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For Remington

 


My dearest friend.

 


None of this would have happened with you.







You can scarcely imagine the beauty and magnificence
of the places we burnt.

 


It made one's heart sore to burn them.

 


—Captain Charles Gordon
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Prologue: Good Praxis




They were going to have to kill some people. She
didn’t love the idea. But it wasn’t like they could just ask nicely
where Nadia had been locked up.

Jackson sat up straighter, closing her eyes.
Whirring and clunking came to life all around her. Landing pads
deploying. Only a few more seconds. Killing was in the plan this
time. It shouldn’t have been bothering her.

She squeezed the grip of her weapon,
adjusting her hold on the long barrel. It was hard to move in this
cramped space with the damn thing. An ugly, bulky gun with AUKTORIS
ARMS MODEL 32 MAGNETIC RIFLE stamped down the side.

The soft glow of Cheshire was her only light,
mere inches away from her face. A grinning, fanged smile, pulsing
with slow, shifting neon purples and pinks and yellows. The helmet
had once belonged to an Auktoris Private Security officer. One of
the Domes. Blank, dark plexiglass. It had been modified, heavily.
Up-armored. The outer shell was an external display now, a
cartoonish cat face grinning at Jackson, hovering in the
darkness.

Tess had even added little robot cat ears on
top, of course, swiveling back and forth as the jet engines outside
screamed higher.

Swooping in for a landing.

“Twenty seconds,” Tess’s voice said from the
helmet, filtered with a menacing bit of static. For an instant, the
fanged cat face flickered into a timer, milliseconds plummeting
down too fast to read. “You ready?”

Jackson nodded. She could hear it plain as
day, even with the static, even with the low tones added by the
helmet to give Tess’s voice a mean sort of growl.

Tess was nervous. The figure across from
Jackson had a pair of robotic arms, the hands spinning and clicking
in fidgeting, rhythmless movement.

“Your heart rate and breathing are all over
the place,” Tess said, the helmet flickering into EKG readouts this
time. “Are you sure you don’t want…”

“I’m fine,” Jackson said. “Focus.”

“Yes ma’am,” Tess said. The figure with her
voice straightened up and threw a mocking little salute.

The engines outside began to wind down, both
of them shaking in their seats as the landing skids made contact.
Jackson wondered what Tess’s heart rate and breathing looked like
right now, the little line graphs probably skipping all over the
place.

The robotic fingers kept clicking against
each other.

“Don’t worry,” Jackson said. “She’s okay.
We’re gonna find her.”

Cheshire disappeared, the darkness around
them suddenly complete. That didn’t happen often. It didn’t last
long, either. The doors beneath them opened.

Jackson jumped down out of the cargo bay of
an autonomous delivery jet. Bright dusk flooded into her eyes, the
metal struts running down her legs absorbing the impact of her
landing. Her rig clanked as she moved, an older army exoskeleton.
Almost exactly the model she’d worn back when she was a
soldier.

She scanned the landing pad through the
sights of her rifle. Clear: nothing but rolling drones moving out
to accept the crates being lowered down behind them.

“Wow,” Tess said. “Pretty.”

Jackson blinked, looking out over the city.
They were dozens of stories up, staring down at a place nothing
like their home. No endless rows of billboards lighting up every
tower here. Instead, a sprawl of quaint townhouses tumbled on and
up into low hills, tree-lined streets already dim in the swiftly
dying sunlight.

Jackson barely saw it, hard green eyes
trained on their entry point.

“Weird,” Tess said, the helmet reflecting the
sight before them. She dashed down the short bridge leading into
the skyscraper with no further warning, bounding along on inhumanly
fast legs.

Jackson followed, a bit slower, her rig
letting out a thick ka-CHUNK with every step. Tess was much
more quiet, piloting the modified remains of an Auktoris Heavy
Trooper’s rig. Bright white armor on the legs and torso. Taken from
the same dead man Jackson had liberated her rifle from. She hopped
over another drone, a flat rolling platform moving along oblivious
to the two criminals rushing inside.

Not criminals. Criminals was too soft
a word. Terrorists was what they were called now, rogue
actors, mad women posing a menace to civilization.

Her eyes squinted as the dusk light was
replaced by dull fluorescents. They were in a long, tall-ceilinged
room akin to a hangar, crates stacked up in neat, even rows. All
covered in barcodes and arcane symbols, illegible to human
eyes.

“Cameras?” Jackson said.

“On it,” Tess said, already crouched at a
panel on one wall. Her robotic hands tore it free easily, exposing
thick bundles of colorful cables. “Cover me?”

It felt good to move in a rig again. Smooth,
even motions, gliding along even as her steps still made a crashing
ka-CHUNK ka-CHUNK ka-CHUNK that echoed through the
warehouse. She posted up behind a stack of crates, slowly sweeping
the barrel of her rifle across the room.

“Yeah, I thought so,” Tess said. “Drones
already called us in as a possible anomaly.”

“Possible?”

“No cameras on them, just radar and lidar.”
Tess was fumbling with several of the cables, attaching small bits
of electronics. “Security team en route to investigate. This
way.”

She took off again, running down the edge of
the room and ducking into a corridor that led deeper into the
tower.

“Leapfrog,” Jackson yelled out, not quite
keeping up.

“We have to move fast. They’re not anywhere
near us yet.”

“We went over this. Leapfrog.”

“Yes ma’am,” Tess said, throwing another
salute. No scoff or eye roll or snark this time. Instead she
crouched along one side of the corridor, drawing a pistol and
waiting. Another ugly gun, one of the few they had without
“Auktoris Arms” stamped on the side, this one labeled with Cyrillic
instead.

They took turns moving and covering, not that
there was much cover in the bare hallway. Not even so much as a
display or a sign. Tess guided them, her displays no doubt crowded
with floor plans and camera feeds as they wound their way deep into
a maze of empty twists and turns.

“Shit,” Tess said mid-dash, skidding to a
stop and turning around. Backtracking.

“How many?” Jackson didn’t move yet, gun
trained on the empty hallway in front of her.

“Lots.” She was crouched at an intersection,
waving at Jackson to move. “Doing a full sweep. They don’t know
it’s us yet.”

The hallway ended at a large spiral
staircase, winding up and up toward their target. Tess holstered
her gun and leapt straight up, synthetic fibers in her leg armor
propelling her up the middle of the stairs until she was hanging
off one of the railings.

Jackson slung her rifle and did the same,
crouching and leaping up. Not as high but still respectable. The
fibers implanted in her legs helped the rig, but she was much
heavier than Tess. Her hands were encased in hard metal armor,
robotic gloves that crushed each railing she grabbed onto as they
climbed.

Dozens of stories in seconds, both of them
leaping up floors, side to side up the middle of spiraling stairs.
Pressure built in Jackson’s ears, dulling the clanging of each
landing and the whine of the servos in her rig.

The top was a bare platform and a plain metal
door, still no markings or signs or any indication of where they
were.

“This is it,” Tess said, crouched to one side
of the entrance. “Six of them waiting. Not on alert yet.”

Jackson crouched at the other side. “No way
around?”

“Not unless you want to climb up the
outside.”

That hadn’t gone well last time. Jackson let
out a long sigh.

“Hey, we knew it would come to this,” Tess
said.

“Yeah. Yeah…” Jackson said, nodding. “What do
we say?”

“Check my corners,” Tess said, drawing her
gun again. “Slice the pizza.”

“Good kitty. On me.”

Jackson moved in front of the door. The long
barrel of her rifle made it a bit awkward to do this right, having
to angle it up into a very high ready.

Not optimal, as Tess would say.

The door flew open with a single stomp of a
kick, bits of debris flying everywhere. It led into a large lobby
with glass walls down one side letting the last of the sunlight in.
Six men in blue uniforms and armor jumped in place and turned to
face her.

Caught out in the open.

“Drop your weapons!” Jackson screamed. “Drop
your weapons now!”

None of them did. Sadly, quite the opposite.
Jackson killed the three on the right before they could get a shot
off, her rifle sounding off a deep guttural thunk with each
shot as sharp ozone filled her nostrils.

Tess leaned in at her side, robotic arm
snapping her pistol on target with computer-aided precision as she
shot the other three, her gun barking short bursts of fire.

Silence. Jackson moved through the door to a
set of chairs, shining leather to crouch behind as she watched and
waited for any more motion.

“We’re clear,” Tess said, moving forward with
no caution at all. “For now at least.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Jackson said, up and
moving again but wary, still scanning the lobby. The receptionist’s
desk was empty, a huge sign on the wall behind bearing a gold logo
on a royal blue background. Global Corrections Group, Inc.,
it said. Cost-Effective Rehabilitation Solutions.

“I have their cameras,” Tess said. “And their
unit trackers, I would know if—”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“Listen, it’s not my fault that…”

Jackson missed the rest, her eyes drawn down
to one of the men she had just killed. Smoking holes had been torn
in his black armored vest, the blue cap on his head soaking up
blood from the slowly growing pool beneath him.

“Hey, you tried,” Tess said at her side.
“Would it make you feel better if I read you this guy’s history of
abuse?”

“No.” Jackson felt the revulsion on her face,
felt the scowl forming as she drew back from the body. She clapped
Tess on the shoulder, nodding toward another set of doors leading
to offices. “Let’s go.”

“Incoming,” Tess said, the helmet display
flickering to a camera feed. A squad of men in that same blue
uniform were rushing toward them, down the hallway they were about
to enter.

“Ambush.” Jackson nodded at the receptionist
desk and hopped over it, crouching in wait. How many bullets it
would stop, she wasn’t sure, but it was the most solid thing she
could see.

Tess glanced around the lobby, the leering
smile of Cheshire’s face on her helmet growing wider as she looked
up. With a small crouch, she leapt straight up and hung from the
ceiling, custom claws on her hands and feet digging deep gouges in
the clean white stucco.

“Hard cover,” Jackson said, shaking her head.
“Hard cover, whenever possible.”

“Right, because that desk is made of
kevlar.”

Jackson was about to tell her to quit
snarking and focus when another man in blue came bounding into the
lobby, submachine gun up and ready.

“Contact!” he started to yell. He made it
through “con” before Jackson shot two holes through his chest, her
rifle punching effortlessly through his armor. His partner followed
close behind, not returning fire but ducking low to try and grab
his wounded comrade.

Jackson shot him down, too, her eyes growing
wide as his body jerked and danced, flopping onto the tiled floor.
Almost exactly the way Vicks had fallen. Poor dead Andrew Vicks.
Dead before he hit the ground.

She lingered on the thought a split-second
too long, busy slapping the memory down. A small object was tossed
out into the lobby. Her eyes followed it, thoughtlessly, the sights
of her rifle snapping to.

Jackson blinked, her eyes squinting too late.
The stun grenade would have made her blind and deaf, but they’d
managed to steal a good set of goggles and a quality headset. She
was ready when the security team moved in, sights waiting on the
hallway.

Two pairs of officers in blue, mowed down the
instant they appeared. Between Jackson’s rifle and the short
braaaaaap of Tess’s pistol from above, they didn’t have a
chance. The ones that moved out at them, anyway. Jackson could hear
frantic commands from farther down the hallway.

Tess dropped from the ceiling, landing in a
crouch and drawing a long, slender blade mounted on her back. It
whined to life, glowing through a dazzling spectrum of colors as
she rushed toward the voices.

Jackson cursed under her breath as she
vaulted over the desk, sprinting to catch up. Reckless. She
remembered feeling like that, once upon a time. Feeling invincible,
untouchable, a master of the battlefield. A true warrior, wielding
the twin weapons of superior training and unparalleled technology
that could only be boasted by the United States Army.

Bullshit, all of it. A few of the men were
surprised, sure. Especially the first one Tess cut to pieces,
slicing his legs out from under him and then slashing his torso in
half before he even fell. Smoke burst out from the cauterized cuts,
his scream abruptly cut off.

But others stayed calm, opened fire. Jackson
covered her partner, took them out before they could end Cheshire’s
rampage.

“That’s right, run!” Tess screamed, sending
sparks flying as she cut a man’s arms to pieces, gun and all.
“Cheshire the murder kitty is here to kill all corporate thugs!
Meow meow meow!”

The rifle stopped firing, the click of
the trigger resisting Jackson’s finger. “Mag!” Jackson yelled,
although she could’ve sworn she was fine on ammo. But of course it
wasn’t that, it was the battery, a red light near the grip blinking
frantically.

So much for salvaged gear. Auktoris and their
fancy new guns, not worth the polymer they were printed from, cheap
goddamn—

“Fucking reactionaries!” Tess yelled. “Taste
my—Aah!”

The crack of bullets hitting Tess’s
armor cut into Jackson’s ears, her heart twisting in on itself. She
looked up in time to see Tess staggering backwards, one last
security guard firing short bursts into her chest.

Jackson dropped the rifle, only vaguely aware
of the panicked, gasping scream crawling out of her throat. Her
hands moved on their own, drawing a long-barreled revolver from her
belt, heavy and dark and engraved with a flower near the grip. A
single shot knocked the man over, punching through his armor just
as clean and neat as the magnetic rifle.

A lot more kick, though.

“Fuck!” Tess yelled. She felt along her armor
with her free hand. “I just painted this thing.”

BLOOD check for blood HURRY

Jackson had to stomp down the impulse,
keeping her sights trained down the hallway instead. Tess was fine,
she mumbled to herself silently. There wasn’t even a mark on the
armor.

“You good?” Jackson asked anyway.

“All systems green,” Tess said, the Cheshire
helmet flashing through an array of camera feeds. “We need to
hurry, all the sweeping units are heading back here.”

Jackson grunted and shook her head, doing a
quick sweep of the bodies around them. All threats down, for now
anyway. The hallway out of the lobby was a different world than the
ones they’d followed from the warehouse—thick, dark blue carpets,
tasteful panels of wood and cream-colored walls, immaculate offices
with walls and doors of glass.

