is gonna be real quick.” 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” Katya nearly hugged the guard as he opened the door and pulled her out by her manacled hands. “You saved my life, you’re fucking amazing!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Come on.” 
 
    The guard pulled her down the hall hurriedly, around a corner, and through an unmanned checkpoint to a dead-end hallway with a staff bathroom on either side. Pushing Katya up against the wall with a warning glance, the guard fumbled with his access card for a moment, before using it to open the bathroom on the left. Still holding Katya by her wrist manacles, he ducked inside briefly and looked around. 
 
    “Looks okay,” the guard grunted, giving her a little push into the tiny bathroom. “Hurry up, okay? I’m going to close the door partway, but…” 
 
    “My hands, okay?” Katya rattled her manacles in his direction. “I need my hands for a second.” 
 
    “No,” the guard snapped. “Figure it out. You have one minute…” 
 
    “Look, I need my hands,” Katya insisted. “It’s…you know. That time of the month. I already don’t have any pads, and if you don’t mind me saying, my flow is really heavy right now, and I’ve been getting these stomachs cramps and, you know, and it’s a pretty fucking big mess already, and it’s only gonna get worse if I can’t…” 
 
    “Okay! For fuck’s sake!” The guard hurried to unlock her manacles. “Just spare me the details.” 
 
    He turned the key and one of the bracelets popped loose. 
 
    Katya drove her shoulder into his stomach and rammed the guard against the wall. He groaned and bent over. Katya bashed him in the side of the head with both hands, the loose manacle cutting open his cheek. The guard grabbed blindly for her, but Katya evaded him and swung out wide, hopping on his back and pulling the chain linking her restraints across his throat. 
 
    The guard bucked and struggled desperately, but Katya held tight, her legs scissored around his midsection, her elbows dug into his shoulders. The guard swung his baton wildly, missing completely with the first attempt, but catching Katya in the side of the head with a second blow that made her see stars. 
 
    Katya managed to duck the next blow, but she guessed the wrong direction for the swing that followed, and the baton caught her square in the eye socket. Only the awkward angle and her own reflexive backwards jerk of her head kept her from losing the eye. 
 
    The guard bent forward, nearly tossing her off his back, which allowed him one great gasp of air. Katya rammed the point of her elbow into the back of his head, at the base of the neck, and the guard moaned and dropped to one knee. Squeezing her legs tight around his lower ribs, Katya repeated the elbow strike, catching him a second time in the cervical spine and dropping him to the floor. Katya wrapped the chain back around his neck, catching two of his fingers inside at the last moment, and pulled as hard as she could. 
 
    The guard coughed and retched as he tried to throw her from his back. He waved his baton around, catching Katya on the point of her chin and chipping her front teeth. Katya’s arms ached and her eye throbbed, but she kept tugging, cracking the bones in the guard’s trapped fingers as he fought to hold the airway open. 
 
    He bashed her across the shin with his baton, causing her to yelp with pain, but Katya simply pulled as hard as her aching arms would allow, as the guard’s movements slowed, and then ceased entirely. She continued to pull until her arms gave out. Then she rolled to her back and lay there on the dirty bathroom floor, gasping and half-blind. 
 
    She waited until sight returned to her swollen eye, then Katya pulled herself up to the sink and ran cold water. She drank straight from the tap until she started to cough, and then let the basin fill. Rust colored water poured into the sink while she examined her eye in the mirror. It was already on the way to black, the lid swollen and grotesque, but after a soak and a cold compress made from a torn section of the guard’s uniform, Katya figured she could make do. 
 
    Katya searched the guard until she found his keyring and access card, and then patiently went through miniaturized keys until she found one that opened her restraints. She set the restraints aside with a grateful sigh, and rubbed her wrists. Turning back to the guard, she removed the small container of mace attached to his belt, and collected the telescoping baton from the bathroom floor. 
 
    After a count of five, she ducked her head out, checking the hallway in both directions before she stepped out, and then closing the bathroom door carefully behind her. Katya followed the same path back to her cell, holding her breath as she approached the guard post, and then feeling a tremendous surge of relief when it proved to be unoccupied. She paused there to examine a beige computer installed at the guard post, which functioned as a control module. 
 
    The menus were not intuitive. Dripping with sweat and fingers trembling, Katya needed several anxious minutes to open the exterior doors to the cell unit, and in the process accidentally launched many other menus, including one that offered an inventory of unfortunates stored in this detention center. Katya groaned when she saw the third name on the list, just ahead of her own. 
 
    She hurried back down the hall to her cell. Katya had to mess about with keycard for several seconds to get the door to open, filled with panic the entire time that the card had already been deactivated. She smiled with relief when the magnetic locks released. 
 
    Eerie raised her head warily when she heard the door open, her expression transforming from trepidation to perplexity when she saw Katya. 
 
    “Eerie, come on!” Katya pulled the Changeling up from the filthy cell floor where she was huddled. “We need to get moving.” 
 
    “Katya? But, how? Did you…?” 
 
    “Yes. Killed the guard. We are escaping.” 
 
    “…hurt your eye?” Eerie peered at Katya’s swollen eye in obvious concern. “It looks bad.” 
 
    “What?” Katya took a step back as Eerie leaned in close. “Yeah, I guess it’s…” 
 
    Eerie put a hand on her shoulder, stood up on her tiptoes, and then gave Katya’s bruised eye a very quick lick. 
 
    “Hey! What the hell!” Katya pushed Eerie away, touching her injury gingerly. “Why did you…?” 
 
    “I’m sorry!” Eerie covered her face with her hands. “I didn’t mean to!” 
 
    “What the hell, Eerie?” 
 
    “I just…you were hurt, and I…I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Katya held her hand up in front of her face and flexed her fingers, looking confused. 
 
    “Eerie?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I can see.” 
 
    “Okay?” 
 
    “Out of the eye that I just got jabbed in with a stick. The one that was swollen shut. It isn’t swollen shut anymore, is it?” 
 
    Eerie glanced up hopefully. 
 
    “No,” she said, concerning returning to her voice. “It’s puffy and black, though.” 
 
    “Whatever. C’mon.” 
 
    Katya grabbed Eerie by the hand and pulled her to the cell door, checking to make sure the hallway was clear before they emerged. 
 
    “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What?” Eerie glanced around. “Oh. Maybe? Where are we going?” 
 
    “One thing,” Katya said, checking door numbers, “I gotta check on.” 
 
    They rounded a corner, and then passed another series of cells, each sealed by the same blue-painted door. Katya stopped in front of the second to last door and stared at it, licking her lips. 
 
    “Katya?” Eerie asked nervously. “Is everything…?” 
 
    “I dunno,” Katya said, stepping forward and pressing the keycard to the reader. “I think we’re about to find out.” 
 
    The lock clicked open, and Katya pushed open the door, pulling Eerie into the cell after her. 
 
    Katya didn’t recognize him at first. 
 
    “Oh, fuck,” Katya said softly, looking over the damage. “They really did a number on you, didn’t they?” 
 
    “Who…who is that, Katya?” 
 
    “It’s Nero. Or…I mean, it was. Fuck.” Katya picked up an arm that was peppered with electrical burns to check for a pulse. “Hey, Nero? You still with us, my friend?” 
 
    Nero flexed his fingers, and Katya took his hand, grimacing at the blood and the smell as she crouched beside him. 
 
    “Nero…what the hell are you doing here, man? What happened?” 
 
    His face was a mess. Katya kept wondering why he didn’t open his eyes, until she realized that he no longer had any. 
 
    “Oh, God, Nero…” 
 
    The slightest movement of his lips cracked the blackened crust that covered them, revealing bright red flesh beneath that reminded Katya nauseatingly of grilled pork. 
 
    “Nero, man, don’t try and talk, okay?” Katya did her best to smile, and failed miserably. “Anastasia’s gonna bail us all out of this any second, and we’ll get you fixed up, you’ll see…” 
 
    Nero tried to say something, but produced nothing but sputtering and pink bubbles. In the corner of the room, Eerie wept inconsolably into her hands. 
 
    “Just…just try not to move, please?” 
 
    Nero opened his mouth again, and managed a low hiss. Katya leaned in very close to his mutilated face to hear. 
 
    “Renton,” he gasped, saliva leaking through his cloven lower lip. “Took him downstairs.” 
 
    “Wait, what? They have Renton, too? Renton Hall?” 
 
    “Two down,” Nero burbled. “Left and left. Tell the Mistress…” 
 
    Katya shuddered, and then kissed Nero on an undamaged section of his forehead. She waited a long time, but he did not say another word. She touched the side of his wrist hesitantly, and then stopped and turned away, facing a blank wall. The Changeling hurried over and took her hand. 
 
    “Katya, was he a friend?” 
 
    Katya nodded, eyes closed, face composed. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Katya nodded again. 
 
    “Do you want to…talk about it?” 
 
    Katya shook her head and squeezed Eerie’s hand. 
 
    “Okay,” Katya said, taking Eerie by the arm and pulling her out of the cell. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    “Where are we going now?” 
 
    “To find Renton,” Katya said grimly, sliding the keycard against another reader at the end of the hall. “I hope.” 
 
    “Renton? You mean the jerk from class, who was mean to me?” 
 
    Katya laughed as she pulled the door open. 
 
    “Yeah. That’s Renton.” 
 
    “He’s here?” Eerie allowed herself to be pulled toward a nearby stairwell. “Why?” 
 
    Katya paused, the access card hovering centimeters from the waiting reader, and glanced at Eerie. 
 
    “You know, I feel like I keep saying this,” Katya said, with a shrug. “But I have no fucking idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    “There were three attempts to infiltrate the Academy in the last twenty-four hours,” Rebecca Levy said acidly. “That sort of nonsense ends immediately, unless you would like me to get directly involved in your petty feud.” 
 
    “For my part, I apologize,” Lord North said, with a rueful expression. “I assure you, no attempt was made to attack the Academy on my part – merely a foolish attempt from some of my comrades to spirit their own children away from the Academy to safety…” 
 
    “There is no safer place,” Rebecca said, lighting a cigarette. “The children currently in our charge will remain as such for the duration of the conflict. Is that understood?” 
 
    Lord North was wise enough simply to nod. 
 
    “And you, Lord Thule,” Rebecca said, the corner of her mouth curling as she turned to face the former Director of the Academy across his former desk. “What do you have to say for yourself, in regards to the Advanced Studies class?” 
 
    “An excellent program,” Gaul said seriously. “I would recommend it to anyone.” 
 
    “Don’t fuck around!” Rebecca snapped, knocking the ashtray to the floor. “What the hell was that, Gaul? Attacking a school? The very school you used to be the Director of? Outside of all the parts of the Agreement you violated, what exactly has gone wrong with your machine-addled head?” 
 
    “There was an attack on the Advanced Studies class?” Gaul’s pink eyes were placid and indifferent. “How terrible. I certainly have no knowledge of any such undertaking…” 
 
    “Really? Because one of ‘em was Jacob Riley, who works for you, Gaul. Haven’t identified the other yet. Body was burned to badly.” Rebecca ground her cigarette out on the varnished surface of Gaul’s old desk. “So, this is just another case of subordinates gone wild? Is that the story?” 
 
    Gaul leaned forward in his chair. 
 
    “I will need to confirm Jacob Riley’s involvement…” 
 
    “Oh, he was involved. And then roasted alive,” Rebecca snarled. “You used to be an educator, you know? That’s the worst part.” 
 
    “…but if he was involved – and that is speculative – I will need to investigate the rationale before I offer a potential motive.” Gaul spread his hands. “While I am the Lord of Thule Cartel, I can hardly police the actions of every man and woman under my command at every moment of the day.” 
 
    “Really? Because that is my exact expectation,” Rebecca said. “If you feel the standard for your performance is too high, then I suggest you find yourself another job. Again. In the meantime, here’s your courtesy notice – I am opening an Inquiry, effective immediately, into the actions of the Thule Cartel, in regards to the attack on the Martynova family, as well as this latest outrage. Look forward to that.” 
 
    “If you think it necessary,” Gaul said civilly. “I will assist in whatever manner I can.” 
 
    “As will I,” Lord North remarked, crossing his legs. “Most eagerly.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” the Director said sourly. “You know, you aren’t off the hook yourself, Henry North. What exactly is going on between the two of you?” 
 
    The Hegemony Lords managed to look everywhere in the room except at her or each other. 
 
    “As little as possible,” Lord North replied airily. “Whatever do you mean?” 
 
    Rebecca sighed, put her sneakers up on the desk, and grabbed for her cigarettes. 
 
    “Let me sum up the situation as I understand it, and then you correct me if I got anything wrong. Apport and telepathic protocols have gone to shit, for reasons that I don’t care to discuss with either of you. Thanks to Anastasia Martynova’s debut, most of the Black Sun was already in China. Which leaves you Hegemony types alone in Central.” Rebecca glared at them in turn. “You’ve been using the opportunity to consolidate power and settle old scores. I have bodies all over Central, thanks to your spat. Did I miss anything?” 
 
    For the first time since they entered the room, the Lords exchanged a brief look. 
 
    “You are mistaken,” Lord Thule said calmly. “There is no conflict…” 
 
    “You are right, of course, Director,” Lord North said, with the slightest smile. “I had hoped we could settle matters with a duel, but Lord Thule refused any such accommodation.” 
 
    “I’ve got a civil war and traumatized children to deal with,” Rebecca said, pointing at Gaul with her cigarette. “So, let’s clear this whole thing up now, before anybody else gets collaterally damaged. You mean to have a war, correct?” 
 
    “No,” Gaul objected, gripping the arms of his chair. “This is absurd…” 
 
    “I would accept a duel, even still,” Lord North said politely. “For control of the Hegemony, and an end to the conflict.” 
 
    “I’m prepared to sanction that duel,” the Director said, turning her attention to her predecessor. “What do you think, Gaul? Wanna man up?” 
 
    Gaul closed his pink eyes, sighed, and then shook his head. 
 
    Rebecca threw her hands in the air and swore an oath in Hebrew, and then another in Spanish, for good measure. 
 
    “Fine. I’m not going to let you idiots run roughshod over Central, though, no matter the circumstances.” Rebecca ground out her second cigarette, creating another burn mark in the beautiful old wood just beside the first. “You’re going to declare war between your two cartels. We’ll do all the paperwork before you leave and sign off on it, make it official.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Lord North said, stroking his chin. “There will be terms?” 
 
    “I’m about to dictate them,” Rebecca said firmly. “You’ve got two weeks, no more. Conflict is restricted to areas clear of civilians. Fighting is limited to Operators only – all targeting of families and children ends. The Academy, the Far Shores, and all related facilities, are strictly off-limits, and anyone who flees to any of them will be given refuge. The Auditors will monitor the conflict, with a writ to administer immediate judgement on anyone suspected of violating the terms that I have laid out today, or to prevent any further violations of the Agreement. Understood?” 
 
    The Lords exchanged another look, and the Director used empathy to calm her own raging temper, narrowly preventing herself from attempting to bash their heads together. 
 
    “Respectfully, I wonder why we would agree to any such terms?” Gaul adjusted his glasses. “Per my intelligence, Director, your Auditors are stranded and scattered.” 
 
    “That is true,” Rebecca said, putting her hands behind her head. “Everything sucks right now. I would like to remind you, however, of a certain something. Do you remember, Lord Thule, when I worked for you, as an Auditor?” 
 
    Gaul nodded cautiously. 
 
    “Auditors suffer from a negative reputation,” Rebecca said. “Something about violence and unchecked authority. I’m sure you’ve your own opinions on the topic.” 
 
    Neither man spoke. 
 
    “You will perhaps recall, Lord Thule, that when I worked in the field – before I retired, of my own volition – I was regarded as the most frightening of all the Auditors.” Rebecca smiled mirthlessly. “The very worst. Does that ring any bells?” 
 
    Gaul nodded again. 
 
    “Why do I need to explain how I intend to enforce my decision, then?” Rebecca demanded. “I will enforce it myself.” 
 
    “There will be no need for any such coercion, Director Levy, at least on my part,” Lord North said. “The North Cartel and its allies willingly accede to sanctioned conflict and Auditor oversight. Perhaps you can bring a touch of civility to these unfortunate proceedings.” 
 
    “You have it all wrong,” Rebecca warned. “If I get involved, Henry, it’ll be the opposite of civil. What about you, Gaul? Ready to put your name on a dotted line?” 
 
    “If I must.” 
 
    “You must,” the Director said, pushing a button to summon Mrs. Barrett, her admirably efficient secretary, and all the requisite paperwork war entailed. “That’s one thing we all have in common, guys.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ksenia let him know they had guests incoming half a kilo out, and Matheus had them painted with infrared laser from a deer stand way up an old growth tree, the figure glowing in Simeon’s scope long before he arrived. Brennan Cree, who had somehow managed to survive the purge, and then cross Hegemony occupied Central, attempted a telepathic scan, but found the target extremely well-shielded. 
 
    “Like they aren’t even there,” Brennan said, his admiration obvious as they watched the malformed blob of heat make slow progress through the heavily wooded foothills. “If I couldn’t see otherwise, I wouldn’t believe it.” 
 
    Simeon stirred uneasily. 
 
    “Invisible, you say?” 
 
    Brennan nodded, distracted by his ongoing telepathic probe. 
 
    “Psychically invisible,” he said, voice flat and distant. “A blank space that blends perfectly into the surrounding environment…” 
 
    Simeon sighed and set aside the rifle. 
 
    “What is it?” Ksenia asked, the heat of her protocol slowly dissipating. 
 
    “I don’t know why there are two people,” Simeon said glumly. “But one of them must be Daniel Gao.” 
 
    “What?” Ksenia looked frustrated. “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because that’s what Daniel does,” Simeon snapped. “He must be tired, or we never would have picked up on him at all.” 
 
    “He’s tired,” Brennan confirmed. “Probably because he’s carrying that second person on his back, and has been for some time.” 
 
    Simeon frowned and waved them off, and then went to wait at the edge of the improvised camp that they had assembled in the woods, just beyond the suburbs of Central. Carefully situated within a huge thicket of blackberry bushes, shaded by sugar pine and scrub oak, the camp was concealed unless the observer was right on top of it. Only someone tuned to an emergency frequency reserved for Black Sun personnel in exactly these sorts of situations would be able to locate it. 
 
    There were no guarantees, but Simeon felt a measured amount of confidence that their mission had thus far gone largely unnoticed. The Hegemony would have slaughtered them all on arrival, were they aware of it, and plenty of time had elapsed for their telepaths to notice their presence. Simeon sat on a convenient stone just outside of camp and watched fires blaze across the city, as the Hegemony busied itself with consolidating its hold on Central. 
 
    Daniel Gao halted when he saw Simeon waiting in the gloom, and Simeon gave him a wave. There was a girl on his back, limp and unmoving, hair covering her face. Simeon thought it prudent not to mention that. 
 
    “Daniel,” Simeon said, standing at his approach. “Good to see you alive.” 
 
    “Not for lack of trying,” Daniel said, face smeared with ash. “Those bastards burned down the house, with me inside it!” 
 
    “Did they know you were inside?” 
 
    “No, but that is no excuse for that sort of impoliteness.” 
 
    Simeon held out his arms, and Daniel hoisted the girl off his back and handed her over. She was heavier than he expected, but he bore the burden without comment, just in case she was more conscious than she looked. They started back toward camp, not hurrying. 
 
    “I assume this is…?” 
 
    “Serafina Ricci.” 
 
    “What about the rest of the family?” 
 
    Daniel Gao turned and spat into the darkness, rubbing soot from his mouth. 
 
    “The mother put up a decent fight, so she died quick and clean.” The diplomat’s face was grave beneath the black smears. “They took their time with her father, then set the place on fire.” 
 
    “Watch it, Daniel!” Simeon growled, nodding at the girl in his arms. “She doesn’t need…” 
 
    “She’s asleep,” Daniel said. “She’s been out for hours, since before things got ugly. She didn’t need to see that, and she doesn’t need to see the way to our camp.” 
 
    “A prudent decision. Did you see much of what is happening in Central, on the way?” 
 
    “Not much,” Daniel said. “We skirted the city, and made for the first rendezvous. There was no one there, so we were moving on to the backup location when you found us. How bad is it in Central?” 
 
    “Brandon Cree made it out,” Simeon said. “That’s it for survivors, as far as we know, though I bet the Hegemony took some prisoners when they raided our facilities in Central.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’ve got a functioning apport technician, then, Simeon? I know Lady Martynova was keen to see Miss Ricci removed to safety…” 
 
    “We have a technician, but he hasn’t regained consciousness since we arrived. To be entirely frank, I do not expect him to awaken. Even telepathic contact is interrupted. As the Mistress warned, we are truly on our own.” 
 