Tess was already moving farther in. Jackson
followed, passing a small office. A woman in a crisp suit was
hiding behind her desk, eyes wide as she peeked out at them, HUD
elements blinking in her glasses. Her footage would probably end up
all over the news, if it wasn’t being livestreamed already.

Not their target. Jackson kept moving,
passing a man crouched and cowering against the wall.

“Oh God, please don’t hurt me,” he said.

“Check his face,” Tess said.

“Please don’t hurt me,” the man said again,
“I just work here. I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt me.”

Jackson slapped his hands down, grabbing a
glove full of his hair and lifting his chin. Also not their
target.

Ahead of them, the hallway opened up into a
wide-open space, the same tall ceilings as the lobby. This area
ended at a wall of glass, looking out directly toward the setting
sun. They had read this beforehand, long gushing articles about
this office, how this CEO had taken steps to show how connected to
his employees he was.

One of them. Safe and secure and gated off up
here in the C-suite offices.

Jackson knew the moment they saw him. A man
waited, standing behind an enormous desk near the back wall of
glass, tall and stern and impeccably handsome. He watched them
enter, calm and collected with his palms down on the desk, only
moving to adjust the lapels of his suit.

Tess kept her gun trained on him, her helmet
display flashing through loading meters and scans of pictures of
that same man. “Confirmed,” she said, “Carlos Bennet.”

They approached their target slowly.
Deliberately. Jackson’s boots sank with each clanking step into
deep, rich carpet, weaving her way around meeting chairs left out
and waiting per this man’s self-described “open, available”
management style. A pretty face on this company, a chiseled jaw and
soft brown eyes that met Jackson’s with nothing but smug
disdain.

“Mr. Bennet,” Tess said. “You have something
we want.”

“Don’t move,” Jackson said.

He stared them both down, following her order
for now. Jackson drew closer, almost close enough to reach him. She
wanted to think he was her age, couldn’t be older, but it was
always hard to tell with people as rich as him. Smooth, youthful
skin wasn’t all that expensive, in the scheme of things.

He opened his mouth, narrowing his eyes and
glaring at Jackson for a moment before he spoke. “Are you here to
kill me?”

Jackson glared back. “Yes.”

He was quick. Not quick enough, but quick. He
dove for the side of his desk, reaching for something, what it was
Jackson didn’t bother to process. It didn’t matter. She lunged
forward, bringing one gloved hand down in a hammer strike, smashing
his right hand against the wood.

He gasped, choking on a breathless scream and
clutching what was left of his hand. Blood poured from mangled pulp
and digits holding on by threads of skin.

“I said don’t move,” Jackson said.

“Gross,” Tess said, still holding him at
gunpoint. “Alright, let’s get it.”

Jackson leapt over the desk, pulling his arms
behind his back and shackling his wrists with the same cuffs she’d
carried since her days as a cop. Not that she was too concerned
about him trying to fight back at this point. But she did it
anyway, shoving his face down against the desk and pinning him
there.

Tess holstered her pistol and reached for the
back of her helmet, drawing out a long cable. The jack on the end
looked more like a needle. “Okay, asshole, this will sting a
little. Or a lot. Depends on how much you struggle.”

Her robotic hands grabbed his head, holding
it steady while Jackson kept him pinned down. Tess ran her fingers
and the needle down both sides of his neck, checking behind his
ears as well.

“You can’t get her,” Carlos said, his
breathing already slowing down, back to normal. “It’s
impossible.”

“Then how about we skip this step and you
just tell me where she is?” Tess said.

Carlos clicked his mouth shut, doing his best
to glare up at his captors. Jackson had been expecting him to slip
into shock by now, seeing how badly his hand was mangled.

“Didn’t plan on him talking,” she said.
“Seems pretty lucid, though. Considering.”

“Automatic analgesic implants,” Tess said,
tapping a small lump on the side of his neck. “Too moneyed to feel
pain, huh?”

Jackson snorted. Of course.

“Ah ha!” Tess yanked his head to the side,
sinking the needle into another lump high on his neck, almost
hidden behind his ear. “Connecting.”

Her helmet display flashed with a dizzying
array of images, files, text scrolling out too fast to comprehend.
Carlos stiffened, teeth gritted, straining against the cuffs.
Analgesic or not, that needle couldn’t be comfortable.

“Found her!” Tess said. “Provincetown! I
fucking knew it!”

Finally. It had been years. Jackson
instinctively recoiled from the idea, too used to disappointment.
“You sure?”

“Very,” Tess said. “Do your thing and let’s
get out of here.”

Jackson let out a long, tired breath. Again,
like she did every time, she wondered if she was doing the right
thing. If this was worth it. If it even made sense.

She touched the metal shape of a shield
pinned to her chest. Her old badge. Still there. Always.

“Come on, Mr. Bennet,” she said, lifting him
to his feet. “Let’s have a talk, you and me.”

“You have what you came for, don’t you?” he
said, feet struggling to keep up with her, shining leather shoes
dragging and stumbling on the carpet.

Jackson dragged him into the center of his
open office, kicking a chair to the side. She looked around,
conscious of things she never would have considered in the past.
The way the light of the sunset would frame them, for example. Or
the backdrop of the glass wall, making the open area in front of
the desk a perfect stage.

Tess circled them as Jackson forced the man
to his knees. Her helmet stared intently, the usual leering
Cheshire smile flickering down to a solemn glare. Watching,
greedily recording and saving every moment.

“Carlos Bennet,” Jackson said, stepping in
front of him to meet his eyes. “You are under arrest.”

“This is ridiculous,” he said. His voice was
calm, but clammy sweat was beading all over his face.

“Your crimes are incarcerating innocent
people,” Jackson said, drawing her revolver. “Enriching yourself
off the suffering of your prisoners. And last but not least, aiding
Auktoris Global Funds in a program of mass murder.”

“Innocent?!” he yelled, trying to rise to his
feet. “These are not innocent people! That’s preposterous!”

Jackson shoved him back down to his knees.
“Unfortunately, I cannot threaten you with jail. And you cannot
repay in money the damage you have done.”

“We are making the world safer!” he yelled,
eyes finally growing wild. “We have a duty—”

“To your shareholders. You’re not fooling
us,” Tess said. She tapped at her wrist, where she wasn’t wearing a
watch. “Jackson, I’m loving this. You know I am. But we gotta
hurry.”

Jackson raised her pistol. She placed the
muzzle against Carlos’s forehead.

“Unfortunately,” she said, “I am forced to
administer justice in the only manner that carries weight to
someone like you.”

She thumbed back the hammer.
Click-CLACK.

“You can’t do this,” he said. “You can’t do
this. You can’t just—”

Jackson pulled the trigger.


Chapter One: Provincetown




Two years.

Well, two years, two hundred and fifty-four
days. To be excruciatingly exact.

There was a trick to not losing one’s mind in
solitary confinement. Being less likely to lose one’s mind,
anyway.

“Several tricks, really,” Tess said in her
ears. “But routine is our biggest one, remember? And according to
the routine, it’s exercise time.”

Nadia was already finishing her first set of
jumping jacks, keeping them up well past the point where her lungs
burned. But of course Tess couldn’t see that. She counted off the
last one and paused for deep breaths, hands stuck fast to the back
of her head.

“And speaking of mental health, how’s that
doing today?” Tess said.

She had already started a set of burpees.
Nadia didn’t answer right away, turning with each rep, each little
leap straight up from a squat offering her a different bit of
scenery. First, the cell door, one-way glass that appeared on her
side to be a dark, blank space. Then a view of her bed, a shallow
tub of plastic on the floor with a thin foam mattress. The back
wall held a tiny window, hardly bigger than her hand, which she had
long stopped looking out of. The only thing to be seen outside was
another wall of the prison, tiny dark windows stretching on and
on.

Finally, a toilet with a stack of books piled
up next to it. Real books, made of frayed, yellowing paper, the
covers torn off and replaced with generic print-outs covered in
barcodes. Titles, authors, and date of publication were listed on
each in severe all-caps, much like the script on her orange
jumpsuit.

“I’m still really surprised at some of those
titles,” Tess said. “Did I tell you Roads to Resistance was
one of the things that really got me started?”

Nadia had, indeed, heard that one before. She
wasn’t even sure if it was true. But it sounded nice.

“Ooh, and Rising Seas, Rising Peoples.
Classic. A little too much emphasis on individual actions for me
though, if I’m being honest.”

“Yes, I know,” Nadia said, short of breath,
sneaking in words between reps. “Silly to recommend…reducing
personal consumption…in the face of…”

“Ah, so we have talked about this before,”
Tess said. “Good to hear back from you. You haven’t answered my
question.”

It was a difficult question to answer. Nadia
said nothing as she did a handstand, resting her heels against one
wall. Tess kept chattering in her ears as she did vertical push
ups, sweat running down into her hair and creeping into her
nostrils.

“Remember, honest self-exploration and
assessment is important here. I need to know if you start
cracking.”

Nadia kicked off the wall, lowering her legs
to the ground and kneeling, resting her hands and head on the bare
floor beneath her. She felt a tired, worn smile sneak out onto her
lips.

“I’ve been hearing voices,” Nadia said.
“Talking to me.”

“Well, that’s no good,” Tess said. “Actually,
I don’t know. Are they telling you to do bad things? Self-harm,
anything like that?”

“Quite the opposite.”

“Hmm.”

A long pause. Nadia heard nothing but her own
panting. There was almost never noise from outside, not unless one
of the guards was directly outside her cell door.

“What’s wrong?” Nadia asked. “Nothing in your
online guides about imaginary friends?”

“I mean, it’s one of the warning signs, for
sure,” Tess said. “We might have to just roll with it, though. If
it’s being helpful, anyway. You’ve been in solitary for a pretty
long time now, I guess we’ll take what we can.”

We. So much we. Tess wasn’t the one
locked in a cage. Not as far as Nadia knew, anyway. But it was
still comforting. They had become a we, at some point. It
had happened long ago, long before Nadia had been dragged off in
shackles, slipping slowly and imperceptibly from a business
partnership to something deeper. Something they had both known for
a long time but not acknowledged, not until that night.

“Geez, you don’t have to get all sappy about
it,” Tess said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t do that,” Tess said. “All joking
aside, I love you and I miss you. I need you to keep it together in
there.”

“I’m trying.”

“Don’t worry, I’m going to get you out.”

Those words hurt. It had taken Nadia a long
time to think of anything else. To wean herself off the constant,
aching need to think about escape, outside, freedom.

Tess.

“I don’t even know if you’re still alive,”
Nadia said.

“Oh, I am. No way I’m going down before I see
you again.”

The dull pain turned to sharp agony. Nadia
felt her hands curling up in her own hair, shaking, pulling until
tears squeezed out of her eyes.

“Hey, no self-harm!” Tess said. “Focus!”

She slapped her hands to the ground, taking
one last deep breath. “I need you to stop. For a bit.”

Silence. Nadia stood up to finish her
workout, shadowboxing and stretching without the aid of further
conversation.

Breakfast had been waiting for her for hours,
a tray slid through a slot at the bottom of the cell door. Small
packets of fake eggs and reheated potatoes, wrapped in tasteless
crusts and provided without utensils.

The routine called for a robust exercise
session before breakfast. It wasn’t listed in the routine, but her
talk with Tess may as well have been. Abrupt ending and all.

Nadia sat cross-legged on her mattress,
slowly chewing each bite and waiting long minutes before the next.
Her only beverage was water through a small spout above the toilet.
Coffee was one of the few things she still dreamed of, wrapping her
cold hands around a hot mug and breathing in the smell. The
smell of it. Divine, in every way.

The only smell she was allowed these days was
her own body odor, only caught in brief whiffs during her workouts.
The stale smell of the cleaning agent they used on her cell once a
week had faded after months, acclimated, completely desensitized to
it. Even the cheap soap she was allowed for her weekly shower had
lost all sense of odor.

Two years. Two years, two hundred and
fifty-four days.

“Thank you,” Nadia said out loud. “For
respecting my privacy.”

“Hey, you’re back,” Tess said. “Good to hear
from you.”

“Likewise,” Nadia said. She formed her next
words carefully, gingerly, all too aware of the risk. “What are you
up to today?”

“Oh you know, day off. Some boring errand
stuff. Some me time, you know? Mental health upkeep,
self-care, all that stuff.”

Nadia smiled. That was her favorite response.
“Gaming, then?”

“No, not these days,” Tess said. “And
speaking of mental health, how’s that doing today?”

Nadia stopped mid-chew, the tasteless mush
sitting in her mouth and feeling more flaky and stale with each
moment. What had been a difficult question to answer was now edging
toward impossible.

“Remember, honest self-exploration and
assessment is important here. I need to know if you start
cracking.”

She gulped down the last of her breakfast,
setting her tray on the floor. This was new. Troubling, to say the
least.

“You there, Nadia?” Tess asked. “Voice test,
check, check…”

A different voice boomed into her cell.
“Hands against the wall,” it said, bored and indifferent.

Right on schedule. It startled Nadia, for
once. There were two circles painted on the wall above her books.
Nadia stood and placed one hand in each, face down, staring at the
floor. She heard the cell door slide open but did not turn to
look.

A different voice, this time right at the
door. “Exit the cell.”

Nadia turned and took a few steps—the view
outside was almost as depressing as the view from her window, a
plain concrete wall with a long green stripe leading onward. A
masked guard waited for her, a woman wearing a blue uniform with a
gold logo on her chest armor. Global Corrections Group, Inc., it
said. Rehabilitation Associate.

“Talking to yourself again, Ashpool?” she
said. No name on the uniform, no number, and with the voice
modulation of the helmet it was hard for Nadia to tell if she knew
this guard or not.

“Still better conversation than you can
provide,” Nadia said.

The punch was instant, landing squarely in
her solar plexus. Nadia sank to one knee, clutching her stomach and
coughing.

“Come on, smartass,” the guard said, lifting
Nadia to her feet by the hair. “Fresh air time.”