    “Not entirely, yes? Peter Rurikovich and Maxim Pashkevich should be out there somewhere, too. And Renton Hall, of course,” Daniel Gao added, looking sour. “A competitive field.” 
 
    Simeon nodded, leading the way through the brambles via a game trail that was nearly invisible, even when standing directly on top of it, marked via careful branch breaking and arrangement of the undergrowth. 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    “Lady Martynova?” 
 
     Daniel nodded. 
 
    “Her ire is raised,” Simeon said, with a shrug. “Her eyes have gone cold.” 
 
    “Then it is up to us…” 
 
    “Yes.” Simeon nodded, thinking that it was a strange sort of rivalry he found himself in. “If not us, then who else?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The stairwell was vacant, and the door to the sublevel opened easily with the keycard Katya had taken. The brunette woman in a blue blazer situated at a desk near the stairwell looked surprised to see them. 
 
    Katya took advantage of her confusion to walk right up to the woman, a warm smile on her face. Katya then proceeded beat her with the telescoping baton until her arm was tired and the woman was a bloody smear on the ground. Eerie covered her eyes and wept until it was over, and then Katya had to lead her by the hand from there. 
 
    They encountered one other person – a uniformed man with spikey hair and glasses – but he rushed by them without a word. They watched him run until he disappeared at the end of the hall, never even slowing or glancing in their direction. 
 
    “Thank God he kept moving,” Katya said. “My shoulder is killing me. Let’s go!” 
 
    The room was not difficult to find. 
 
    There were three interrogation chambers situated at the end of a long hallway, made obvious by the lack of windows, mounting points for restraints, and drains set in the floor. Two of the rooms were vacant, the doors left conveniently ajar. 
 
    They found Renton Hall and Lóa Thule inside of the third. Renton hung naked from the ceiling on a pair of dislocated shoulders, tongue and genitals wired to car battery. Lóa was fiddling with something in front of Renton, her back to the door. She made no move in response to Katya and Eerie, perhaps never heard them at all. 
 
    Katya paused outside the door to slowly extend the baton, and then stepped quietly from her shoes, creeping into the room on bare feet. Katya raised the baton as she approached Lóa, and then swung like a batter at a homerun derby. 
 
    Lóa blurred, and Katya’s swing connected with nothing but air. There was a moment of confusion, a sudden collision, and then Katya was laying on her back on the sticky tile, the wind knocked from her lungs, and Lóa Thule’s expeditious chatter ringing in her ears. 
 
    “Friends of yours, Renton?” Lóa looked at the pair of new arrivals with delight. “Wherever did the two of you…ah, I know! You are uncle Gaul’s playthings, aren’t you? The Changeling, and…I’m sorry, I don’t even know who you are.” 
 
    “She’s Katya,” Eerie said, running over to her protectively. “And we are the Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club.” 
 
    “I see! Well, I don’t see it at all. Who is Alex, and why aren’t you in the Outer Dark, if you mean to rescue him? Oh, don’t worry! It doesn’t matter; you don’t need to try and answer. We have plenty of time down here to get to the bottom everything.” 
 
    Katya took Eerie’s hand and attempted to stand. Lóa blurred, and something cracked Katya smartly across her bare feet, causing her to cry out and fall, clutching her mashed toes. Eerie rushed to help Katya, while Lóa laughed and spun Katya’s telescoping baton in her left hand like a drum majorette. 
 
    “Why would you think you could do anything to me?” Lóa asked smugly. “Whoever you are, you can’t hope to touch me – particularly since you have already been prepared for interrogation yourselves. You can’t even access your own protocols! Not that it makes a huge difference. I’m simply too fast.” 
 
    Not fast, Katya heard, a whisper in the back of his mind. She’s a telepath. 
 
    Renton? Are you…not dead? 
 
    Does it look that bad? 
 
    Um...yes? 
 
    Don’t worry about that now, Katya. 
 
    I’m not. She’s gonna kill us, Renton. I can’t even lay a finger on her… 
 
    I can turn it off. 
 
    What? 
 
    I can turn Lóa’s telepathy off. Trust me, she only seems fast. It’ll probably last for just a few seconds. Can you work with that? 
 
    Renton, how long have you been able to…? 
 
    I figured it out hours ago. I needed a long time in her head while she was distracted. This will only work once. 
 
    And you just let her…do stuff to you? 
 
    I told you. I needed a long time. Are you ready? Can you handle her? 
 
    “Oh, I think so,” Katya said, rising slowly on battered feet. “Let’s try it.” 
 
    Lóa lunged forward with a bemused expression on her face, moving with entirely conventional speed. Katya ducked to avoid the baton, stepped neatly inside, and then fired off a right cross, followed with an elbow that rattled Lóa’s jaw. Lóa was too stunned to put up a coherent defense, so Katya grabbed the back of her neck and leaned on it until Lóa bent at the waist. Katya drove her knee into the side of Lóa’s head. Lóa grunted and dropped to her knees, as Katya repeated the strike, wincing when her knee collided with Lóa’s skull. The baton tumbled from Lóa’s fingers, and Katya snatched it up before it could hit the ground. 
 
    Eerie whimpered as Katya whipped the baton across Lóa’s head, blood staining her blond hair as she tumbled to the stained tile floor of the interrogation room. Katya stepped grimly on top of Lóa, smacking aside her thrashing arms and landing one blow after another, each crack of the baton like the splitting of firewood. Lóa gave up the struggle, her arms slumped and her neck limp, but Katya merely switched hands, gritted her teeth, and kept on until Lóa’s cracked skull lay in an expanding pool of her own blood. 
 
    Katya stood unsteadily, tossed the gory baton away, and then staggered to Renton’s side. Eerie followed her clumsily, trailing Katya with an intimidated expression. 
 
    “Renton?” Katya touched one of his distended shoulders gingerly. “You still with us? Fuck! Can you hear me?” 
 
    Eerie looked confused. 
 
    “Was he…did he ever hear you?” 
 
    Katya looked around frantically. 
 
    “Renton is a telepath, remember? Help me get him down from there!” 
 
    They tried scissors, Katya taking a precarious perch atop one of the rolling trays to reach his bonds, but the cord used to bind Renton’s wrists was too thick. They switched to a surgical saw from the pile of tools beside Renton, Eerie gagging as Katya wiped the gore from it before setting to work. Renton listed alarmingly after the first cord was cut, his shoulder extending grotesquely from its socket, the skin stretched thin. Katya made the second cut hurriedly, her face red with exertion. 
 
    Renton spilled abruptly to the floor, and the Changeling followed in a misguided attempt to catch him. Katya jumped down from the rolling tray just in time to avoid toppling it, and hurried to where Renton lay. Eerie sat nearby, trembling and sniffling. 
 
    “Oh God! It’s...it’s pretty bad.” 
 
    Eerie sobbed behind her hands. 
 
    “Shit, Renton. I can’t believe you would…” 
 
    Katya trialed off, and then seized the Changeling by the shoulders. 
 
    “Can you fix him?” Katya asked excitedly. “Like you did with my eye?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know…” Eerie trembled as she was hauled to her feet. “Isn’t he dead?” 
 
    “No,” Katya said, pausing to check. “Still breathing. C’mon, Eerie! Isn’t there anything you can do?” 
 
    Eerie hesitated. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “He was…mean. To me. Picked on me. Took advantage.” 
 
    “Renton?” 
 
    Eerie nodded. 
 
    “Yeah.” Katya frowned. “That sounds like Renton. He’s…yeah. A creep.” 
 
    “Do I…have to?” 
 
    “No,” Katya said. “I’d appreciate it, though.” 
 
    Eerie thought it over, and then nodded reluctantly. 
 
    “Okay,” the Changeling said, blushing. “But don’t look. It’s gross.” 
 
    Katya watched as the Changeling crouched over Renton, opened his mouth – pausing briefly to wipe her bloodied fingers on her sweatshirt – and then put her finger in her mouth. Eerie sucked on her finger for a moment, and then stuck it into Renton’s mouth. 
 
    “Ew!” Katya smirked. “That really was gross!” 
 
    “I told you not to look. I warned you it was gross!” Eerie wiped her finger on the tile repeatedly. “I don’t have any gum or candy or anything! What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    “I’m just teasing,” Katya said. “Thanks, Eerie. Really. Uh…what happens now?” 
 
    “We wait until he gets better,” Eerie explained, sniffling. “Or he doesn’t.” 
 
    Katya nodded slowly, sitting down beside the Changeling. 
 
    “This club is a disaster,” Eerie said, curling into a ball on the interrogation room floor. “Everything is ruined!” 
 
    “Don’t say that…” 
 
    “It is, though! Alex is still gone, and Derrida is…I just want to go home.” 
 
    “We can’t do that yet, Eerie. Alex isn’t rescued. Remember?” 
 
    “You were right all along,” Eerie wailed. “This whole thing is my fault!” 
 
    “Don’t say that!” Katya lay down beside Eerie on the filthy tile, one arm thrown across the sobbing Changeling. “Just…don’t, okay?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How lovely to see you all.” Alistair watched the small group of Auditors descend the ramp to the parking lot below the vacant commercial building with evident good humor. “What spectacularly terrible timing.” 
 
    “I disagree,” Alice said, gun held parallel to her leg as she walked, Xia at her side. “I hate seeing you, and I think our timing is great.” 
 
    “You realize the shit that we are in?” Alistair asked, leaning on the trunk of a handy Mercedes. “We are trapped here, all of us.” Alistair gestured at the underground car park that surrounded him. “The Ether is impassible, and we are cut off from Central and the Outer Dark.” 
 
    “Is that so terrible?” Alice asked. “We’ve got each other, after all.” 
 
    “You don’t have Michael, though,” Alistair added cruelly. “Not anymore.” 
 
    Alice’s expression somehow managed to combine a wince and a snarl. 
 
    “Do you know why I came to Las Vegas in the first place?” Alistair chuckled as he motioned toward a blank doorway in the back wall of the parking garage, leading to a room full of gleaming, unused industrial equipment, bordered by a pair of massive server racks. “We have both been conned. You haven’t forgotten about Emily Muir yet, have you? I came here, looking for her. She even convinced me to transfer my staff here, to wait for the arrival of an archive that was in Central all along. We’ve all been lured here to move us away from the action, and we fell for it, hook, line, and sinker. This facility never even went live. I only came back here to collect my people. Another five minutes and we would have been gone. We’ve been had by Emily, the both us. A depressing prospect, no?” 
 