 


* * *

 


Still a cage. But a slightly bigger cage. Nadia paced
back and forth, slowly, counting her steps as she went.

The courtyard was full of these cages, but
she had only ever seen a few occupied at a time. Sometimes by
things barely recognizable as human anymore, withered and pale and
covered in sores and scratch marks.

Tess had been successful at talking her out
of such things after the first year. Nadia shuddered and snapped
her eyes away, like she did every time. Most of the other men and
women were just like her, now, pacing or sitting or staring at each
other, all under the watchful eyes of armed guards.

“Weird that they still bother with this,”
Tess said. “I guess it’s like the books, huh?”

Nadia did not respond out loud. Prisoners
were easier to deal with if they weren’t complete raving lunatics.
One hour per day was probably the minimum required to cut down on
that.

They couldn’t have been too far from home.
The sky had that same dull orange hue. Nadia had been shuffled
around to several facilities, blindfolded and gagged and shackled
and taken without warning, never told where or why she was going.
But always given one hour per day outside. At one prison, she had
actually seen clouds and blue sky for the first time in her life.
Real clouds, real blue sky, nothing like the simulation she had
grown up with in the Structure.

She stopped and lifted her chin, closing her
eyes and drinking in the outdoor air. This, too, had lost all
smell. Slightly warmer than the air in her cell, a bit more
moisture. That was all.

Nadia felt a peculiar itching at the back of
her neck. The feeling of being watched—actually stared at,
intently, not the usual ever-present knowledge that she was being
supervised.

Her eyes opened and did a quick scan of the
cages around her. There, a few rows over. A young woman, younger
than her for sure. Hardly more than a teenager. It was impossible
to tell if she was dark-skinned or just sporting a tan at the
moment, and her hair was cut in a short mohawk sporting bright neon
pinks and yellows and blues, fading to dark brown at the roots.

A new arrival, then. She was staring at
Nadia. Tall and lanky, wiry and lean. A crooked, eager smile
leering at her, sauntering up to the chain link wall of her cage
and grabbing it, leaning against it so close her nose poked
out.

Their eyes met. Soft, brown eyes boring into
Nadia’s, unafraid. Nadia glared back, not backing down, recalling
all the nonsense she had told herself the first time she had been
herded into prison. Chin up, back straight, show no weakness.

None of it had been applicable. This was the
most she had interacted with another inmate in years.

A guard walked by her admirer’s cage,
slamming a baton into the chain link wall and barking at the girl
to keep her eyes to herself. She gave Nadia one last look, one last
delinquent glance right in front of the guard. Then she shook her
arms and legs out, jumping into doing flips and backflips like
nothing had happened at all.

Nadia smirked and let out a quiet, scoffing
chuckle. At least she had something to watch this time, as long as
she wasn’t so obvious about it. Her fellow inmate kept performing
acrobatics, doing one-handed and no-hands cartwheels, handstands to
frog stands and back to handstands, more flips.

Showing off. Nadia did not reply in kind,
merely sticking to her pacing rounds until her time was up. The
same guard who had brought her out fetched her, escorting Nadia
back to her cell without incident.

A very exciting day, indeed. So eventful.

“Rowr,” Tess said in her ears. “Look at you,
still turning heads.”

“A bit young for me, don’t you think?”

“Ain’t nothing but a number, baby,” Tess
said, pausing for a moment. “Sorry, that was problematic.”

“Forgiven.” Nadia pulled the mattress off
what passed for her bed, dragging it to the exact middle of her
cell. She had paced it out many times.

“Ah, still sticking to the routine.
Good.”

There was something nice about sitting in the
center of the room. It didn’t matter, really, but it still felt
nice. And there were few enough opportunities for that. Nadia sat
on the mattress, cross-legged again, her palms resting on her
knees.

“Good, good,” Tess said. “Back straight,
relax, in through the nose…”

“Privacy, please.”

Silence. Nadia closed her eyes, focusing on
her breathing. She would have scoffed at seeing herself do this,
years ago. Mindfulness or meditation or deep relaxation or whatever
nonsense you wanted to call it.

There were worse ways to pass the time.
Perhaps it was the general sensory deprivation, but Nadia had come
to enjoy this part of her routine. She emptied her mind, focusing
on the rising and falling of her chest, the subtle movement of her
hands as she breathed, the silence in her ears.

Silence. Endless, complete silence, not at
all pierced by the low buzz of the fluorescent light above her or
the never-ending hum of the air blowing in through a vent near the
ceiling, far too small for a person even of her stature to sneak
through.

Time passed. She wasn’t sure how much. At
some point, lunch was slid through the slot at the bottom of her
cell door. Nadia ignored it.

Voices came to her, like they did sometimes.
Low murmurs. None of them rising to anything recognizable this
time. Yet. It had been a long time since Jackson had spoken to her,
since Nadia had heard that lovely husky, low drawl in her ears.
That exaggerated accent that she’d only rarely ever heard Jackson
actually use.

But nothing came. Nothing but low murmurs,
muffled voices.

Muffled voices from her cell door.

Nadia creaked one eye open, not moving a
muscle otherwise. The dark one-way glass betrayed nothing. She
closed her eye again.

More muffled voices. Nadia popped both eyes
open.

“Alright, stop,” she said. “I am awake. Stop
talking.”

The voices did not stop. Nadia stared at the
door, waiting for a booming, bored voice to tell her to put her
hands on the wall.

Nothing came. Instead, the door of her cell
slid open.

Nadia sprang to her feet, kicking the
mattress aside. Instead of a guard, the young woman from outside
stepped into her cell.

The door slid shut behind her.

“What’s up, blondie,” the young woman
said.

Nadia eyed her over, mouth hanging open
slightly. The letters on the chest of her orange jumpsuit spelled
out “Cacuango Sakhawat Hossain, Raekell.” Interesting. She had not
been able to read them out in the courtyard. Strange that of all
the things to pull out of her mind, Nadia’s subconscious had
produced that. Tess would probably have a field day with that
one.

The young woman waved at her. “Uh…hello? Is
your brain scrambled or what?”

Nadia didn’t bother replying. It wasn’t the
first time something like this had happened, and she supposed this
woman was not unattractive. Not really her type, surely, but the
solitary-confined could not afford to be choosers.

It made sense. Being paid attention to, being
noticed, being admired—those things were attractive, in their own
way. It was no wonder that Nadia’s starved mind had latched onto
it. Shrugging, she sidled up to the woman in her cell.

“So listen, uh…” Raekell started to say,
trailing off as Nadia reached out and ran her fingers down the
front of her orange jumpsuit. Her scratchy, thin orange
jumpsuit.

It felt cheap and tawdry and real. Too
real.

Raekell shoved her back, yanking a shocked
squawk out of Nadia. “Yeah, uh, I’m actually here. So
like…wake up?”

Nadia stared at her, dumbfounded, speechless,
mind emptier than when she was meditating. She pinched her own arm,
squeezing and twisting the skin until she couldn’t take it
anymore.

“I had to suck a guard’s cock to get in
here,” Raekell said, “so the least you could do is not be a
complete basketcase. Cool?”

None of this was possible. But Nadia was most
definitely awake and lucid and not alone in her cell, somehow.
“Sorry, I…I haven’t…” she started to say, her mouth numb and slow.
“I haven’t had to entertain guests in some time.”

“Ha!” Raekell stood with her hands on her
hips, beaming at her. “Bitch, I am not your guest.”

Nadia grimaced at the word. Not that she
hadn’t been called worse. “I’m not going to embarrass myself
attempting to say your last name but…Rakell, is it?”

“Ray-kell,” she said, like a teenager
correcting a substitute teacher.

“Raekell. Do you know who I am?”

“The Sapphire Shadow,” Raekell said, all mock
reverence, waving her hands. “The rich bitch hero of the people who
stole a few things once.”

Nadia scowled at her. A most eventful day,
indeed. She turned one foot, ready to spring back, hands carefully
and slowly balling into fists.

“We always used to make fun of you, back when
you were blowing up all the news feeds,” Raekell said, yanking the
chest of her jumpsuit open, the buttons snap snap snapping
as she slid the top half off and tied it around her waist. She had
nothing but a white prison-issue tank top underneath.

The question of who “we” was, exactly,
whispered in Nadia’s head. She ignored it, sliding one foot to the
side and carefully, subtly dropping into a fighting stance. There
wasn’t much room to maneuver in here, and the closest thing to a
weapon she had was her books.

Raekell reached down the front of her
jumpsuit, hand rummaging around in her crotch. When it returned,
she was holding a small scalpel, keeping it in front of her, hidden
from the cameras outside.

The sight of the blade had a strange effect
on Nadia—fear, yes, but a kind of exhilarating shock, too.

“Never thought I’d be in here after you,”
Raekell said. “Fuckin’ weird, right?”

“What does that…”

Nadia lost her words, eyes drawn down as
Raekell lifted her tank top. She was young, definitely, the dark
skin of her stomach showing off smooth, tight abs marred with a
long scar to one side of her navel. It was gnarled and thick and
ugly, like it had healed over many times.

She placed the tip of the blade against the
scar and sank it in, drawing it across her own flesh with no more
than a cursory grunt.

“What are you doing?!” Nadia said, retreating
to the back of her cell, unable to look away.

“Just hang on, gimme a sec,” Raekell said,
finishing her cut and sinking her fingers into the wound. There was
surprisingly little blood as the girl rummaged around in her own
torso, yanking while sweat beaded on her forehead. “This still
hurts a little.”

“A little?!”

“Calm down,” Raekell said. “It’s a long
story. I got a little pocket in here. Left over after they took my
appendix out. And seeing as I’m so special and stuff, you can put
just about anything in here…”

“Special?”

“Genetic defect. Like I was saying, my body
will form a gross cyst-thing around anything you put in there, and
most scanners don’t catch it.”

One final grunt, and Raekell yanked something
free from her own body. She tossed it at Nadia, who caught it
unconsciously enough to not feel horror for a full second.

A small, plastic-wrapped parcel, smeared in
blood.

“Crack it open,” Raekell said. “We don’t have
a ton of time.”


Chapter Two: Jailbreak




The first thing she found inside was medical glue,
taped to a tiny packet of disinfectant.

“Stop being so gentle,” Raekell said. “Slap
that shit on there.”

Nadia scowled, smearing the glue over the
ugly cut on Raekell’s stomach. The scar felt thick and rubbery,
like ear cartilage.

“How many times have you cut this open?” she
asked.

“Enough to make a career out of it.”

She squeezed the last of the disinfectant out
as well, rubbing it in with the mess of blood all over her fellow
inmate’s abdomen. “I can’t imagine breaking into prison would work
more than once.”

“Fuck, no. This is my retirement plan.”

Almost done. Nadia was on her knees in front
of Raekell, holding her breath against the sharp tang of the
disinfectant. She felt a hand on the back of her head, shoving her
face against the other girl’s crotch.

“Ugh!” Nadia pushed and craned her neck,
trying and failing to pull back. “What do you think you are
doing?”

“I told them I was coming in here to get
laid,” Raekell said, throwing a cautious glance over her shoulder
toward the cell door. “Make it look good.”

Nadia barely made a show of not wanting to,
too overwhelmed by what else was in the parcel. With a mumbling,
cursory “ugh, fine,” she let Raekell pull her head in close. She
even wrapped one hand around the back of her thigh for good
measure.

“That’s better,” Raekell said, sending a wink
at the camera out in the hall. “For real though, not a ton of time.
Hurry up.”

“How much time is not a ton?” Her free
hand carefully dug through the parcel, keeping it hidden between
them.

“She said about five minutes after you crack
it open.”

She. Nadia felt a giddy thrill at the
word, a wave of joy crashing through her chest. Held back for two
years, two hundred and fifty-four days. Her hand shook, suddenly
having trouble extracting a tiny pill-shaped device from the
parcel. Her other hand even tensed up on Raekell’s leg,
unconsciously giving her a tender, shuddering squeeze.

“Whoa, I only said make it look good,”
Raekell said, slapping her on the back of the head. “Going for
extra credit, huh?”

Nadia scoffed, but ignored her otherwise. The
pill device made a small, satisfying click when she squeezed
it, shining a blue light out one end.

It only took her a blinking moment to figure
it out. Nadia pointed it at the white fabric of Raekell’s tank top,
already spotting through with blood. A quick adjustment of the
angle revealed a dense tangle of projected words in blue light.

“Okay, so your friend told me to memorize all
that, just in case,” Raekell said, “but I’m not even gonna pretend
I did. Way too much on there.”

Nadia heard not a single word of it. She
squinted at the light, deep blue eyes flitting up and down and
across, lips muttering along.

It only took her a moment to find the words
“START HERE” next to a smiling cartoon cat face, menacing grin
graced with eyes made of hearts this time. Nadia read as quickly as
she could, skipping vowels, glad that she had been keeping this
skill in practice at least. “What happens in five minutes?”

“I mean, we’re at like two or three,” Raekell
said, “but I guess a bunch of tiny drones are gonna start dropping
packages of drugs and knives in the gen pop courtyards. Get a
commotion going.”

“You guess?”

“Yeah, she said it was kind of a long shot.
That’s what the poppers are for. Just in case.”

Nadia did not know what a popper was,
and didn’t see the word anywhere in the projection. She turned the
pill and angled it again, making a whole new page of dense, tightly
packed letters.

“Miniaturized thermite charge?” Nadia read.
“Is that a popper?”

“Pfft. Neeeeeeerd.”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “As much as I
appreciate the rescue, Tess, we shall be having a talk about your
hiring practices.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing.” She gripped the pill in her teeth,
glancing up and down, reading and digging through the parcel at the
same time. There were two small plastic packets of powder, one
gray, one blue. Four wads of some kind of chalky paste.

And that was all. Each page Nadia scanned
through ended with the same set of letters.

Get to the roof

She turned it one more time, eyes lighting up
as she saw not letters but blueprints.

“Provincetown?” Nadia said, muffled through
gritted teeth.

“You didn’t even know you were in P-Town?
Damn, girl.”

That voice from before came booming into the
cell, very far from bored and indifferent this time. “Lockdown!
Repeat, lockdown, effective immediately! All prisoners, hands on
the wall, now!”

The wail of a siren screamed in at them,
squeezing through the cell’s only window.

“Whoa,” Raekell said, staring outside. “It
actually worked?”

Nadia scooped up the parcel, wrapping the
pill back inside. The whole thing was hardly bigger than her palm,
and tucked snugly into one side of the plain and ugly sports bra
Provincetown had seen fit to issue her.

Her cell door slid open, the figure of a
masked guard barely glimpsed around Raekell’s bloodstained tank
top.

“Alright ladies, vacation is over!” the guard
yelled. Nadia couldn’t tell if it was the same woman from that
morning. “Hands on the wall, now!”

Nadia looked up. Raekell looked down at her,
their eyes meeting, and what Nadia saw there made her feel very
reassured indeed.

A savage, shark’s grin stared down at her,
cocky and mean and eager, no, thrilled for a fight. They
didn’t so much as share a nod, both turning and rushing for the
door in perfect unison.

“Close it! Close the—oof!” The guard tried to
retreat, thrown against the wall as Raekell flung herself elbow
first into the guard’s helmet. Nadia grabbed the guard’s legs,
feeling the whoosh of the cell door snapping shut behind her
as all three of them collapsed into a pile.

“Help!” the guard screamed. “Help! Tac team,
now, respond!”

Raekell swept her elbow into the guard’s
helmet over and over, slamming it into the floor. Nadia held her
struggling legs down, catching a muffled bit of radio traffic.

“All units, respond to courtyard four,
situation developing, all units…”

There were no weapons on the guard’s belt,
not on the regular cell block officers. Too easy for them to be
stolen if this exact situation were to occur.

“Door!” Raekell screamed. “Get the door!”

The end of the hallway was an airlock, a
heavy metal door sliding shut. Nadia dropped the guard's kicking
feet and sprang up, making a mad dash, heart pounding as she
scrambled to make it in time.

But it wasn’t even half shut when she reached
it. The door kept closing, slowly, cutting off all hope inch by
inch even as Nadia braced her back against the frame and pushed
with her legs.

“Here!”

She looked up in time to catch the guard’s
helmet, heavier than she’d imagined. It barely fit as she slammed
it to the floor, yanking her hand back as the door ground to a
halt. The helmet bowed and cracked, scales popping out of the
once-smooth black material but holding steady. Mostly.

CRACK

Nadia flinched, stepping away from the sound.
A cell door to her left was being pounded on, frantically attacked
by someone on the other side. She could swear she heard screaming,
faint manic pleas for help.

“Can we fit?!” Raekell yelled. She had the
guard upright now, a woman with short black hair and blood all over
her face. Raekell slammed her to the wall, taking a pair of cuffs
off her belt and shackling her wrists.

The pounding didn’t stop. The cell doors were
clear on this side, letting Nadia see into a cell just like her
own. Same thin mattress, same toilet, same stack of books. A man
was pounding on the glass, screaming, rail-thin and black and naked
from the waist up. Begging.

“Hey! Can we fit?!” Raekell yelled again,
struggling to drag the guard along.

Nadia snapped out of it, blinking and
slipping through the open crack. Plenty of space, for her at least.
The other side was a tiny cube of a room, nothing but blank walls
and another identical door, this one closed.

“Fucked! Both of you!” the guard said.
Raekell shoved her into the open crack of a door, not quite fitting
through—her armored vest was a bit too thick, her shackled hands
stuck behind her back. “There’s no way out of here!”

“And no way we’re going back!” Raekell said,
winding up a brutal stomp of a kick.

“Tac team will be here in—oof!”

It took more than one kick, Raekell cramming
the guard through the door an inch farther with each strike.

“Why don’t you just leave her?” Nadia
said.

“Trust me!”

The guard moaned and growled, feeling around
with one boot. She found the helmet blocking the door open and
kicked at it.

Nadia grabbed the offending leg, just in time
for a snap and a scream as the guard fell through and on top
of her.

“My arm!” the guard screamed. “Fuck, my
fucking arm, agh…”

“Serves you right,” Raekell said, squeezing
through into the now-cramped airlock.

“Excuse me,” Nadia said, doing her best to
delicately roll out from under the guard. “You are bleeding on me,
miss.”

The guard spat blood at her without a moment
of hesitation, glaring out from under a gaping split eyebrow. Nadia
felt it spatter hot on her face, wincing her eyes shut and pinning
the guard to the floor much less delicately.

“What now?” she said, feeling lanky, strong
fingers reach down her shirt and dive into her bra. “Hey!”

“Poppers,” Raekell said, splitting the
package open and pulling out two of the small chalky wads. She
stuck them to the inner door, top and bottom.

“I could have given them to you,”
Nadia said.

“Yeah but then I wouldn’t have gotten a
handful,” Raekell said, balancing on one leg as she lined up a
kick. She leaned back, awkwardly, hopping as far away from the
poppers as she could, shielding her face.

“Rude,” Nadia said, rolling her eyes.

Raekell ignored her, throwing a kick at the
paste at the top of the door. Nadia’s ears rang instantly. She was
thrown back against the outer door of the airlock as her eyes
fought to seal shut.

“Woo!” Raekell yelled, dull and muffled.
Another blast rang out, and when Nadia forced her seared eyes open
she saw the inner door creaking open, grinding on surly gears
against its will.

“Come on!” Raekell said, hoisting Nadia and
her guard to their feet. “Her first! Move!”

Voices drifted through the slowly opening
door.

“Call them! Backup now!”

“I already did! Oh Jesus, the door is open!
How is it open?”

Nadia pushed the guard through as soon as
they would fit, holding the poor woman’s arms pinned tightly to her
back. One of her sleeves was soaking through with blood, her
forearm already swelling up.

She felt one of Raekell’s hands on her
shoulder, hiding behind her just as Nadia was ducked low behind the
guard. The next room she had seen many times, a small lobby of
sorts. Doors leading to other cell blocks lined one rounded wall,
across from a booth always manned by two helmeted, faceless men.
Said men were not at the booth right now, of course. Nadia peeked
over her hostage’s shoulder, seeing them right in front of her,
with stun guns drawn and aimed.

“Shoot me!” her hostage screamed.

“What?!” one of the men said.

“Zap me, do it, do it now!”

Nadia glanced down at her bare hands gripping
the guard’s arms. She jumped back, letting go an instant before the
clack clack clack of electricity rang out. The woman in
front of her jumped and shuddered on her feet before collapsing to
the ground.

Raekell shot forward, past Nadia, diving at
the guard who had fired. The other man looked aghast, his body
giving it away even through his faceless helmet. He shook it off
quickly, leveling his stun gun at Nadia.

Caught out in the open, completely exposed.
Her breath froze in her chest, her eyes focused on the front of the
stun gun, on the pair of needles about to shoot out at her, on the
guard’s finger tensing up around the trigger.

She had not consciously noticed the empty
meal tray resting on the guard booth. But her hand had, snatching
it up and swinging it in front of her body, cringing back as the
electrified darts were slapped to the side, dragging a pair of thin
cables along with them.

Nadia blinked at her luck, too astonished for
a fraction of a second to do anything else. Her hands kept moving
for her, rearing back to whip the tray through the air, spinning
until a corner slammed into the guard’s face mask.

“Ow!” he yelled, stumbling back a few steps.
It couldn’t have hurt, not really, but it had startled him enough.
Nadia dashed forward, stabbing one of her knees into the side of
his, feeling something inside crack as the man screamed and went
down.

She had worried, off and on. True, she had
trained and practiced and exercised, killing long hours by
chiseling muscles onto her form. But they were nothing compared to
her beloved suit, and she was always going to be smaller and weaker
than her adversaries.

And yet. She snapped the man’s own cuffs
around his wrists, holding him down with his hands pinned behind
his back. He groaned but didn’t struggle, utterly defeated.

“Stay,” she said, unable to hold back a
wicked grin. It didn’t last long—she looked up in time to see
Raekell fighting a much more competent guard, trading strikes, both
of them still on their feet.

Before Nadia could tag in, Raekell slipped
one of the poppers out, slapping it against the center of the
guard’s chest. A quick jab activated it, blowing the two combatants
apart as a bright flare burst to life on his armor.

He shrieked and clawed at his chest, slowly
collapsing to the floor as his arms flailed weaker and weaker. In
seconds he was inert weight on the ground with a bright, sizzling
flare still guttering into his torso.

Nadia left her prisoner on the ground,
walking over and tearing the packet out of Raekell’s hands before
she could think too hard about what she was doing. She moved in
close, glaring, their noses inches apart. Mostly from the height
difference, anyway.

“That,” she said, pointing at the corpse,
“was unnecessary.”

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Raekell
said, not backing down a bit. “You think they were just gonna give
us a fun goodbye hug?”

Seconds were ticking by, time wasted, every
moment lost a detriment to their chances of escape. Nadia ignored
the frantic screaming of these words in the back of her head,
focusing on the strength of her indignant glare instead.

“Remember when I said I had to suck a cock to
get in here?” Raekell said, holding one hand out at the corpse. “He
had it coming.”

“You didn’t have to kill him.”

Raekell drew in even closer, slamming a
pointed finger into Nadia’s chest with each word. “Kill. All.
Fucking. Cops.”

The screaming in her head had grown too loud
to ignore any longer. Nadia huffed and held the packet up in
Raekell’s face. “We only have one popper left.”

That got a confused blink out of her.
Satisfied, Nadia backed away before Raekell could recover, vaulting
over the low wall of the guard booth. She touched the dark glass of
the control console, seeing a red message glow to life.

TERMINAL LOCKED

She touched a few different spots on the
glass, having absolutely no effect. A whole new smell invaded her
nostrils, sickly sweet burning. The popper crackled and hissed,
still flaring bright out of the corpse in the room.

“Alright, let’s go,” Raekell said, already
eagerly waiting at the heavy metal door leading to the rest of the
prison. “Come on, open up, come on…”

Nadia was looking at their cuffed guards,
trying to decide which one to use to try and unlock the controls.
The message changed.

ALL FUNCTIONS LOCKED. AWAIT RESCUE.

“…Not optimal,” she felt herself mutter.

“What’s the hold up?!” Raekell said.

Her fellow prisoner appeared in her thoughts,
the skinny black man banging on his cell door. Pleading.
Begging.

“Come on!” Raekell screamed. “Let’s go!”

One popper left. And the two pouches. And
many, many doors to go. Nadia looked around the small room, only
now feeling the cold, clammy sweat springing to life all over her
body. Doors led to airlocks across from her, an array of cell
blocks.

The wall to her left was blank. Open
space.

She crouched down, digging the tiny projector
out and shining it against the side of the console. Her eyes
scanned through the blueprints, checking again and again to be
sure, straining against the way each set of cell blocks was nearly
identical.

Had to be sure. Absolutely sure. There would
be only one chance.

“What’s up?” Raekell’s head peeked over the
edge of the booth. “Oh, locked. Shit.”

There. Open space. Empty air. The other side
of the wall to her left was…nothing.

Get to the roof

She turned the projector to display a
different screen, searching for the instructions. Her other hand
fumbled with the packet, extracting the two peculiar pouches of
powder. Tess had left her excruciatingly thorough directions, a
long list that Nadia’s skimming eyes summarized thusly:

Tear open both packets. Pour one into the
other. Shake well.

Her right hand trembled as she tried to tear
the plastic open, just enough to make things difficult. She slammed
it into a fist, closing her eyes and rushing through a few deep
breaths.

“What are you doing?” Raekell yelled. “What
do we do now? What does the little thing say?”

There. Much better, still and steady. She
emptied one packet into the other, greeted by an immediate
hiss and the feeling of her eyes being stabbed out of her
head.

“Ugh!” She leapt back, covering her face and
gasping for non-poisonous air. A line in the instructions leapt out
of her short-term memory.

Caution: May produce harmful vapors

Such understatement. Nadia rolled her eyes,
snapping open her coveralls and letting the orange fabric hang from
her waist. The bottom of her plain white tank top stretched up over
her nose and mouth easily.

The packet hissed and bubbled on the floor,
both powders dissolving into an ugly pink sludge. Carefully, arms
stretched as far as they could go, Nadia picked it up. The plastic
bag was warm to the touch now, the smell of burning soap filling
the air.

“Ugh, gross,” Raekell said, covering her
nose. “Fuck, what is that?”

“You allowed yourself to be arrested,” Nadia
said, carrying the sludge over to the empty wall, “locked up in
prison, trapped, without so much as a passing familiarity with the
plan?”

“Hey, I had to fuck up a few guards to get
transferred here. I put in some serious work for you.”

“Yes, much appreciated,” Nadia said. She
smeared the pink sludge over a good-sized chunk of the wall,
careful not to touch it, using the plastic bag as a glove. When she
was done, she turned around to see Raekell hiding behind the guard
booth, her eyes barely peeking over.

“Oh, so you are familiar with this part?”
Nadia said.

“She said be careful with that stuff.
Like…over and over again. Made me repeat it back to her.”

“Mmm.” Nadia joined her behind the booth,
crouched low. Their last popper waited in her hand. “Is this a safe
distance?”

“No.”

Another wall was behind them. Nowhere else to
go, nowhere else to hide. A low groan sounded out from the rest of
the room.

“Grab the girl,” Nadia said, running out to
drag the guard she’d cuffed behind the booth with them.

“Oh, come on!” Raekell said. “We don’t have
time for this.”

“Humor me.”

Raekell groaned and swore under her breath,
but in a few grunting moments had dragged their former hostage to
safety with them. Relative safety.

“What is with you and—” Raekell started to
say.

One last glance over the booth, at the wall.
Nadia wound up and threw their last popper, ducking low again the
moment it left her hand.