    “That girl keeps busy,” Alice observed neutrally. “Hate to tell you this, but she ain’t pulling my strings.” 
 
    “So you might think. I believed as much myself, until just a few days ago. But enough about my problems,” Alistair said, folding his arms. Alice, my dear, won’t you please kill your Auditors for me? 
 
    Alistair spoke a word that was not a word, but rather a razor blade pressed beneath the skin of an apple, a nail straight through the sole and into the instep. 
 
    Alice grinned at him. 
 
    “The control word didn’t work?” Alistair expression was bemused. “You have always been full of secrets, Alice, but this…” 
 
    “Your trick is dumb,” Hayley proclaimed, sucking an iced latte through a straw. “I can’t believe no one figured it out.” 
 
    “This is Hayley,” Alice explained, jerking her thumb in the telepath’s direction. “She’s pretty smart about some things, as it turns out.” 
 
    Alistair studied the Auditor, a baseball cap pulled low over her eyes, the hem of her oversized sweatshirt nearly covering her tattered jean shorts. 
 
    “You killed my dog,” Hayley said, tossing her cup to the ground. “You killed Derrida, you bastard! I saw the whole thing.”  
 
    “I see. Too bad you missed the part after, with the Changeling and your friend,” Alistair said, grinning as understanding dawned on his face. “You’re possessing our mutual friend Alice, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Just for a second,” Hayley said cavalierly. “When you speak your dumb weaponized telepathic artifacts. The rest of the time, Ms. Gallow is my boss.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Alice said. “Xia, baby, you wanna see if he’s the kind of Anathema that burns?” 
 
    Alistair opened his mouth a fraction of a second before the flames that consumed him stole the oxygen from his lungs. Hayley started to say something, but then the stink of burning skin and hair hit her, and she was too busy retching and backing away. 
 
    “No screaming. That’s odd.” Alice watched as Alistair succumbed to the flames with unusual grace, laying down on the concrete like a man taking an afternoon nap. “They usually scream.” 
 
    Xia kept it up until the Anathema was charcoal. 
 
    “There’s no easy way to explain this,” Alice said, glancing at Hayley. “But I’m sick of keeping secrets. So, do me a favor and don’t tell anyone about this, ‘kay?” 
 
    Alice loomed over Alistair. She tried a couple different positions, before frowning, and shooting out two of the light fixtures. Hayley clamped her hands over her ears after the first report, glaring at Alice as the echoes faded, while Xia watched without offering a reaction. 
 
    Alice took a step to the side, and then smiled. 
 
    Alistair lay entirely within the boundaries of Alice Gallow’s shadow. 
 
    “He’s dead, right?” Hayley called out nervously. “He’s gotta be, right?” 
 
    “Anathema don’t die easily,” Alice said, folding her arms across her chest. “Believe me. But we can try!” 
 
    Alistair’s eyes snapped open, and he began to scrabble across the floor. Alice blew him a kiss. 
 
    Then her shadow began to swallow him whole. 
 
    As tendrils of shadow dragged away bits and pieces of Alistair’s broiled flesh, he struggled on the concrete. Then he laughed, and an abrupt flash was followed by a movement in the stale air. Where Alistair’s body had been, only ashes and cinders floating in the updraft and a stain on the garage floor remained. 
 
    “He must be dead now,” Hayley said weakly, face ashen. “Right?” 
 
    “I sort of doubt it,” Alice admitted. “He didn’t really look like he was dying, did he?” 
 
    Hayley shook her head. Alice motioned for them to follow as she investigated the burn mark on the concrete. 
 
    Alistair stepped out from behind a lovingly detailed Toyota, adjusting his tie. 
 
    “Someday you must tell me how you manage the clothes,” Alice said, grinning broadly. “Margot would have loved to know that trick.” 
 
    “You like tricks?” Alistair asked, matching her grin with his own, more modest expression. “Well, then, by all means, allow me to show you another.” 
 
    At the sound of footsteps behind them, the Auditors turned about. 
 
    Mitsuru Aoki waited for them, coal-black blood seeping from her slashed wrists. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord Gao approached and dropped briefly to one knee, before rising and coming to stand beside her. She stood on a glassed-in balcony, watching the Gobi Desert assault the parched grasslands about the facility with searing winds. Within the perimeter of the main fence, Chinese military vehicles and support equipment moved amid the clouds of dust, but in the Black Sun corner of the compound, located opposite a broad testing range, there was little movement aside from that of the desert. 
 
    “Lady Martynova,” Bohai Gao said, his face as youthful as it was in the old pictures of Josef Martynova and her mother that lined the walls of their Moscow residence. “I am at your disposal.” 
 
    “Lord Gao.” Anastasia Martynova stood so near to the glass that the tip of her nose almost brushed against the pane, her fingertips wrestling on the glass so she could feel the minute impacts of the windborne sand as it battered the compound. “I would make a request of you.” 
 
    The vampire nodded and waited. 
 
    This reserve was typical for him, Anastasia knew. Lord Gao was much more comfortable letting his wife do the talking. 
 
    “My father cannot rest while his enemies still draw breath, Lord Gao.” 
 
    “Yes, Mistress.” 
 
    “I have dispatched some of my best soldiers to Central, to force a reckoning with the Thule Cartel. Thule was not alone in attacking the Black Sun, however, and they are not without allies even now. I do not intend to stand idly by, Lord Gao.” 
 
    Lord Gao nodded, while Anastasia watched the desert stretch its long red fingers. 
 
    “The Anathema cooperated with the Thule Cartel in organizing the attack. We have not yet determined their motivations, but that can wait. Our enemies must be reminded that the Black Sun is not to be taken lightly. That, my Lord Gao, is the task I have set for myself.” 
 
    “A noble undertaking.” 
 
    “They have slain my father – the Lord of the Black Sun, our leader. They killed my uncle and left my brother in a coma. They would have killed your beloved wife as well, Lord Gao, had good fortune and the best of my servants not intervened.” 
 
    Lord Gao’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I am grateful, Mistress.” 
 
    “They deafened my little sister, and they grievously injured my infant niece. If she survives, she will grow up without a father or a grandfather. What do you think an appropriate punishment for such behavior might be, Lord Gao?” 
 
    “Whatever you decree,” Lord Gao answered instantly, without sparing a moment for consideration. “What else could suffice, Lady Martynova?” 
 
    Anastasia glanced away from the encroaching desert, an expression of gratitude crossing her veiled face. 
 
    “You are quite right, sir, and a loyal friend besides,” Anastasia proclaimed, turning back to the window. “I require an escort, Lord Gao, having been lately deprived of my own.” 
 
    The vampire nodded, standing beside her in the kind of casual readiness that comes from several lifetimes of standing at attention. 
 
    “Say no more of it. Tell me, however, before we depart – how do you fair, milady?” 
 
    Anastasia put her fingers on the glass, her eyes distant and cold as the outer planets. 
 
    “Not at my best, my lord. I find sleep elusive, knowing that those who killed my father sleep well.” 
 
    “My family and I shall endeavor to rectify that situation,” Lord Gao promised. “What of my son, Daniel?” 
 
    “I have dispatched him on my personal errands, Lord Gao. More than that I dare not say…” 
 
    “Forgive me, Mistress, but you misunderstand,” Lord Gao said. “I do not make an inquiry as to his health or his present locale, but rather, his utility. Has my son found a way to be useful to you?” 
 
    She glanced at him, and Lord Gao thought he saw just the least remnant of a smile beneath her veil. 
 
    “Your son has proven very useful, Lord Gao,” Anastasia answered solemnly. “Stalwart in a time of need, like his father. I shall not forget.” 
 
    The vampire nodded. 
 
    “I am pleased to hear it,” Lord Gao said, with a rare smile of his own. “Perhaps then you might consider keeping him?” 
 
    This time there was no need to wonder. The smile on Anastasia face may have been small and hesitant, but it was undeniable. 
 
    “That is entirely speculation on your part,” Anastasia said. “That said…the young man is satisfactory, Lord Gao.” 
 
    Lord Gao nodded, and they watched the Gobi Desert gnaw patiently at the plain. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Alex!” Emily called out. “Could you please stop now?” 
 
    He was either beyond hearing or caring, eyes rolled back in his head, hand extended toward the frozen wreckage of the World Tree. All about the debris, panicked Anathema soldiers were scattered among their own dead. Some attempted to flee; others lay motionless. Those closest to the ongoing calamity were consumed, their mass and thermal energy bleeding out into the Ether. The breach that consumed the World Tree pulled at the debris field, an indistinguishable mess of ice and the fractured remainders of Tree itself flowing into the Ether. 
 
    “This was a mistake, Miss Muir,” John Parson said, watching beside them and sounding truly regretful. “One that will haunt you, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Do you really think so? Today got a bit out of hand, perhaps, but that all sounds a bit much.” Emily offered Parson a bemused smile, subtly positioning herself between him and Alex, who was currently being shaken by Vivik, in a doomed attempt to stop the localized disaster. “Aside from the scale of the event, what was my mistake?” 
 
    “When I asked you to impede Alistair’s plans to invade Central,” John Parson explained, staring at what used to be the World Tree forlornly, “I had hoped for subtlety, Miss Muir. The actions you have taken today will have far reaching and irrevocable consequences. This is hardly my agenda that you are advancing.” 
 
    “You asked me to delay the invasion of Central, John, and that’s exactly what I’ve done. You’re just taking this hard because you didn’t specifically order me to do it so dramatically,” Emily chided. “Which, in one way, is totally understandable, but in another way, strikes me as petty and unfair.” 
 
    “You’ve done what I required of you,” John Parson said, still transfixed by the wreckage. “That was anticipated. The extent of your intervention, however, appears to have gone beyond what I had imagined.” 
 
    “I know that you are trying to maintain your gravitas,” Emily said. “You are coming off as a bit of a downer here, Mr. Parson. Did you really want Alistair to invade Central that badly?” 
 
    “Not at all! I came here to persuade him to wait. It’s far too soon, and with a little patience, our friends in Central will do a perfectly acceptable job of killing themselves off. Delay our arrival only slightly, under the original circumstances, and we would have been greeted in Central as rescuers. Now, however, it seems that matters have spiraled out of control.” 
 
    The glacial detritus of the World Tree emitted an unearthly shriek, and Vivik clamped his hands over his ears. Alex moaned and reeled aimlessly. The breach fluctuated, under the pressure of immeasurable forces, and Ether spilled out of it in long strands and ephemeral streamers, colliding with the black mist of the Outer Dark, slow-moving electrical discharge marking the points of contact. 
 
    “There. You see? Ether flowing into the Outer Dark! A fine mess.” John Parson approached Emily, and she flinched, just slightly. “I would chastise you, but I doubt it would have any lasting effect.” 
 
    “Probably not,” Emily agreed, her smile returning. “I’m not one for discipline.” 
 
    John Parson walked past Emily, to where Vivik struggled with Alex, shouting in his ear and pulling on his arm. None of this had any effect on Alex, who continued to stumble toward the wreckage of the World Tree like a sleepwalker. John Parson laughed unhappily and whispered something in Alex’s ear, and Alex’s eyes sprang open, wide and outraged. 
 
    “This is the Changeling’s meddling at work, no doubt,” John Parson muttered, stomping back to where Emily waited. “You have a decision to make, Miss Muir, regarding our future association. This is not at all what we agreed upon.” 
 
    “That isn’t how I see it,” Emily protested. “You didn’t get into details. I think I’ve met the letter of our arrangement, Mr. Parson.” 
 
    John Parson looked Emily up and down, and then started to laugh, his voice low and sonorous. 
 
    “In a sense,” he allowed, “you’ve done just that, haven’t you? I suppose, Miss Muir, that I have to admit that much.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Emily said encouragingly. “We’re all winners here, Mr. Parson. I’ve done as you asked, after all. I have not impeded your plan in any way. I just added a few extra little touches.” 
 
    John Parson laughed again, but this time it was strained and harsh. Emily took a small step backward. 
 
    “You’ve done that, haven’t you? No one could deny it.” John Parson smiled at her, and Emily retreated again. “In that light, allow me to thank you for preventing the premature invasion of Central. The remainder of what you’ve done, however, I don’t recall asking for at all. The death of the World Tree, stage-managing a conflict between the Thule Cartel and the Black Sun…” 
 
    “If you cared about my methods, then you should have said something before I started,” Emily said, with a pert smile. “It’s a bit late now.” 
 
    Is it? John Parson thought at her, with a rueful expression. I think that perhaps we should still settle our accounts, Miss Muir. 
 
    Oh, Mr. Parson, Emily thought back. Your past is showing, I’m afraid. You’re talking like an Auditor again. 
 
    Well… 
 
    Yes, yes. I know very well that old people get confused at times. Are you certain this is necessary? 
 
    Quite necessary, I’m afraid, Miss Muir. 
 
    Oh, fine, Emily thought, toying with a blonde tress. I’m not going easy on you, though. 
 
    Vivik shook Alex like a can of spray paint, rattling his skull in his head. 
 
    “Come on, man!” Vivik said, voice tight and hysterical. “You gotta do something! Emily needs help!” 
 
    “What?” Alex said muddily, holding his head in both hands. “Why? There just looking at each other…” 
 
    “No,” Vivik said urgently. “It just looks like that. John Parson is gonna kill Emily!” 
 
    “Hold on one fucking second,” Alex said, grabbing Vivik by the shoulder and the back of the neck. “You and I need to have a talk.”   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Come out, come out, Alice!” Alistair’s mocking voice echoed through the parking garage. “Let’s just get this over with, okay? You know as well as I do that John Parson will never forgive me if I kill you. So, I promise, I won’t do that. You have some things to answer for, obviously, but I’ll go easy on you. Fair enough?” 
 
    The parking garage was unnaturally still, lacking footfalls or screeching tires. A car alarm sounded in the distance. Somewhere nearer, water dripped into an aggregating pool. The Anathema waited in the stark fluorescent light near the top of the exit ramp, certain they were not alone. Below them, the parking lot extended down another level, half of the lot converted into a covert manufacturing facility with stolen Black Sun materials. The only remaining exit lay behind them.  
 
    Song Li smiled with Mitsuru’s face. 
 
    “I don’t think she’s coming back,” she said, in her curiously precise North Korean-accented English. “Do you think she’s run away?” 
 
    “No,” Alistair said, voice briefly monotone as he hunted. “Alice won’t run. She can’t. She’s still close. Xia and Hayley, too.” 
 
    “This is getting old, boss,” Drake complained. “We have things to do.” 
 
    “Keep your mouth shut, ingrate,” Alistair snapped. “The only thing you have to do is what I tell you to do.” 
 
    Drake’s nostril’s flared, but he closed his mouth. 
 
    “I don’t feel them anywhere in the vicinity,” Song Li remarked, turning Mitsuru’s head with the grace of an experienced puppeteer. “Do you, Alistair?” 
 
    “Yes, but nowhere in particular,” Alistair said. He then cupped his hands around his mouth and called out to the parking lot. “Alice! I remember this trick! You’re hiding in your shadow, aren’t you?” 
 
    “She’s what?” Drake said, with a skeptical expression. 
 
    “Alice Gallow steps in and out of the shadows,” Alistair explained curtly. “If she likes, she can linger there, but only briefly, and at cost. She’s either moving the Auditors around rapidly, or she’s pulled them into her shadow. Either way, she’ll tire out soon.” 
 
    “I don’t get this chick at all,” Drake muttered. “I thought she was an apport technician?” 
 
    “Only because we don’t have a better name for what she does,” Alistair admitted. “There’s a reason John Parson wants her back, you know. Alice Gallow is a unique and precious snowflake.” 
 
    There was an enormous crash behind them, as something collided with the massive grated curtain that sealed off the entrance to the parking lot, metal slats rattling and bending with the impact. The Anathema spun around, and then exchanged confused looks. 
 
    “What was…?” Drake began. 
 
    The curtain took another hit, and the center column of the frame snapped into two, metal slats coming free on one side, crashing to the ground with a tremendous ringing that echoed to the depths of the lower levels. 
 
    “Auditors?” Song Li asked Alistair, licking Mitsuru’s lips. “Reinforcements?”   
 
    “Can’t be,” Alistair said. “No apports, remember? And we already took care of…” 
 
    It was unclear to the Anathema whether there was a third impact, or if the curtain simply yielded to damage and gravity. Either way, the metal slats broke loose of the curtain and went crashing to the concrete, bent and broken. The Anathema blinked as the bright Las Vegas sun came pouring in through the gaps and breaches in the curtain. There was a confusion of silhouettes and brilliance. 
 
    A young man in fatigues shimmied his way through one of the larger breaches in the curtain. 
 
    “Ms. Gallow?” He called out, blinking rapidly as his eyes adjusted. “Are you here?” 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve found us instead,” Alistair said warmly, with an inviting gesture. “So sorry, Min-jun.” 
 
    “I know you’re there, Anathema.” Min-jun waved him off, looking around the garage. “I’m trying to talk to Ms. Gallow at present, however. Please be patient.” 
 
    You’ll talk to me, instead, Alistair thought, advancing toward her. Easy way or hard. I’m partial to hard, myself... 
 
    “How did they ever let you near the Academy?” Min-jun wondered aloud. “Were you always this way, and they just ignored it?” 
 
    “I often wonder that myself.” Alistair grinned and looked pleased with himself. “Perhaps they simply found me useful?” 
 
    Min-jun took a prudent step backwards. 
 
    “Ms. Gallow?” Min-jun called out, cupping his hands around his mouth. “I apologize for our tardiness! Chike had trouble with the apport, and we had to drop him at a hospital on the way. We came straight to the Anathema faculty, but…” 
 
    Alistair stepped in front of her, backing Min-jun into a corner. 
 
    “…we still had to break into this garage,” Min-jun continued, shouting over Alistair’s shoulder. “Permission to begin?” 
 
    “We?” Alistair turned toward the shattered grate. “Who could you possibly…?” 
 
    Min-jun nodded to no one in particular, and then turned toward the metal curtain. 
 
    “We’re clear!” Min-jun shouted. “Hit it!” 
 
    The Anathema turned toward the metal grating as well, readying protocols and weapons. 
 
    There was a rumble, and then the ceiling fell in directly above them, burying the Anathema in concrete and rebar. Grigori crouched atop the rubble, both fists crackling with vivid blue telekinetic energy, breathing hard and grimacing. 
 
    “I am sorry for being late,” he announced, stepping carefully off the debris. “We had an extremely trying time, getting here, and…” 
 
    Min-jun trotted over to Grigori’s side and put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “I already explained,” Min-jun said. “They know, Grigori.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lord Gao only appeared to sleep on the flight. Behind his closed eyes and serene expression, the vampire was in extremely labored telepathic rapport with his wife. Only their long association and Lady Gao’s prodigious talents allowed their contact, and it came at a tremendous effort. The stewards made polite circles around him, instructed not to disturb, but reluctant to leave a passenger without service. 
 
    I’m not sure if I should be jealous, Lady Gao thought. When did you last take me anywhere, I wonder? 
 
    Don’t be foolish, Min. 
 
    Why not? Times are grim enough on their own, husband. 
 
    Too true, Lord Gao thought. I regret the hastiness of my departure. 
 
    We will make up for it, then, on your return. 
 
    Beside the veiled Lady Martynova, in the second seat of a private plane that only made room for five, Lord Gao smiled at a false-wood panel wall, eliciting vague concern from a nearby stewardess, who did not intervene only at great personal cost. 
 
    You flatter me, Min, but should I not return, you have no end of admirers. 
 
    Too late for me, I’m afraid, Bohai, the Lady Gao thought back. I’m too old to consider new lovers. 
 
    My good fortune, then, Min, Lord Gao thought. How shall I approach this matter? 
 
    With honor and expedience. The Mistress of the Black Sun turns to us in her time of need. She will not forget our service. 
 
    Yes, dear. 
 
    You will do well, husband. Have faith in yourself. 
 
    Yes, dear. 
 
    And then return to me. 
 
    That is a command, I assume? 
 
    It is certainly not a request, Lord Gao. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    John Parson and Emily stood three meters apart, staring at each other in silence. There was no obvious strain, no discharge of forces or displays of light. Their struggle was invisible, and from Alex’s perspective, probably fictional. 
 
    “Come on! You’ve got to…he’s going to kill her!” Vivik whined, pulling on his arm. “You don’t get it!” 
 
    “I don’t,” Alex said calmly, maintaining his grip on Vivik. “Help me understand.” 
 
    “Understand what?” Vivik cried. “Emily is no match for John Parson, okay?” 
 
    “Not that,” Alex said, attempting to look Vivik in the eyes. “Where is Eerie?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Vivik shouted. “Back in Central!” 
 