Numb, ears ringing. She didn’t hear the
explosion so much, but felt it, a shockwave ripping through her
chest and leaving the wind knocked out of her. She coughed and
coughed and couldn’t stop, that smell of burning soap stinging her
eyes and nostrils.

“Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck,” Raekell said,
coughing and slapping dust out of her hair.

Nadia forced her eyes open, blurry and
watered over. The room was thick with dust, strangely dark as
broken fluorescent bulbs sparked on the ceiling.

But there was something else in the room. A
strange smell. A dim light. She poked her head over the booth to
see a gaping hole in the wall, letting in fresh air and fading
sunlight. A good chunk of the floor was gone as well, and her eyes
caught the dead body of the other guard sliding and falling down
into rubble.

“Man, your friend was not kidding,”
Raekell said.

Nadia ignored her, vaulting over what was
left of the booth and stepping to the edge. A breeze caressed her,
salty ocean air teasing at her nose through the chemical stink. Her
view out the hole was a short gap of open space, blocked off by the
wall of another cell block, pocked and scarred now from the
explosion.

But still. Open space. Open air.

“Wait a minute,” Raekell said, joining her at
the edge, “How many floors up is it to the roof?”

“Many,” Nadia said, tying the excess cloth of
her coveralls around her waist.

“I thought you were blowing open a hole to
like…another room, or…”

“Is this a problem?” The slippers she’d been
issued were hardly suitable. Nadia kicked them off, flexing her
bare toes and taking a few deep breaths.

“Yeah, uh, this is fucking crazy,” Raekell
said, nervous sweat shining on her face.

“Then stay here.”

Nadia ignored the string of profanities that
followed, edging over to the opening. Crumbling concrete, with
twisted lengths of rebar poking out, wisps of vapor still rising
from the remains. Bits crumbled and fell as she stepped closer. Her
steps became slides, halting little shimmies along the edge of the
damaged floor until she reached what was left of the wall.

“Hey.” Raekell said. “Hey!”

Nadia looked back. Raekell was staring down
through the rubble, her brown skin growing noticeably ashen and
pale.

“What is it?” Nadia asked.

“I…uh…”

“Weren’t you just saying we don’t have much
time?”

More profanities followed. Nadia looked back
out, breathing a long sigh of relief. There were small scores in
the dull gray walls, a grid of minor indentations that may just
barely work as handholds.

Starting was simple enough, jagged rebar
providing easy handholds as she climbed out into cutting wind. The
metal was hot and stinging to the touch. Good, in a way. An
encouragement to not delay.

She looked up. It was, indeed, many floors to
the top.

“You’re gonna die,” Raekell said behind her.
“Fuck, we’re both gonna die.”

“Ever so thankful for the vote of
confidence,” Nadia said back, reaching up to the first of many
precarious handholds. There were times when she was not resentful
of her small size, few and far between as they were. This was one
of them—her slender fingers fit into the indents in the concrete
walls, up to the first joint. Just enough to hold on.

A stronger gust of wind threatened to yank
her off the wall, forcing her to press herself flat against the
cold concrete. Deep breath. Focus. No going back. She peeled her
eyes open, careful not to look down, scanning carefully around her
and seeing only the same gray, gridded walls.

“Hey!” Raekell yelled again, now a few feet
below. “I’m supposed to escape with you!”

“Then keep up.”

The now-expected string of profanities
drifted in and out of the wind. Nadia timed her breaths, one hand
up, one foot up, then the other hand, then the other foot. Slow and
careful and methodical.

She kept climbing, pausing every few feet to
straighten out one arm or the other, small rests and deep breaths.
Sadly, this wasn’t quite something she had been able to train for
in her cell. Her thoughts were empty, non-existent, balanced on a
tightrope as she climbed up stories.

Something was different, a floor above her.
The flat concrete gave way to a chain link fence, an open sun room
carved out of the side of the tower.

The screaming burning in her muscles cried
out, ignored until now. The thought of something easier to grip
onto was too much. Nadia paused, waiting, breathing, slowly pushing
down the manic impulse to hurry. She could see it in her head,
rushing, scrambling to rest, slipping and falling and—

She gritted her teeth. Slow and careful and
methodical, calm and sure, until her right hand wrapped around the
wires of a chain link fence instead of the shallow rim of a
concrete indent.

Relief, instant and overwhelming and making
her eyes water as sharp pain exploded out of her hand. She
scrambled farther up, unable to help herself, until her toes were
resting on chain links that dug into her exposed skin. It felt
wonderful.

She closed her eyes and let her head loll
back on her neck, waiting for the trembling in her arms to die
down.

“Hey! Help us!”

Her eyes snapped open. The room in front of
her was a bare open floor, a basketball hoop hanging against the
wall across from her. A small group of prisoners in orange were
staring at her, huddled close around the dead body of a guard, his
masked face smashed half into pulp against the floor.

“Help us! Help us!” One of the
prisoners rushed at her, eyes wild, and began shaking the chain
link fence. Nadia yelped and held on tight, panic coursing mad
through her body.

“Stop it!” another inmate yelled, holding
back the first one.

Nadia barely had time to catch her breath,
barely had time to mutter a word of thanks before a third prisoner
stepped up close.

“Fuck that,” he said. A large, pale man, with
tattoos all over his bald head. “Let’s watch this bitch fall.”

He looked her right in the eyes, cold and
cruel and bored. One massive fist reared back and struck the
fingers of her left hand.

“Aah!” Nadia felt the wire of the fence split
deep cuts in her fingers, felt herself flop down as he kicked one
of her feet as well. A few other prisoners tackled him, pulling him
back as he brawled and fought and laughed.

It didn’t hurt yet. She climbed again, blind
and panicked, crawling up past the section of fence and back onto
grim concrete, the laughter of her would-be murderer echoing up at
her. Blinking and gasping, she fought to slow down, fought to get
something like thought back.

Open, gray sky, very close above her. Only a
few floors left.

Sharp, aching pain crept into her left hand,
leaving smears of blood behind on each handhold. She felt that same
mad impulse to rush and couldn’t fight it this time, her arms and
legs quaking harder with each passing second.

Closer. Scant few feet left.

There was something very close to gibbering,
frothing screams ringing out in her head now. She forced herself
up, clawing, desperately clambering until she crested the edge of
the roof and rolled over, flopping out limp onto flat ground
without even looking.

Cold. She stared up into gray, featureless
sky, feeling her skin prickle into goosebumps all over in the cold
air. Barely able to move, half-dead, the cuts in her hand and toes
fading down to a dull throb.

She had gotten to the roof.

Tess

The name shocked her, whole and real and a
visceral thing in her mind. Nadia jolted in place and sat
up, blinking at her new surroundings. Flat asphalt surrounded her,
broken here and there by clunking HVAC units and vents poking up
out of the tower.

There, resting on its side, crunched and
dented as if dropped from a great height. A dark parcel rested on
the roof. Nadia stared at it, unable to parse something bright
painted on the side.

She shot up into movement, crawling and then
running toward the package. The bright spot on its side was a small
painted Cheshire face in neon hues, smiling at her. Beaming, even.
Nadia dove for it, couldn’t help herself, went sliding painfully
across the asphalt as her numb hands tore at the wrapping.

Clear plastic wrap tore into great stubborn
ribbons, fighting her. The dark color of the package was its
contents, and the moment her skin grazed it she felt a tingling
thrill, an almost sexual bolt of excitement at the sensation of
fabric made from graphene silk, coated matte black. Dark and smooth
and seamless, bundled up tight and dropped here just for her.

The suit was lighter than she remembered,
unrolling to reveal a belt loaded with all manner of toys hidden
inside. Her fingers crawled frantically over every pouch and stun
grenade and smoke bomb, breathless, unable to hold back for a
single second more until she found them.

There.

Tucked in an almost imperceptible flat
pocket.

A pair of earpieces, small and clear and
perfectly molded to her body. She jammed them into her ear canals
so hard and fast it felt like diving into water.

“…Testing, check, can you hear me?
Testing…”

“Tess!” She screamed it, hadn’t meant to,
couldn’t have stopped herself anyway.

“…Testing…Ugh, I know the package is open…if
this isn’t Nadia listening, I am going to kill whoever this
is. Put it down. Drop it!”

She had no idea where the microphone was, or
how to activate it. Her heart was slamming around inside her chest,
ready to bite and claw and scream its way out. Tess’s voice was
there in her ears, her real voice.

“Tess! I’m here!” Nadia screamed, tearing her
orange prisoner garb off and desperately trying to get the suit on,
hot tears streaming down her face. “Tess, please…”

“Oh! Hey! There you are!”

Nadia fell over, slamming to the asphalt with
one leg awkwardly trapped in the skintight leg of her suit. Nothing
came out of her mouth but a pained and broken squawk.

“Oof, I heard that,” Tess said. “I can’t see
your visual feed yet, everything okay?”

“Perfectly fine, dear,” was what Nadia meant
to say, in a suitably sarcastic and sassy tone. What came out
instead was a series of hysterical gasps and blubbering
embarrassments.

“Oh, geez. I uh…yeah, I missed you too.”

Nadia wiped her eyes dry. Dryer, anyway. Her
new position lying flat made it much easier to pull the legs of her
suit on, at least.

“Your ride is coming, but you need to get
dressed. Like now,” Tess said. “There’s guards on their way to the
roof, too.”

She rose to a crouch, struggling to pull her
arms through the sleeves. There was an obvious stairwell some
distance to her right, and another in the opposite direction.

“Just stay alive for like…a few more
minutes,” Tess said. “Still can’t see your feed.”

“This is not…” Nadia said, grunting and
struggling with the seam on her back. “…easy to do alone!”

“If I was there, you know I would zip you
up.”

“Where are you?”

“Long story. They’ll be on you in a few
seconds.”

Nadia took a few halting steps away from the
stairwells, bending and contorting herself as she cinched the last
of the seam on her back closed. The loud crash of a door
being slammed open behind her echoed across the rooftop.

“Found her!” someone yelled.

Boots thudding. Her mask was bunched up on
the back of her neck like a hood, unrolling and stretching over her
face and sealing itself to the front of her suit just as before.
Darkness now, complete and endless and black.

“There we go!” Tess said. “Few more seconds
and…”

Boots. Closer.

“Careful!” a guard said.

“Don’t move!” another said. “Hands up!”

“Tess?” Nadia said, still blind. “Tess,
they’re…”

She felt it, felt the tingling prickles all
over her body, like hair standing on end. Felt it an endless,
yawning nanosecond before the display in her mask lit up, her
surroundings presented to her in crystal clear definition with a
subtly updated and tastefully restrained heads-up display.

“I think you’re…” Tess said.

“On,” Nadia finished, flexing her fingers and
feeling the artificial muscles layered around them come alive. The
suit thrummed around her whole body, strength coiled and waiting
and eager.

“I said hands up!”

Nadia smiled, deep and real and hungry, for
the first time in three years.

Well, two years, two hundred and fifty-four
days.

She grabbed something from her belt, one in
each hand. Didn’t even bother to check what they were. A stun gun
was fired, the electrodes sticking and sparking against the skin of
her suit to little effect as she turned and tossed what was in her
hands.

An electric coil and a smoke bomb blasted to
life among a team of a dozen prison guards, suited up in riot
armor. She ducked and dashed as more shots rang out, fast and sure
now, grabbing and tossing whatever else she could find on her
person. More smoke bombs and stun grenades and sparking bundles of
wire shooting arcs of lightning. She paused to yank the electrodes
out of her suit and felt something slam hard into her side,
knocking her a few paces to the right.

The rubber bullet bounced off across the
asphalt, disappearing into smoke and flashing, crackling madness
that Nadia could only describe as some kind of cluster stun bomb.
The rooftop around her had become a loud, gray soup, flickering in
her HUD overlay until it was a perfectly clear picture of security
professionals scrambling to get their bearings.

About half were down already. One still
standing rushed her with a baton, swimming at her in slow motion,
club raised high to smash her skull in. Easy to dodge, easy to spin
sleek and smooth around him and—

Another rubber bullet smashed into her chest,
interrupting her dance. The baton missed its mark, only slightly,
slamming into her shoulder quite painfully. Her gloves crackled to
life, surging thousands of volts into the guard and sending him
crumbling limp to the ground.

More were already on her, one with another
baton and a second with the butt of a shotgun ready to strike.

“Oh fuck I can see now,” Tess said, “There!
Watch out, right there!”

Nadia dodged to the side, feeling another
pair of electrodes stick to her chest. She grabbed their trailing
wires and looped them around an arm holding a baton, wincing back
from the shower of sparks as the guard flopped into a heap. The
second came at her clumsily, awkwardly hopping around his
incapacitated partner.

Easy, more so now with all this extra
strength. Nadia slapped his gun to the side and yanked him into a
chokehold from behind, holding his body up in front of her.
Hopefully toward wherever those rubber bullets were coming from. He
gasped and choked, wincing as one of said bullets crashed off his
armor.

She had to stand up on her tiptoes to see
over his shoulder. Another guard took a shot the moment she did,
only barely missing her face.

“Stun gun!” Tess yelled. “On his belt!”

Nadia drew her hostage’s weapon and blind
fired it, hearing an extremely satisfying shriek of pain.

“Behind you!”

Her human shield collapsed when she let him
go, just in time to catch another baton attack.

“Another one!” Tess said. “Right there…ooh,
no…not…agh, watch out!”

“Yes, I see him!” Nadia said, fending off
another pair of guards, lashing out with lit-up palms. One went
down, but the other fired a rubber bullet point-blank into her
gut.

“Hurk! Guh…” She only wavered for an instant,
grabbing the barrel of his gun and sending his follow-up shot
skyward. They struggled back and forth, pushing and pulling and
grunting, the fibers of her suit slowly but surely winning.

Something bit her leg. Most definitely
not a rubber bullet. Her knee buckled, numb and weak and
flopping in place. If her breath hadn’t been so recently knocked
out of her, Nadia would have screamed long and loud.

Instead, she surged electricity through her
palms and down the barrel of the guard’s gun, sending him crashing
to the ground. She tried to dash away and instead imitated the
guard, flopping painfully against the asphalt.

Her gloves crackled, throwing a pitiful
little flicker of sparks as she cringed into the fetal position.
Mostly, anyway. Her right leg refused to move, numb and weightless
and strangely tingling. A few blinks cleared the water out of her
vision, glancing down to see a frayed tear in the sleek black skin
of the suit on her upper thigh.

“What happened?” Tess yelled. “What’s
happening? Are you okay?!”

Boots moving closer. One final prison guard,
approaching slowly and carefully. He pulled a single shotgun shell
from his vest and dropped it in his gun’s chamber, closing the
action and aiming at her head.

“That’s an armor-piercing slug!” Tess yelled,
her voice high and tight and frantic. “Get up! Move!”

Nadia stared, chest screaming and burning for
breath, sat frozen and stared at the faceless man. He stopped near
her, not close enough to touch. The barrel of the shotgun looked
like a chasm, a perfect black circle staring back at her.

The gunshot was strangely muted, deadened by
her earpieces. Her eyes winced closed, body tensed up as…nothing
happened.

Nadia opened her eyes, only barely in time to
see the guard with the shotgun falling dead to the ground. She tore
her eyes away as blood poured out of a ragged hole in his
helmet.

“Get your shit together,” Raekell said from
behind her, racking another guard’s shotgun. “I only get paid if
you get out alive.”

“Where did you…how did you…” Nadia managed to
gasp out.

“I climbed. It sucked.” Raekell offered her a
hand. Nadia failed to pull herself up to her feet, even with the
synthetic muscles covering her arms. Raekell had to drag her up and
hold her steady.

There was a loud, gulping gasp in Nadia’s
earpieces. “Ugh, I’m shaking over here,” Tess said. “I hate
watching you almost die!”

“You got a line to your girlfriend now,
yeah?” Raekell said. “Tell her my rate’s gone up.”

Nadia said nothing, looking up at something
pinging in her HUD. She couldn’t see it yet—no, she could, her suit
display zooming and focusing for her. Something like a helicopter
was approaching fast, two small stubby wings ending in what looked
like blocky jet engines instead of rotors.

A long, pained groan rose up from somewhere
nearby. “Lemme take care of this,” Raekell said, disappearing from
Nadia’s side. Her leg shrieked and gave out, leaving Nadia to drop
to her knees.

Another groan. Nadia looked up, blinking
water out of her eyes again. One of the guards she’d shocked was
rising, shaking his helmet side to side as he wavered to his feet.
Raekell flipped the shotgun in her hands, holding it by the barrel
as she swung it through his faceplate. Simple. Casual. Bored
almost. Raekell looked bored as she beat the man into the ground,
hammering his helmet with the gun until he stopped moving.

Or not. She kept swinging, making Nadia wince
as she watched. He’d long stopped even grunting as she hit him.
Blood was leaking out of the helmet, pooling beneath him.

Nothing in her ears, not from Tess anyway.
That same ping in her HUD rang out again, louder this time. Nadia
turned to see the not-helicopter swooping in close, far too fast.
The nose crunched into the top of the building, a long grinding
squeal coming out as the thing came to a stop.

“Nice landing, dork,” Raekell yelled. “Hey
she heard that, right?”

“Shut up, I’m remote piloting,” Tess said in
Nadia’s ears. “Hurry up, get in!”

There was nowhere to get in to. The
side of the craft was clearly a large door, which didn’t move.
Nadia crawled closer, ignoring the stabbing pain in her leg as her
knee dragged.

“…Tess?” Nadia said, staring at the closed
door.

“Shit, yeah, I’m on it.”

More guards were stirring, barely heard over
the high scream of the jet engines idling. One nearby clambered to
his feet, reaching for his sidearm.

“Hey tell your dork girlfriend to open the
door!” Raekell yelled. She shot the guard, knocking him over and
pumping the action for another shot. Instead, there was an empty
click as she pulled the trigger.

“Tess!” Nadia said, more urgent this time.
The jet engine was above her, blowing exhaust down onto the roof, a
hot wind beating down. She felt along the smooth metal on the side
of the thing, looking for a handle or a button or
anything.

“Hey, I’m multitasking!” Tess said. “We’re
under attack here too, you know!”

“I did not, in fact, know th—”

The door slid open. Nadia hadn’t realized how
much she’d been leaning on it until she fell inside with a pained
oof.

“Got it!” Tess crowed. “You in? You look like
you’re in.”

The jet was already lifting off, hovering
inches and then feet above the roof. Nadia scrambled to pull her
legs inside, rolling to see Raekell still outside, beating another
guard with her empty gun.

“Raekell!” she called out.

“I’m taking off,” Tess said. “We don’t have
time!”

“No!” Nadia said, far more indignant than
she’d meant to sound. “Raekell! Now!”

She turned, finally, sprinting over to the
chopper and dropping the gun as she ran. Nadia kept lifting,
reaching her hands out the door as Raekell jumped to grab them. The
jet shot straight up, the lurch in Nadia’s stomach doubling as
Raekell’s weight in her hands threatened to drag her out into the
open air.

“Wait!” Raekell screamed, her eyes huge.
“Wait wait wait, I’m not in yet!”

She was much heavier than she looked,
grunting and kicking as the roof of the prison below them shrank
instantly. Nadia could feel herself slipping, being dragged slowly
out the side of the chopper, wind whipping past her ears as the jet
engines screamed.

“Drop her!” Tess yelled. “Drop her if you
have to, I’m not losing you because of that idiot!”

Nadia looked down at her rescuer, their hands
clasped together. Still slipping, perched precariously now. She
slid her feet a little, fixing the sticky pads on her soles to the
floor of the jet. This should have been easy, but her leg burst
into spikes of pain again as she pulled Raekell up.

“Seriously, you can still drop her!” Tess
said.

“Thank you so much…” Nadia grunted, gritting
her teeth, “…for the encouragement.”

“Sorry, uh…yeah, you can do it!” Tess said.
“Come on! Pull! Synthetic muscles, go!”

Dead weight, so much heavier than it would
seem. Nadia held on tight, throwing her legs into it and letting
out a long, guttural scream as she dragged Raekell into the chopper
with her.

“Wow, okay,” Tess said. “Sorry, I got all
like—if it’s her or you, you know, easy choice.”

Nadia gulped for breath, staring at the bare
ceiling on the inside of the chopper. “That was her bonus,” she
muttered. The side door was still open, and she pulled herself up
until she was sitting with Raekell gasping beside her.

Cold wind whipped past them, sharp and brisk
even through the skin of her suit. Nadia stared down at
Provincetown prison, shrinking fast, an ugly collection of squat
concrete blocks crowded onto a bunch of rocks that could only
barely be called an island.

Two years. Two years, two hundred and
fifty-four days.

She pulled her mask off, letting the wind
slap her face. Letting the free air into her lungs, nothing between
herself and open sky.


Chapter Three: Dogs of War




She stopped mid-sentence when it pinged in her
HUD.

Impossible.

No, just very improbable. There was footage
attached. A small, slim young woman in a black catsuit with glowing
blue eyes, fighting her way through a crowd of prison guards on her
way to freedom.

Nadine Ashpool felt her perfectly composed
smile slip, the tiniest crack, as she watched and read. She was
already formulating her words to the head of Global Corrections
Group, Inc. when her eyes reached that section of the report.

Murdered. Executed in his own office.
Livestreamed for all to see.

Unacceptable. But not surprising. What else
did they expect, choosing to headquarter their company in a den of
degenerates such as Haven?

Her speech was still visible in the display
built into her eyes, slightly faded behind the new files grabbing
her attention. Barely missing a beat, she continued.

“This is a time of healing,” she said. Her
facial expression had been coached and constructed for every word,
a flawless mask of compassion and understanding. “Our city has been
through so much in the past few years, and I take full
responsibility for my family’s part in that.”

The slight interruption irked her. It would
be cleaned up in post, surely, but it irked her. “It pains my
mother and I that we have failed, in the past, to properly care for
the needs of those living here. Our customers. Our employees. Our
family.”

The scarlet Auktoris logo on her suit had
been joined by a few pins on the lapel, chosen by a team of social
media analysts. One for the victims of rioting looters, another for
homes lost to flooding, and finally a multi-colored ribbon
signaling her commitment to more diversity in the workforce.

“I want you all to know that Auktoris Global
Funds is committed to the safety and wellbeing of everyone living
here.”

She paused, shifting in her chair and
crossing her legs just so. It would make her seem more relatable,
more…normal. Her suit had been carefully chosen as well, a stylish
white skirt and jacket with just enough flair. Her hair was pulled
up into a severe French twist, every blonde strand pulled tightly
into submission.

A bit of sex appeal never hurt. Her mother
had never understood, never been one for putting on a show for the
masses.

“I am here for you,” Nadine said, staring
directly into the camera drone. “We are here for you.
Auktoris is here for you.”

It could have been faked, of course. The
whole thing, her words simulated, her face copied and pasted onto
an actress’s body by algorithm. Nobody really believed video
footage anymore, not without signatures and certifications and
thorough investigation.

But that was not leadership. Her mother had
never understood, always thought it beneath people of their
station. But her mother was not running things anymore. She still
owned the company, of course, on paper, but…she couldn’t be
bothered.

Which suited Nadine just fine.

The camera drone hovering in front of her
chirped twice. Her speeches were working, at least for now. A tense
peace had held in the city for two years, the unwashed rabble held
at bay. For now.

She only needed a few more months.

“This is all an incredible waste of time,” a
man said from behind her.

She rose from an understated lounge chair,
smoothing out her skirt and turning to face the man behind her.
Philip, of course. One of her mother’s vice presidents, an aging
man in a slick suit with a jarringly dark, full head of hair.

“We should just bomb the damn seawalls and
let nature take its course,” he said. “Your mother is a fool. ‘Wait
and see, wait and see, let it happen on its own.’ Ridiculous.”

He was shaking his head, smirking. Nadine
agreed with him, in a way. Her mother had been…misguided. But it
was not his place to make such comments.

“I was glad when you first took over,” he
said. “I thought you would turn things around.”

“I have,” she said, her eyebrows narrowing a
fraction.

“More of the same,” he said, “while your
mother continues to waste billions on her madness. Our money.”

“Our money?”

“This company’s—”

“My family’s company,” she said,
stepping closer to him, the click of her heel echoing.
“My company.”

He didn’t flinch. The studio was large,
cavernous, the set she had given her speech on an island of light
in a dark ocean. A squad of men loomed in the shadows behind
Philip, guns held low but ready. Mostly black-clad Auktoris Private
Security guards with faceless plexiglass masks. A few elite
troopers brought up the rear, intimidating soldiers in robotic
white armor.

“You’re going to get us all killed,” he said.
“They’ll come for us, with pitchforks and torches, just like
before. And your stupid speeches won’t stop them.”

She was not entirely surprised. She was of
course aware of Philip’s plotting, his ambitions. Honestly, she
hadn’t thought he had the nerve to actually attempt anything like
this.

No matter.

Nadine sighed. She didn’t like having to do
this. “These men behind you—my employees. All of you may lay
down your arms and leave. You will not be harmed.”

Whirring behind her. Another drone, this one
larger and bulkier, a small gun turret hanging heavy underneath. It
hovered in place with its weapons trained on her. No escape that
way.

Philip laughed. “I would say you can come
quietly, but I’m done pretending. You and your mother are finished.
It’s time someone put this company back on the right track.”

Nadine said nothing, at first. She turned and
gave the drone behind her another glance. A single drone. A single
squad of men. Serving themselves up for her. She supposed that was
something to take away from this petty distraction.

A very petty distraction, one that had
already taken up too much of her day. She sighed, loudly, shaking
her head.

“That’s enough,” Nadine said. “I have
meetings.”

A loud crash echoed behind her. The armed
drone was snatched out of the air and driven into the ground at her
side. A falcon pinned it to the floor with cracked, worn talons,
angrily pulling out sliced cables with its beak.

“What…the fuck?” Philip said.

Two figures dropped from the shadows of the
vaulted ceiling, landing amongst her traitorous soldiers. A third
landed with an echoing thud, cracking the floor, a huge man
in armor larger and more robotic than the elite troopers.

It was short, and loud, and violent. Nadine
felt herself flinch at the few gunshots that rang out, and was
displeased by this. Her implants muted the sound anyway, preventing
damage to her ears. There was no reason to be disturbed.

Philip was barely able to react before
something grabbed him from behind. It was a shimmering shape,
vaguely the size of a man, a null moving space like ripples of heat
in the air. Where it touched him, the illusion crackled and
distorted to reveal a hand holding a knife to Philip’s throat.

It was already over. Her would-be usurpers
were dead, bloody corpses strewn about the studio.

“Thank you as always, Captain Dunn,” Nadine
said.

One of the figures saluted her, a tall woman
in camouflage armor. Both her arms were prosthetics, bulky gunmetal
grey combat models dripping blood. Her helmet, also camouflage,
concealed her face. But a bright white wolf’s skull was painted
over the front.

The front of her armored vest had bright
white as well. Scratched, slashing letters that said ALPHA
BITCH.

So tacky.

“A pleasure as always, ma’am,” Dunn said.

“I have a new assignment for you,” Nadine
said. A flick of her fingers sent the relevant files over to Dunn.
“I want her brought to me alive.”

Dunn raised the front of her helmet like a
visor. Her eyes had implants, steely silver discs without even the
appearance of pupils. They were moving rapidly, watching the video
footage.

“Your sister?” Dunn said.

“A violent criminal who has escaped,” Nadine
corrected her. “I trust my best to take care of the situation?”

Dunn was still watching the footage.
“Priority on her accomplices?”

Ah. That. Nadine had included the footage of
the murder in Haven, the head of a global company executed in his
own office by Former Officer Alice Jackson.