    “What about Katya?” Alex asked. “What did you do with Katya?” 
 
    “You keep saying that,” Vivik said, struggling to break Alex’s hold. “What does that even mean?” 
 
    “You claim you came to rescue me. There is no way – no way! – that Katya and Eerie wouldn’t be a part of that. Even if you managed to fool Eerie, Katya would have known. She would have noticed what you were up to. Explain it to me, Vivik. Did you forget to ask them for help?” 
 
    Vivik glanced at John Parson and Emily. Neither had moved. 
 
    “I didn’t want them to get hurt!” Vivik blurted out. “I knew it was dangerous, and…” 
 
    “Katya is an Auditor and an assassin,” Alex countered. “If anything, you needed her help!” 
 
    “Katya and Eerie would never have trusted Emily, okay? I knew that going into this,” Vivik babbled frantically. “I didn’t ask because they would have thought that I was a traitor…” 
 
    Alex threw his head back and laughed. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Alex scoffed. “Why would Eerie care? She thinks all this cartel stuff is stupid, and she’s right. As for Katya…she wouldn’t have turned you down, even if she did think you were a traitor. She would’ve come along anyway, to keep an eye on you. Listen, Vivik – you’re so bad at lying, you can’t even fool me. You want me to believe Katya wasn’t all over your ass to use your protocol to find me? That doesn’t make any sense.” 
 
    Vivik opened his mouth, and Alex let him go. 
 
    Vivik shut his mouth with a look of confusion. 
 
    “Where are they, Vivik?” Alex asked, locking eyes with him. “What did you do?” 
 
    “They’re safe, okay!” Vivik shouted, tearing at his hair. “They’re safe! We made sure. I’ll take you there, to them, I swear. Right after you help Emily. Please…you have to help!” 
 
    Alex studied the motionless pair, and hesitated. 
 
    “For all I know, they’re having a nice little chat,” Alex growled. “Tell me what you did.” 
 
    “I found a way out,” Vivik muttered, closing his eyes. “For all of us.” 
 
    “You asshole, Vivik!” Alex shouted. “What the hell did you do?” 
 
    “They’re in a safe place. You know that I would never do anything to hurt either of them,” Vivik said defiantly. “And I will take you to them, I promise. That’s it, though, I swear, till you help Emily.” 
 
    Alex swore under his breath, and then nodded, turning toward Emily and John Parson. 
 
    “For the record, you’re a dick,” Alex said, walking away. “I’m done with you, Vivik.” 
 
    Alex walked over and crossed his arms, staring at Emily and John Parson. They were as rigid and senseless as mannequins, eyes locked and faraway. He sighed, and then took Emily’s stiff hand with his own. 
 
    “This better do it,” he said, glancing around guiltily. 
 
    John Parson shivered and grimaced. 
 
    Emily stretched, smiled, and then leaned over and kissed Alex on the cheek.   
 
    “It’s nice to see you still think about me,” Emily said, laughing as Alex blushed. She turned her attention back to John Parson. “Now, John, have you had enough? Or shall we keep fighting like children over a knocked-over sandcastle?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, but this isn’t going to be a fight. It’ll be a slaughter,” Alistair said, covered in cement dust and surrounded – but not touched – by great concrete slabs. “Hayley Weathers can’t protect all of you. I’m going to turn your breathing reflexes off, one by one, and then we will deal with Hayley at our leisure. You missed what happened to your friends, Hayley, but I think we can help you understand.” 
 
    A translucent green barrier settled around the Anathema trio, Drake still partially pinned beneath the debris. Alice and Xia spilled out of the shadows beside the edge of the barrier, and Xia reached out like a man warming his hand on a campfire. The interior of the barrier was filled with flame. 
 
    They appeared further down the ramp, Drake gripping Alistair and Mitsuru’s shoulders and grimacing in pain at the leg twisted beneath him. 
 
    Alice opened fire with her shotgun as Grigori charged the Anathema, bounding toward them, propelled by telekinetic energy. 
 
    Song Li slashed open Mitsuru’s scarred forearm, black blood dripping from the wound like motor oil from a punctured tank, hissing droplets eating away at the concrete. 
 
    Min-jun circled carefully. Hayley squinted at the Anathema with a distant expression. Xia spread his arms wide, and leaked fuel and solvents on the floor of the parking garage burst into flame in a dozen different places. 
 
    Song Li hurled a handful of black blood at Grigori, but Min-jun captured the caustic liquid in a tiny barrier in midair, guiding it harmlessly past Grigori’s head. Alistair recoiled, struck in the chest with buckshot, and Drake stumbled. 
 
    Grigori collided with Alistair, carrying him to the ground with a forceful single leg, and then began pummeling him with telekinetic fist and elbow strikes that knocked chips from the concrete behind Alistair’s head. Song Li tossed another handful of blood, the droplets settling on Xia’s mask and coat and quickly sizzling through. The cars all about the Anathema hissed and groaned as the fuel within them started to heat and vaporize. 
 
    Alice emptied her clip and dropped back into her shadow. Grigori pulled his hand back for a punch and froze, a horrified expression on his face, while Alistair grinned up at him through blood and broken teeth. Song Li scattered corrosive blood by the handful, burning a hole in Grigori’s shoulder and another in Xia’s leg that sent him to the concrete. Hayley gritted her teeth, and Mitsuru’s body froze, her expression slack as Hayley and Song Li battled for control. 
 
    A gas tank exploded, flipping a nearby Honda neatly over on to the neighboring car, setting off dozens of neighboring car alarms. A moment later, the gas tank of nearby motorcycle ruptured as well, spitting burning fuel across the concrete. 
 
    Alistair pushed Grigori aside, and he toppled over like a rotted tree. He turned and glared at the Auditors, strain obvious on his face. 
 
    “Let’s start with you,” he said, turning his attention to Xia, still on the ground. Forget how to breathe. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “Problems, Alistair?” Alice’s voice seemed to come from his shadow, but the Auditor was nowhere to be seen. “Do you happen to remember Cavan Marshall?” 
 
    You fucking little brat. Do you know what we do to traitors, among the Anathema? Alistair thought. You can’t hope to hold me back for more than a moment, and then… 
 
    “You’ll have to forgive Cavan,” Alice said, from nowhere in particular. “He’s working with a gun to his head.” 
 
    Alistair whipped around, pulling a black-treated compact pistol from his jacket pocket, and snapping off a pair of shots that ricocheted from surface to surface in the garage. Alice Gallow stepped out of the gloom behind him, striking Alistair in the back of the head with the butt of her shotgun, looking almost surprised when the blow connected. Alistair reeled forward and turned about, firing from the hip at the spot where Alice had just been. She appeared behind him again, and this time Alistair was a bit faster, ducking her swing and then knocking the shotgun from her hands. Alice hit him with a straight left that numbed his jaw. Alistair only just managed to get his guard up to block a right uppercut, furiously battling Cavan for access to Alice Gallow’s mind. Alice surged forward with a combination of jabs and body shots, and Cavan limited his telepathic advantage to the point that he struggled to defend himself. 
 
    Alice took advantage of Alistair’s distraction, attacking him as he psychically hunted for Cavan. She landed a flush right hand, breaking a rib and doubling him over. The Chief Auditor followed with an elbow, connecting with his left ear, and jarring him from his telepathic search. Alice drew a short knife from a pocket sheath and swept low, Alistair jumping back just in time to avoid evisceration. Alistair threw a kick to buy himself some space, and then drew and fired several wild shots from his pistol, sending the Auditor scrambling for the shadows. Alice disappeared before he could draw a bead on her. 
 
    Alistair hunted for the source of the telepathic interference. Cavan Marshall had to be close, he realized, narrowing the extent of his search dramatically. There was a peculiar sensation in his forebrain, and then Alistair grinned. 
 
    Found you, Cavan, you little shit, Alistair said, reaching psychically across the garage to the tiny agent’s office, near the entrance, where Cavan huddled beneath a desk and whimpered. Go blind. 
 
    Cavan howled and covered his eyes. 
 
    Go deaf, Alistair suggested. Cavan did just that. 
 
    Your skin is on fire, Alistair thought. Can you feel it burn, Cavan? Your whole body is burning, and there’s nothing you can do to put it out. Has anything ever hurt so terribly? 
 
    Nothing ever had. The dying telepath’s screams echoed psychically through every living thing within the boundaries of the Isolation Field.   
 
    Alistair stumbled up the exit ramp, and Alice Gallow stepped from his shadow, driving her knife into his back, pushing until the tip snapped off against the inside of his pubic bone. He made a strangled, pitiful noise, and spun about, firing at nothing until his pistol was empty. Grigori batted the last of the rounds aside, and stepped forward to hammer Alistair in the side of the face, the telekinetic force of the blow instantly shattering the Anathema’s jaw and fracturing his skull. 
 
    Hayley shivered, her teeth chattering wildly. 
 
    Mitsuru stood motionless, slack arms leaking black blood to the concrete. 
 
    Xia lay motionless on the burning floor. 
 
    Grigori drove Alistair to the ground, pinned his chest with his knees, and rained blows down on his unresponsive face. 
 
    Drake drew a pistol from a holster beneath his jacket and aimed at Grigori, but Alice kicked him in the head, sending his shot wide. She knocked the pistol from his hands, and then snatched the gun before it could hit the ground. 
 
    “Wait,” Drake began. “You don’t want…” 
 
    Alice pulled the trigger twice, and blood spattered across her face and chest. The air was thick with fumes and the smell of burning gasoline and cordite. Grigori landed one last shattering blow and then stopped his assault, rolling off an unrecognizable Alistair with bruised knuckles and bloody hands. 
 
    Hayley sighed and sank down against the wall, while Mitsuru collapsed to the floor like a marionette with cut strings. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The plane descended toward the small airfield outside of the city, on a private ranch that appeared on no maps or tax rolls. No permission was asked, and no notice given, leaving the locals to scramble at the last moment. 
 
    The local Black Sun family and cartel staff waited for them, dressed somberly and bowing low. Anastasia ignored them, waiting instead for Mai to shield her from the desert glare with a black lace parasol, and for the vampire to take her arm. The row of local dignitaries wisely stood aside and watched in apprehensive silence as the Mistress of the Black Sun arrived in Las Vegas. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The Auditors stood in a prudently distant semi-circle while Alice examined Mitsuru’s limp body. 
 
    “Is she…” Hayley began, then gulped. “Is Miss Aoki…?” 
 
    Alice felt for a pulse. 
 
    “You tell me,” she ordered. “What was in her head?” 
 
    Hayley shook her head slowly. 
 
    “Just Song Li,” Hayley said quietly. “As far as I could tell.” 
 
    Alice dropped her arm. 
 
    “Yeah,” the Chief Auditor said. “Nothing. She’s gone.” 
 
    “She already was,” Min-jun said somberly. “This was just…” 
 
    “Yeah. Okay,” Alice said, standing up and clearing her throat. “Let’s clean up here, and…what the fuck?” 
 
    Alice pointed. The rest of the Auditors turned, just in time to see Alistair and Mitsuru’s bodies disappear, leaving behind only Drake’s nearly headless corpse to bleed forlornly. 
 
    “Was that…Alistair?” Min-jun asked, nudging Hayley. “Telepathic invisibility, or…?” 
 
    Hayley nodded queasily, turning about with her eyes closed. After a long silence, she shook her head. 
 
    “It’s no use. They’re gone.” 
 
    The Auditors stood in uncomfortable silence around Drake’s body. 
 
    “Alistair got away.” Alice rubbed her palms in her eyes. “So did Song Li, and she has Mitsuru’s body. Great.” 
 
    “Karim is dead. The sniper post was raided,” Min-jun explained quietly. “Alistair, I think.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Pretty much the last thing I heard from Central before the Network went offline,” Alice said. “How is Mikey?” 
 
    “Back in Central at the infirmary, in rough shape, from what I heard,” Min-jun explained reluctantly. “He’s lucky Karim got him back before apports stopped working.” 
 
    They all pretend not to see the look that crossed her face. 
 
    “Okay, this all sucks. What about Chike?” 
 
    “Hospital in the real world. Sunrise, I think it’s called,” Hayley said, checking her phone. “Cerebral edema. If we don’t get him back to Central soon, I don’t think he’ll make it.” 
 
    “Getting tired of hearing bad news,” Alice griped. “Just saying.” 
 
    “I have more,” Hayley said sheepishly. “Before Alistair killed Derrida, I saw Eerie and Katya, in the Outer Dark. They were in trouble, and I’ve lost track of them since.” 
 
    “Well, Alistair showed up here, so…” Alice shrugged. “I think we can count them out.” 
 
    Hayley blanched, while Grigori muttered a short prayer. 
 
    “What about Vivik?” Min-jun asked. “Or Alex?” 
 
    “Didn’t see them.” 
 
    “There’s also Emily Muir to consider,” Alice said, tapping her lip. “If Alistair was telling the truth, then she pulled a fast one on the Anathema the same way she did to us. Of course, Alistair is a psycho and a liar. Not sure what to make of that.”  
 
    “Not that any of this matters,” Hayley added. “We’re stuck here either way.” 
 
    “Are we?” Alice smiled despite herself. “I wouldn’t be so sure.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hayley put her phone back in her pocket. “Like the Anathema guy said. No apports. No long-distance telepathy. I can’t even raise Central…” 
 
    Alice started up the exit ramp, motioning for her Auditors to follow. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, well, telepathy and apports, sure, none of that’s gonna work,” Alice said, stretching with her arms over her head as they walked. “You’ve got me, though, Hayley!” Alice put her arm playfully around the young Auditor. “Nothing to worry about!” 
 
    “But…I mean…no one can make an apport protocol work right now, not over distance. Not even you, Ms. Gallow! I think. Right?” 
 
    “Oh, Hayley! Here I thought I’d let you in on the secret already today,” Alice said, laughing. “I don’t blame you for not figuring it out, though. I didn’t get it myself until recently – well, maybe I did, once or twice, but I forgot. You must have noticed that my protocol kept right on going, even after apports stopped working? I don’t think I’m an apport technician at all, baby. I’m something much worse.” 
 
    Alice led them into the elevator, and Grigori punched the button for the surface. 
 
    “Oh. I guess that’s good for us?” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Alice clapped Hayley on the back, throwing her other arm around Min-jun’s neck. “Okay, people, it’s back to work. This has been a bad day, but we aren’t dead, so the fight isn’t over. You aren’t stuck anywhere, as long as you have me. We have so many accounts that need to be reconciled! Anathema, Thule, Black Sun…where do you guys wanna start?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Are we just gonna let him walk away?”  
 
    Alex glanced at Emily uncertainly, voice low so that the receding figure of John Parson would not overhear. As they watched, he wandered into the ruins of the World Tree like a blind man, pausing occasionally to drag his hands through the crust of pulverized crystal. 
 
    When Alex glanced back a moment later, Parson was gone. 
 
    “No,” Emily said, patting his hand with an affectionate smile. “We are going be very, very grateful that he didn’t lose his temper with us. I’ll warn you now, Alex – whatever happens, don’t ever pick a fight with John Parson.” 
 
    “What?” Alex looked stumped. “But you just…?” 
 
    “We weren’t fighting,” Emily said, with a demure blush. “I was reasoning with him. Apologizing, and clearing up misunderstandings. Even with your help, I could never dream of fighting John Parson.” 
 
    Alex glanced at the murdered World Tree, but Parson was gone. 
 
    “So I didn’t help at all?” Alex asked. “You didn’t need…?” 
 
    “Ah, you’re sweet!” Emily laughed and tousled his hair. “Don’t feel bad. It was a very nice gesture. I’m not entirely the girl you remember, though, Alex. I’m not so helpless.” 
 
    “I…I don’t think you ever were, Emily,” Alex said. “I think everyone just underestimated you. Myself included.” 
 
    “Oh, Alex! If only you’d said all the right things when we first met. Still, that is a lovely thought, and I do appreciate it,” Emily said. “I really had gotten completely over you, but you seem to have done some maturing recently. The Alex I knew…” 
 
    “Yes?” Alex demanded, red-faced. “What?” 
 
    “…was rather oblivious, and a bit selfish,” Emily said fondly. “The least romantic boy I ever met. Is interrogation by a Yaojing really such an edifying experience?” 
 
    Alex hesitated for a moment, caught between conflicting emotions, and then he laughed. 
 
    “Probably not,” he said. “I’m trying to make the best of things, lately.” 
 
    “See? There you go again!” Emily pointed at him in amazement. “When did you become so grown up, Alex?” 
 
    “Guys?” Vivik asked hurriedly, stepping between them. “What do we…?” 
 
    “Did you forget?” Alex snapped, glaring at Vivik. “You promised, remember? Katya and Eerie. Take me to them. Now, please.” 
 
    Emily turned to Vivik with a stern expression. 
 
    “Vivik, dear,” she said. “What exactly have you been telling Alex?” 
 
    “The truth, I hope,” Alex said. “Where did you leave Eerie and Katya?” 
 
    “They’re safe, where we left them,” Vivik insisted. “It’s the Outer Dark, obviously, but…” 
 
    “…yes, a safe place, far from anything,” Emily said, shaking her head. “They can’t go anywhere, and no one can get to them. Without Marcus’s abilities, the further reaches of the Outer Dark are inaccessible. We left them at one of the anomalies. You know, like the Inverted Spire, before you wrecked it, or Marcus’s garden.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex said, folding his arms. “Take me there. Now.” 
 
    “I’ve already asked Marcus to escort us. He will arrive shortly,” Emily said, brushing the shimmering dust off a slab of solid crystal and then sitting down on it. “In the meantime, while we wait, perhaps I might use the opportunity to explain myself? I want you to be able to see that I’m not the bad guy here, Alex.” 
 
    “Me either,” Vivik added. “If anyone cares.” 
 
    “I do, but that’s beside the point,” Alex said. “I want to trust both of you, but you make it pretty fucking difficult. You’ve been stringing me along, for your own ends – and who knows? Maybe you have your reasons – but don’t expect me to trust you. Not until you decide to come clean and…” 
 
    “Alex,” Emily said, patting a spot beside her on the crystal block. “I just offered to explain everything.” 
 
    “Oh.” Alex frowned. “Ah. Yeah. Go ahead.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Changeling fell asleep first, head resting on Katya’s shoulder, her gentle exhalations tickling Katya’s ear. She must have fallen asleep as well, eventually, because when she opened her eyes, the room was dark, and they were no longer alone. 
 
    Fumbling about, Katya touched Renton’s still body, relieved that it had not gone cold and stiff. There was no time to search for a pulse, however, as something moved in the darkness not too far from where the assassin and the Changeling huddled against the wall. 
 
    Katya looked out into the darkness, straining her eyes. 
 
    “I see you,” she said softly, extricating herself from the Changeling’s grasp and rising slowly to her feet, leaning against the wall for support. “There’s no point in being sneaky.” 
 
    “An interesting trick,” John Parson remarked, the lights coming on, apparently of their own accord. “Where did you come by those eyes, Katya Zharovaya?” 
 
    “Friends in high places.” Katya watched Parson through narrowed eyes. “You’re Anathema. I’ve seen the files.” 
 
    “In many ways, I am the Anathema. It was originally my idea, you see,” John Parson said. “I must confess that I was not expecting to find you here, Miss Zharovaya.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Katya agreed, rubbing a shoulder she fear was separated. “Why are you here? Are the Anathema and the Thule Cartel in league?” 
 
    John Parson laughed uproariously. 
 
    “I’d like to say no,” he answered, wiping his eyes. “Thanks to one industrious young lady, however, we have all been cooperating far more than any of us intended.” 
 
    “What? Oh,” Katya said, with a grimace. “You mean Emily Muir. She fucked you over too?” 
 
    “You could say that,” John Parson said, expression full of good humor. “I prefer not to look at that way.” 
 
    He paused at Lóa’s corpse, appearing to study with a bemused detachment. 
 
    “Good for you.” 
 
    “Do you truly think so, Miss Zharovaya?” 
 
    “I don’t really care,” Katya said. “How did you get here, anyway? Eerie said something about the Ether messing with apports…” 
 
    “Ah. How perceptive!” John Parson looked amused. “The Changeling is correct. You are fundamentally trapped here in Central, with no hope of rescue. We all face uncertain prospects, I’m afraid, since your little club threw a wrench in the works. Do you even realize, I wonder, how many decades and lifetimes worth of planning you’ve ruined?” 
 
    Katya smiled with cracked lips. 
 
    “Don’t mess with the Rescue Alex from the Outer Dark Club,” Katya advised. “I wish I hadn’t.” 
 