“Dead would be preferable,” Nadine said. “Is
that going to be a problem?”

Dunn smiled. “He was already dead to us,” she
said. “It’ll be nice to make it official.”

“Good. Ignore any territory disputes. I don’t
care where they go, I want her—”

“Ignore any? Even Haven?”

Philip had said it. He was still being held
at knifepoint, staring at both of them with wide eyes.

Even her best soldiers still needed chiding,
it seemed. “Why is he still alive?” Nadine said.

Dunn looked over at the shimmering shape and
nodded. It was loud when Philip’s throat was cut open, a long,
wheezing, sputtering gasp choked with blood. Philip fell to his
knees and then the floor, blood spattering onto Nadine’s leg and
even onto her skirt.

And her shoe. She liked these
shoes.

“Apologies, ma’am,” the shape said, voice
soaked in a low southern drawl.

No matter. “Last known location data is in
your files,” Nadine said. “They were heading for federal—”

The hawk swooped past her face from behind,
done with mutilating the attack drone. It landed on the arm of one
of the Hellhounds, a stocky woman only a bit taller than Nadine.
Her arms were still flesh and blood, shrouded in camouflage armor,
and she lacked the full helmet of her coworkers. She wore goggles
and a patrol cap instead, the rest of her face covered with a mask
bearing white wolf’s teeth. ROTTWEILER was painted across the armor
on her chest.

“…federal territory,” Nadine said, staring at
the hawk. Scarred and angry, its beak cracked and patched with dull
swatches of dark fiber. “You’ll receive notice as soon as—”

The shimmering figure bent down, using his
knife to cut a chunk out of Philip’s neck. He tossed the meat over
to the hawk, who caught it and gulped it down instantly.

“Stop that!” Rottweiler said, holding her
bird in close to her chest. “You’re spoiling him.”

“Just makin’ friends,” he said. Nadine could
follow his movement, if she squinted, seeing a sort of wavy
silhouette walk over closer and reach out toward the bird.

The hawk bristled, flaring his wings and
glaring, beak held open and ready. “Can’t see me, huh, little
fella?” the invisible man said, the shape of his hand inches away
from the bird. “Must piss you off, knowin’ I’m
right…nearby…somewhere.”

The hawk lashed out, snapping its beak around
and catching nothing. A low chuckle floated out from the
silhouette, but he backed away.

Nadine sighed. Loudly. Purposefully.

Captain Dunn noticed. “Pack it in,” she said.
Her two subordinates stood up straighter, saying nothing more.

That was better. “Captain Dunn?” Nadine said.
“Come with me, please.”

There was quite a mess in her studio. Nadine
stepped through it, the usual click of her heels muted in
the smeared puddles of blood. She ignored this, weaving her way
around corpses that she also ignored. Dunn fell in at her side,
only slightly behind her.

The final Hellhound stood in her way, the
huge one. He towered over her, wearing camouflage armor much
bulkier than the others. His arms and legs were robotic, ugly
prosthetics, not even trying to look human. Like the others, a
wolf’s skull was painted on his helmet, and the word DANE scratched
across his chest.

Nadine glared up at him. He bowed his head
and stepped aside, the only sound the clanking thuds of his feet as
he stepped. She led Dunn out to the darkness at the edge of the
studio, coming out the other side into the upper corridors of the
Structure.

Another ping in her HUD. Nadine grimaced as
she saw the message notification pop up before her eyes, already
annoyed as she swiped it open.

Where are you exactly

Urgent matter

This requires IMMEDIATE attention

She closed it before her eyes could finish
skimming. Whatever the old bat was nattering about now, it most
certainly was not an urgent matter. There was no chance it had
anything to do with Nadia Ashpool escaping from prison, after
all.

That name was forbidden from being mentioned
anywhere near their mother.

Nadine felt another long sigh escape her
lungs, this one tired. She was going to have to be the one to break
the news.

“There are sections missing,” Dunn said at
her side. Her blank eyes still scrolling through the report Nadine
had sent over. “What happened to the accomplices?”

Of course. Automatically redacted. So
convenient. She came to a stop at an elevator, summoned for her
without anything so gauche as having to push a button. “Your
priority is Nadia. That is clear, yes?”

“They’ll be trying to rendezvous.”

The doors opened. Nadine stepped inside and
turned, impatient, gesturing at the empty space next to her.

Dunn followed along, looking distinctly out
of place in her camouflage. A rifle was slung across her back, the
barrel coming breaths away from catching on the doorframe. She
turned to keep it clear, automatically, smooth and sure.

“They stole one of Bennet’s jets,” Nadine
said. “A small craft. Only so much range. I’ll send over the
projected destinations.”

“Projected?” The elevator coasted silently
up, on and on, faint red lines of security scanners flickering over
the two of them. “It isn’t being tracked?”

“The terrorist calling herself Cheshire
continues to make a mockery of our information security.”

Dunn snorted, a wry little grin on her
face.

“Does that amuse you?” Nadine asked.

“It’ll give Rotty something to do.”

They stopped, finally, the elevator doors
opening onto what had been a lobby filled with ferns. Empty now, a
bare room that felt far too large, even colder and stranger than it
had felt years ago when the paintings had been taken down.

The double doors to the boardroom were
already open.

“Wasting your time in front of a camera
again, I see,” Evelyn Ashpool said. She crept toward them in a
wheelchair, hunched over in faded white robes.

“I am told there is an urgent matter?” Nadine
said.

Her mother scowled, sort of, her face unable
to properly move. Her face had already been stiff with surgery and
age, the mottled scars all over one cheek finishing the job. She
seemed calcified now, contorted into an eternal lopsided sneer.

“Lithium,” she said. Spat, more like, lips
half-numb.

Nadine blinked at her, stiffening her
posture. “Can you elaborate? Or shall I guess?”

“I require more,” Evelyn said. Her wheelchair
spun around, creeping back into the boardroom.

Nadine rolled her eyes and followed. No, not
followed. She had been going this way to begin with. This was her
boardroom now, she reminded herself. Hers. She muttered it
under her breath as she entered, over and over again.

Mine. Mine. Mine.

“Mother, I have something to tell you,”
Nadine said, looking out over her city. This room stretched on and
on, the walls on either side sheer glass that loomed over the
millions of people below. Nadine always took her time walking to
the head of the table, always stopped to stare down over her
home.

“Your power storage is insufficient,” Evelyn
said, puttering off in her chair toward the back of the room. “My
labs will require several times more than you have specified.”

Nadine rolled her eyes again. They had been
over this many times. Nadine had been given specifications, and she
had made sure that they were met. The fact that they kept changing,
increasing…that was not something she would waste time being
concerned with.

She stared out, over the city, past the city.
Past all the ungrateful people living in her city, her home,
criminals that had tried to murder her and her family mere years
ago.

Out, past all that. Toward the open ocean on
the horizon, dark gray water held back by aging seawalls, rusted
hulks of the remains of skyscrapers barely visible over the
waves.

She could see her own reflection as she
stared, sure and proud. She only needed a few more months.

“Are you listening to me, girl?” Evelyn said,
suddenly at her side. Grasping at Nadine’s sleeve with a claw-like
hand. Her mother hadn’t bothered getting prosthetics after the
attack, her fingers still mutilated into gnarled stumps.

Nadine shot a curt little glance over at
Dunn. Any other human foolish enough to touch her like that, to
approach her uninvited…they would have been dead by now.

But Dunn had her orders.

“Lithium is in short supply, Mother,” Nadine
said, yanking her sleeve away. “My project has required quite a
large amount.”

“Your project,” Evelyn wheezed, shaking her
head. “You and your silly toys. As if anything could be more
important than this! What are physical assets? What do they even
mean, when I am speaking of ascension to immortality? When one can
just…”

Nadine stopped listening. The words did not
stop coming, but she had heard it all before. Her mother was going
on these rants more and more often with each passing day, the only
thing she would talk about anymore. Nadine’s ears pricked up as a
name was mentioned.

“…and Arthur, he will understand. He always
understands, in the end, always says…”

Another troubling development. The late,
great Arthur Ashpool was dead, truly and irrevocably. Massive
cranial trauma. Nothing left to scan, even if her mother’s ravings
did end up producing results one day. The old woman had stopped
speaking to him as if he were alive, for a time.

But it was back now, in force it seemed. How
long had that been going on?

“And what of this very building?” Evelyn
said. “Arthur’s legacy. Your father’s legacy. You would
leave it behind, throw it away, just like…”

Her mother made a strange, gasping, sucking
sound. Nadine turned to see Evelyn Ashpool tensed up, eyes
twitching, her lips struggling to get past a breathless pause. It
almost looked like a seizure.

Could she breathe? Nadine felt the urge to
lean forward, ask if her mother was alright, summon an assistant or
a nurse or something.

But she didn’t. She merely stared, waiting.
Her eyes not moving as she held up a hand at Dunn, urging her to
stay put.

“…Lithium!” her mother gasped out, her chest
rising and falling in pained, shuddering waves. “As I was saying,
your silly side project is beginning to cut into my
requirements!”

Nadine breathed a sigh of relief. Which
surprised her, honestly. Not that she intended anything sinister,
no. She loved her mother. But more and more it seemed that letting
her go quietly would be a mercy. There was nothing to be done for
her condition, after all.

The cranial implants had been working as
intended, at first. Evelyn Ashpool had been sharper and more
cunning than ever for a few years, her mind quick and lethal. But
the fine wires overlaying her cortex had become coated in scar
tissue, their enhancing effect deteriorating and then actively
hindering her mental faculties.

All laid out in several reports on her
health, very cut-and-dried. Another forbidden topic. Which reminded
Nadine…

“Mother,” Nadine said, interrupting another
long and wandering monologue.

Evelyn scowled up at her.

“Nadia has escaped.”

There was a quick flash of disgust in
Evelyn’s faded blue eyes. A narrowed glare, passing quickly into
disinterested disdain. She spun her wheelchair around with a subtle
flick of her mangled hand, rolling away toward the back of the
room.

“Did you hear me?” Nadine said. “Your
daughter has—”

“You are my daughter,” Evelyn yelled
as she rolled away. “That girl should be dead.”

There was more venom than usual dripping from
her words. So the old woman could still remember those
conversations. No matter. Nadine followed with her eyes, only
half-listening as Evelyn went back to lecturing her about power
requirements and lab space.

The back of the room still had a large tube,
the damaged glass long ago removed. Evelyn spent most of her time
back there now, sitting by it, flicking through progress reports in
her eye implants and muttering to herself.

That suited Nadine just fine. Whatever kept
the old woman out of her way. Occupied. Distracted. She made her
way over to the massive boardroom table that occupied the center of
the room, taking her place at the head.

Her mother’s old seat.

Dunn followed, standing at her side. Awaiting
orders.

“You may sit, if you would like,” Nadine
said, holding a hand out at her side. At her old chair.

Dunn’s helmet was still open, the face of it
hinged up. Her blank eyes were staring at the old woman in a
wheelchair. She didn’t move to sit, an odd kind of wistful look on
her face.

“Something the matter?” Nadine asked.

Dunn shook her head, leaning in closer.
Speaking low. “I almost volunteered for implants like that,” she
said. “Dodged a bullet, I guess.”

Nadine opened her mouth, but wasn’t sure
quite what would come out. Cranial implants weren’t always a
disaster. She’d had the same surgery, and she felt completely fine.
Healthy and sharp. No need to even get a scan done. Operating at
peak efficiency.

“Apologies if I’m speaking out of turn,” Dunn
said, still not sitting down. “I imagine it’s hard for you to see
her like this.”

Ridiculous. Nadine ignored that, moving on.
They had much to discuss. Her project, her mother’s lab, lithium,
all of it could wait. Her mother wasn’t wrong about one thing,
after all.

This was Nadine’s mess, in a way. Her
responsibility now. Like their family’s company, like their city.
And she would see to it that it was taken care of.

“I meant what I said, Captain Dunn,” Nadine
said. “My sister will be brought to me alive. No excuses.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dunn said with a curt nod.


Chapter Four: Born and Raised




There was one major drawback to wearing a full-body
suit, flawlessly designed as it was. Nadia was sitting inside the
not-helicopter, jet engines screaming outside, shivering as she
peeled off her synthetic skin. There was no other way to get at her
aching leg.

“I don’t even know what half this shit is,”
Raekell said. They had found a first-aid kit strapped to the wall,
and Raekell was busy dumping its contents all over the floor.

“Tess can help,” Nadia said. “Tess?”

Nothing in her ears, only the old familiar
feeling of her earpieces.

“So what do you usually wear under that
thing?” Raekell asked.

Nadia ignored her. Certainly not the plain
white underwear issued to her by Provincetown, cheap and scratchy.
She grunted one last time and peeled the suit down farther,
exposing her thighs. The skin on her right was deep purple, a
raised welt oozing blood in a long, shallow slash across the
outside of her leg.

Raekell hissed. “Broken or what?”

“I don’t know.” It had certainly felt broken,
a sharp bite and an absence of strength when she tried to put
weight on it.

Raekell held up a handful of autoinjectors,
reading the labels. “Okay, uh… Auktoris pharma
model…one-three-one-seven…epinef…ey-pine-ferine?”

Nadia snatched a different one from her hand,
the red one. Something about analgesic on the label. Good enough.
She popped the cap and held it near her skin, taking a deep breath,
and…

Their ride lurched in the air, sending Nadia
sliding a few inches. Up and down, her stomach flopping around
weightless. The contents of the first-aid kit went skittering off
in all directions, Raekell scrambling to catch it all.

“Fuck, what is going on out there?” Raekell
said, abandoning their medical supplies. She stumbled up to a small
door at the front, peeking out into what had to be a cockpit.

The jet was still lurching every few seconds,
riding turbulence. Nadia waited, breathing, counting, waiting.

Now

The needle clicked and popped, a pleasant
warmth spreading through her leg. The raw screaming of the pain
dulled down to a throb. She could think again.