    John Parson wandered across the interrogation chamber, running his hands along tools and restraints like an intrigued shopper, the lining of his long jacket an iridescent shade of almost-purple that made the backs of Katya’s eyes ache. His features were unremarkable, his countenance bland and indicative of no specific age, his skin smoothed and unlined, but also parchment thin. Even through her own odor and that of her reeking clothes, Katya wrinkled her nose at the astringent cologne he wore. 
 
    “Good advice, as it turns out, though it arrives a bit late. How in the world did you end up in a Thule dungeon, Miss Zharovaya? I was told you were left deep in the Outer Dark.” 
 
    Katya found no obvious answer. 
 
    “I’m not sure what happened,” Katya admitted, brushing greasy hair back behind her ears. “There was a witch involved.” 
 
    “A witch?” 
 
    “Yeah. Yaga, I think? Alistair, too.” 
 
    “I see. My protégés do seem to have their own agendas, these days.” 
 
    “Then Lord Thule himself.” 
 
    “Gaul? Truly? Miss Zharovaya, you keep exalted company! Have any other major players in the current conflict paid you a recent personal visit?” 
 
    Katya grinned. 
 
    “Well, Emily Muir has been a constant pain in my ass…” 
 
    “You are not the only one, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “No surprise there. Oh, yeah. One other thing…” 
 
    John Parson laughed. 
 
    “You are a wonder, Miss Zharovaya! Who else proceeded me?” 
 
    “Samnang Banh, and the Church of…” 
 
    “Don’t say it!” John Parson shouted. “It is best not to attract their attention.” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    John Parson indicated a body of the floor, face down on the tile. 
 
    “Who is this, Miss Zharovaya?” 
 
    “It was Lóa Thule.” 
 
    He nodded toward the other body, laying not far from a pair of ceiling restraints. 
 
    “And this?” 
 
    “A friend of mine.” 
 
    Katya hurried over to his side, never taking her eyes from Parson, and held her fingers to his lips. 
 
    “Your friend Renton,” John Parson said, with obvious amusement, “is he still alive?” 
 
    Katya nodded, moving back to where Eerie lay against the wall, gently snoring. 
 
    “Then your luck is not all bad. Shall we try and improve it further?” 
 
    “How about we don’t do anything?” 
 
    “This is hardly a tenable situation, even without my arrival,” John Parson said, his smile flickering on and off like a dying neon tube. “The only remaining question is, what to do with you now?” 
 
    “I’d suggest that you leave us both well the fuck alone,” Katya said, standing over the Changeling. “I know you think that you can just push me over, but I want you to stop for a second, to think about the people who’ve already tried me today, and what it got them.” 
 
    John Parson paused, fingers intertwined with the chain that had suspended Renton from the ceiling, and seemed to study her. 
 
    “I’m not about to underestimate you, Miss Zharovaya,” he said finally, with apparent approval. “You’ve killed any number of people today, haven’t you?” 
 
    “That’s my job,” Katya confirmed. “Let’s keep this on a friendly basis, okay? I don’t have the energy to fuck around.” 
 
    “Your protocol is inactive,” John Parson said. “A Thule poison. Likely derived from the study of pitiful Ériu…” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” Katya said. “I’ll find a way.” 
 
    “You do tend to, don’t you?” 
 
    “How’d you get in here, if you didn’t apport? Does Lord Thule know you’re here?” 
 
    “Certainly not,” John Parson said, with a quicksilver smile. “Despite everything, I do not believe that Gaul Thule would pass up a chance to extend to me his hospitality. I have no intentions, however, of giving him the opportunity to extend my stay. I came via my own means, no apport required. Some of us still remember the old ways, the techniques and shortcuts that allow direct transit of the Ether. I meant to be here only a moment, but circumstances distracted me. This is all very curious. Tell me, if you know, Miss Zharovaya – do you think this is the outcome that Emily Muir intended?” 
 
    Katya thought it over. 
 
    “I doubt it,” she decided. “As much as I hate her guts, I don’t think this is all on her. We all played a role in this, don’t you think?” 
 
    John Parson nodded and looked pleasantly surprised. 
 
    “An erudite observation,” John Parson said. “You’ve impressed me.” 
 
    “I’ll do worse than that,” Katya said. “If you don’t…” 
 
    “Your bravado, however, grows tiresome,” John Parson said. “In recognition of your efforts, I will do you a single favor. I do not believe that we will meet again.” 
 
    Katya made her move, sore-footed and slowed by injury. John Parson smiled apologetically and said a word that carried with it a vast, dreamless weight, the mass of a thousand cool pillows, the passage of a million snow white sheep. 
 
    He did not move to catch her when she fell. Katya did not awake when her head bounced off the sealed concrete floor. John Parson paused and bent to study her, and then whispered something in Katya’s ear, no more than a single word, as clean and pure as glacial melt. He then returned to where the Changeling lay, deep asleep and occasionally muttering, face smeared with old blood and dried sweat. He looked at her fondly. 
 
    “You’ve come so far, Ériu,” John Parson said. “It feels something of a tragedy to bring you back to the beginning, after everything you’ve gone through. You have my apology, should you wish it.” 
 
    John Parson picked up the Changeling gently. She stirred and moaned, but did not wake. He walked out of the room with the Changeling draped across his arms, limp and fitful, the lights turning off in his wake. 
 
    Katya lay in the darkness, dreaming of nothing. When she woke, it was abrupt, rocketing out of sleep and into horrified awareness. She stumbled about in the dark, nearly tripping over Renton in her quest for a light switch. She located one beside the door eventually and activated it. Realizing that the Changeling was gone, Katya sank to the floor in despair. She roused herself twice to check Renton’s pulse, and once to kick Lóa’s body, but otherwise sat unmoving, watching the door for the next two hours. 
 
    She shifted warily when she heard the door rattle. The lock snapped, and then a moment later, the door was torn from its hinges, light flooding into the interrogation chamber from the outside hallway. Katya shielded her dazzled eyes, only able to make out a figure at the door. 
 
    Out of habit, Katya reached for her protocol, and when nothing happened, she felt a wild sort of despair, and might have laughed, if she had the energy. 
 
    “If you’re looking for Lóa Thule, she’s dead!” Katya shouted. “You set foot inside this room, and…” 
 
    “I’m not here for Lóa Thule,” Leigh said, stepping close enough that Katya could make her out. “And you don’t need to yell.” 
 
    “You’re that Anathema vampire,” Katya said. “You work for Emily…” 
 
    “Leigh Feld, and yes, I suppose do.” The vampire sighed and looked around. “Where is the Changeling?” 
 
    “She was taken,” Katya said, too exhausted to lie. “She’s gone.” 
 
    “I see that.” The vampire bent down beside Renton. “Is this one with you?” 
 
    “He’s a friend of mine, I suppose,” Katya said. “We just happened to bump into each other down here.” 
 
    The vampire raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “In a torture chamber? That’s some luck. Damn it – nobody said anything about injured people. How am I supposed to carry both of you?” 
 
    “Carry?” Katya shook her head. “I can walk.” 
 
    “Really?” Leigh looked dubious. “If you say so. Let’s get moving, then.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Isn’t away from here good enough?” 
 
    Leigh picked up Renton as if he weighed nothing, arranging him carefully across her shoulders in a fireman’s carry. 
 
    “Not at all,” Katya said, stubbornly remaining seated. “Where?” 
 
    “Away from here. That’s all I know!” The vampire sighed. “We are improvising, okay? Things didn’t go exactly to plan…” 
 
    “You don’t say?” 
 
    “…and now we are scrambling. I just found out that you were here an hour ago, when Emily filled me in, and you’re already practically rescued. We’ll get clear of this place, and then figure out the rest. It’s kind of a mess out there, and the next step isn’t exactly obvious. Good enough?” 
 
    Katya thought about it. 
 
    “No.” She held out her hand to the vampire. “Help me up.” 
 
    “I thought you said you could walk!” 
 
    “I did,” Katya confirmed, grimacing as Leigh yanked her to her feet. “I didn’t say I could stand.” 
 
    Katya fell as soon as the vampire released her arm, smacking her hip against the tile and moaning. Leigh shook her head sadly. 
 
    “Nobody said anything about carrying two people,” Leigh said, bending and scooping Katya up from the floor, tucking the assassin beneath her arm despite protests. “Don’t you think you could lose some weight?” 
 
    “My BMI is ideal for my height!” Katya shouted, struggling feebly. “Put me down!” 
 
    Leigh, dear, Emily chimed in telepathically. How goes it? 
 
    Progress is slow, Leigh explained, bent under her load as she made her way down the hall, past the bodies of the Thule security she had dealt with on the way in. You owe me. 
 
    Oh, I agree! And I have just the thing in mind to settle my tab, I promise. 
 
    Are you going to have Marcus pick us up? 
 
    About that! I have one more teensy… 
 
    Emily! This is ridiculous! 
 
    …tiny thing for you to do in Central. Pretty please, Leigh? 
 
    The vampire attempted to be upset with Emily, and found herself unable.  
 
    The stairs out of the basement were strewn with massacred Thule personnel, and the first floor was alive with alarms and hurried footsteps. The vampire glanced about the hallway, and then bashed out a nearby window with her fist. After cleaning the remainder of the glass from the frame, she set about shoving Renton through the opening. 
 
    You’re making me go along with this, aren’t you? 
 
    I’m making you not mind the imposition, yes. Is that a problem? 
 
    Not really, Leigh thought, pushing Katya out of the window after Renton. What’s next? 
 
    I have one more small affair to conclude here, and then Marcus and I will join you. We’re going ahead with the next step in the delightful little plan that Vivik devised for us. 
 
    Oh, right, Leigh thought, crawling out the window herself. Don’t remind me! I remember it. We’re on…Step Four, right? 
 
    Yes, Leigh, dear. I need you to meet up with Adel. 
 
    Do I have to? I told you, I don’t like him. 
 
    Neither do I, but he has a car arranged, and Hegemony passwords for the checkpoints. We won’t need him for very long, in any case, so humor me. Please? 
 
    You know I’m going to agree. 
 
    Oh, don’t be a grump! You loved Step Four when we went over it during the briefing. Don’t you remember? It’s time to destroy the Source Well! Then we’ll have one last picnic on the lawn, before we burn the Academy to the ground. It will be a once-in-a-lifetime sort of thing. What do you say? 
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    ...for reading The Outer Dark! Book Five of the Central Series, The Church of Sleep, will likely see release sometime in 2019. In the meantime, I would be thrilled if you were to check out The Unknown Kadath Estates books or The Night Market, from my cosmic-horror themed series of American light novels, all available presently on Amazon.  
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