“This is bullshit,” Raekell said. She turned
back from the cockpit to see Nadia struggling back into her suit.
“What, that’s it? You don’t need any more of that stuff?”

Nadia glared at packets of disinfectant and
shrink-wrapped bandages scattered across the floor. “Good enough
for now.”

All her concentration had been for nothing,
it seemed—the air outside was calm now, the jet flying smoothly.
The side door had closed shortly after takeoff, leaving them
trapped blind inside. She stood up, careful and tender on her right
leg, squirming her arms back into the suit.

“Tess?” Nadia said. “Tess, are you
there?”

Nothing. The jet engines screamed outside,
joined by an endless pattering barrage of rain against the
hull.

Raekell watched her, face falling as nothing
played in Nadia’s ears. “So is she dead or what?”

Nadia scowled, opening her mouth to say
something quite unladylike. The jet bucked in the air again before
she could do so, lifting Nadia off her feet this time. She hovered
near the ceiling for what felt like several long seconds, her ears
swelling up inside. Raekell shot to the top of the doorframe, her
head slamming into it, yelps and curses sounding dull and far away.
Underwater.

The floor rushed up to meet them. The jolt of
pain in Nadia’s leg was also dull and far away.

“Fuck!” Raekell yelled, holding her hands to
the side of her head. Bright red streaks were leaking out from
between her fingers. “Fucking son of a fuck fuck!”

Nadia grabbed one of the packs of gauze,
slapping it against Raekell’s hands as she squeezed past into the
cockpit. Two seats sat empty, side by side, with control yokes and
a dizzying array of instruments in front.

“It’s on autopilot or something,” Raekell
said, slapping sticky gauze to her wound, luckily already shaved
clean.

Nadia stared out the front of the cockpit.
Rain was pelting the glass so hard it was all she could see,
torrents of water attacking them out of dark gray soup.

“Where is it taking us?” Nadia asked.

“How should I know?”

Nadia felt her eye twitch. “How do you not…”
she said, struggling to reach the zipper on her back. “How do you
not know anything? There is a plan of some sort, is there
not?!”

“Yeah, sure,” Raekell said. “Tess has a plan.
She in your ears again yet?”

Nothing. Nadia strained and pulled at the
zipper, more difficult than she remembered it being. Somehow she
had gotten it fastened on the roof of the prison. Adrenaline,
perhaps. Now her arms felt weak and numb.

She felt another pair of hands in the way.
Raekell jumping in to zip her up.

“Don’t,” Nadia said.

“Why not? Just hang on.”

“I can manage!” She could slap Raekell’s
hands away well enough.

“Alright, fine,” Raekell said.

With a few more grunts, Nadia closed her
suit. She even slid her mask on, pulling it over her face and
fastening it at the neck. Another burst of turbulence, not nearly
as violent, rocked the jet.

They both sat down in the cockpit, not having
to talk about it. Nadia felt for the harness in the pilot’s seat,
her goggles flickering to life as she snapped herself secure. The
blue glow of her mask’s eyes stared back at her from the cockpit
glass.

Several long, quiet seconds passed. Raekell
reached out toward one of the control yokes, but thought better of
it before Nadia could say anything. She kept fidgeting in her seat,
drumming her fingers on the armrests and grabbing the straps of her
harness, her legs bouncing without rhythm.

“Tess?” Nadia said.

Still nothing.

“She’s fine,” Raekell said. “She’s just
busy.”

Nadia’s scowl was hidden by her mask. She had
half a mind to pull it up enough to share the scowl with her
rescuer.

“They had to be somewhere else,” Raekell
said. “To control this thing remotely.”

“They?”

“Your girlfriend. And the big bitch,” Raekell
said, sinking low into her seat and scowling. “The cop.”

“She is not—” Nadia started to say. Surely
Jackson was an ex-cop at this point? At the very least. “So you
were aware of the plan?”

Raekell said nothing. The jet was still
rumbling its way through turbulence, pitching up and down every few
seconds. Both of them straining against the harness straps.

But Jackson. Nadia realized it all at once,
the reflection of her eyes glowing larger. She had assumed a lot of
things. Jackson was alive. That much had not been certain, and this
was the first time in a long time it didn’t hurt too much to think
about that.

A number of very urgent questions fought in
her chest. How is Jackson? What has she been doing for the past two
years, two hundred and fifty-four days? Where is she now, where is
Tess, where are they why won’t you tell me why don’t you know
anything?

She glanced over at Raekell, fuming. Just
some young punk, some reckless thug, blood oozing down her temple
from under a sloppily applied bandage.

“I was supposed to know as little as
possible,” Raekell said.

Nadia blinked.

“Safer that way.”

Oh.

Nadia chewed on that for a moment. Before she
could say anything, the clouds outside parted. Rain still pelted
the cockpit canopy, but even through that she could see it.

Home.

They were low, swooping in fast until the jet
was skimming barely above the sagging rooftops of endless slums. In
the distance, a wall rose out of the darkness, and beyond it,
skyscrapers lit up with advertisements.

And looming above them all, a tower of dark
glass. The Structure.

“That’s where you’re from, isn’t it?” Raekell
said, nodding at the cursed place.

Nadia’s mouth was dry, suddenly. She forced
out a croak. “Born and raised.”

“Hmph.” Raekell gestured the other direction,
below them, at the slums. “Born and raised. I guess we’re from the
same city, right? I mean like, on paper.”

They were not. Not on paper, anyway.
Everything outside the walls was still part of the United States of
America.

“I only ever went outside the walls once,”
Nadia said.

“Yeah, I heard about that. You did it as the
Shadow, right? Pretty fuckin’ dope, raiding the Omniplant.”

Nadia shook her head. It had not been
dope.

“You get anything good from inside?”

Death. Betrayal. Loss of all hope.

Thankfully, the jet decelerated so hard it
yanked the breath out of both of them. They drifted down, toward a
rooftop. A ramshackle assortment of tents was assembled on top of
the building, cheap blue tarps flapping in the wind and rain.

The jet swooped in closer. Much too close.
Much too fast.

“Whoa!” Raekell said, shrinking back into her
seat. “Whoa, whoa, crashing! Crashing!”

Nadia braced for impact. She felt a jolt, but
only a slight one. Metal squealed and scraped at the hull beneath
her feet.

And then they stopped.

The ever-present howl of jet engines died
down. Nadia let out a long, tense breath, hearing Raekell do the
same. The rain kept pouring, tap tap tap on the cockpit
glass, great rushing torrents of it blotting out their
surroundings.

“Now what?” Nadia asked.

“They were supposed to meet us here,” Raekell
said, unbuckling herself and getting up.

Nadia followed. Together, they struggled to
slide one of the side doors of the cabin open. The smell was what
hit her first, moist and organic and almost overwhelming. Food and
mold and body odor, human odor, filling the jet on the back
of warm, humid air.

The jet had crushed what appeared to be a
shack under its landing skids. The rooftop was a few feet down,
deep puddles swirling over dark tiles. Raekell hopped down with a
loud splash. Nadia carefully lowered herself down, easy and tender
on her leg.

Numb, barely an ache. Not too bad. Usable.
Workable. She was standing in water up to her ankles, her suit
pressed tight against her feet.

“My house!”

Nadia looked over at a man in a tattered
raincoat.

“You crushed my house!”

There were other people, maybe half a dozen.
Struggling to secure a flapping tarp. Bailing water out of what
looked like a small garden. Small lights on cables flickered and
sputtered in the growing dark.

No Tess. No Jackson.

“My…my…my home,” the man in the raincoat
said.

Raekell seemed unmoved, still looking around,
getting her bearings. Nadia glanced at the mess under their
jet.

“Was anyone else inside?” she asked.

The man shook his head, empty, hollowed out.
Utterly defeated.

“I’m sorry,” Nadia said. “We weren’t in
control.”

He stared at her, blinking. Turned his stare
at Raekell, at her orange jumpsuit, the top half still tied around
her waist. Then back to Nadia, and his eyes went wide.

“You…you!” the man said, blinking. “I know
you!”

“Right, the Sapphire Shadow,” Raekell said,
waving her hands around, still unimpressed. “You seen Cheshire
around here?”

“What is…Cheshire?” He looked up, at the
quickly darkening skies. Thick clouds hung low, still pouring rain
down on them. “You need to leave.”

“I’m supposed to meet someone,” Nadia
said.

“Over here,” he said, seeming to ignore her.
He waved them over to a hatch with a hilariously steep staircase
leading down, all old rusted metal. “Come!”

Nadia had sat through a presentation once, as
a bratty teenager. Executive protection practices.

If you are ever stranded, remain with your
vehicle and await rescue.

“This way!” he yelled. “Hurry!”

Red warnings lit up in Nadia’s HUD, blinking
and pointing up, toward the horizon. Radar detected. Multiple
contacts. The indicators flickered and jumped around, probably
hindered by the weather. Miles away at the moment. But they were
drawing closer.

“We should go,” Nadia said.

“Yeah…” Raekell said, also staring at the
sky. “Yeah, this sucks up here anyway.”

The stairs led down into a dim hallway of
what could only be apartments, narrow and cramped. Water dripped
from the ceiling. Most of the door frames were missing their doors,
covered by makeshift curtains instead.

“Come! Come!” their guide said, running
ahead.

“Pretty cozy,” Raekell said. “Beats P-Town,
am I right?”

At least Provincetown had been clean. They
followed down a stairwell, all the wood damp and creaky and
smelling of mildew. Floor after floor without a word, five, then
six, then seven…

The scream of jet engines echoed down at
them. Through a stained window, Nadia could see searchlights
beaming down around the building.

“Ah, see?” the man said, picking up his pace.
“Followed.”

The ground floor was a large open lobby
turned into a sort of marketplace. Caged light bulbs and guttering
oil lamps failed to light it up—it felt like a cave, dark shapes
moving around silently.

At least until Nadia’s suit adjusted. Her
goggles amplified the light, her earpieces compensating for the
rain outside until she saw a calm and quiet set of stalls, not more
than a dozen people resting inside. Nobody appeared to be shopping,
mostly just sitting, safe from the weather, some of them sipping
from steaming mugs.

He stopped at a stall full of clothes, racks
of coats hung up and tables piled high with disorganized mounds of
apparel. A frowning woman at the back started yelling instantly in
a language Nadia didn’t recognize, pointing at them. Their new
friend argued back, waving his arms around.

The top of her HUD spooled out a line of
text, what should have been translations.

Language not found

Raekell didn’t wait, snatching a pair of
jeans off the table and stripping her prison jumpsuit off.

“What are they saying?” Nadia asked.

“No idea. Here,” she said, tossing a raincoat
at Nadia. It was yellow, like something a child would wear. “He’s
right though, we gotta change.”

Nadia held the coat up. It wasn’t exactly
inconspicuous. After a moment, the back lit up with bright pink
cursive letters.

Daddy’s Little…Slut?

“Ugh,” Nadia tossed it away. “How? Why?”

“You can change what it says, it connects to
an implant.”

“I don’t…” Her suit may have been able to
replicate that function, but Nadia didn’t know. “You do it.”

“I don’t have any,” Raekell said. She pulled
a blue raincoat off the rack, one with the sleeves torn off, or
just cut to look that way.

“Implants?”

“No,” Raekell said, scowling. “Put
something on, for fuck’s sake!”

A gray poncho hung on a hook to her right.
Nadia pulled it on, flipping the hood over her mask before it could
light up with words that would change her mind.

“So drab,” Nadia said, “I suppose this will
do for now.”

“Ugh, she was right, you’re the worst,”
Raekell said, rolling her eyes.

She

Nadia physically winced. “What do you mean?
What did she say?”

The man who had led them here was losing his
argument, and the words were getting more heated.

“Much as we appreciate the help…” Nadia said,
taking off for the door.

“Yeah, later, sucka. Thanks I guess,” Raekell
said, running after her. They both stopped short of being out in
the rain, watching a spotlight criss-crossing the street from
above. Nadia dared to stick her neck out for an upward glance,
seeing a jet much like the one they had hijacked hovering above the
building.

Raekell elbowed her. The sidewalk to their
left was shielded by decaying scaffolding. A quick dash through
warm puddles and they were out, crouched and alone, watching the
spotlight move on.

“What did Tess say?” Nadia said.

“What?”

“About me.”

Raekell shook her head, eyes warily scanning
around them. There was nobody else in sight, Nadia’s enhanced
vision was sure of it.

“Well?”

“Really? That’s what you’re worried about
right now?” Raekell said, shaking her head. “She said you’re a
fussy pain in the ass.”

The street was clear, for now, nothing but
rain and a single parked car, water rushing past it in the gutters.
They both dashed forward, running toward…just running, anything to
put distance between them and their ride.

The spotlight returned, sweeping the road
behind them. There was a stoop to their left, stairs leading down
to a covered doorway. Nadia ducked into it, pulling Raekell in with
her. Rain was pouring down the steps, pooling up to their
shins.

“Blegh,” Raekell said, holding one foot up,
her prison-issued sneaker sad and soaked through.

A fast food wrapper of some kind floated
around Nadia’s knees, swirling around cigarette butts. The corpse
of a rat threatened to join them, but Nadia gently nudged it away
with one foot.

“Gross,” Raekell said.

“Fussy,” Nadia said, quietly, smiling under
her mask. “Fussy pain in the…”

“I mean…” Raekell sighed and shrugged. “She
said it all like…you know, in a good way. I guess.”

All the garbage swirling around her knees may
as well have not existed. Fussy pain in the ass.

I missed you, too, Tess.

Her long sigh was interrupted by Raekell
waving a hand at her eyes.

“Can you do something about…the whole eye
thing?” she said. “Dead giveaway.”

Nadia raised her right hand in a particular
pose, just like old times. Her goggles painted buttons near her
fingers, reading her motions as she clicked and scrolled. The blue
glow of her eyes faded.

“Yeah I know, it’s your thing or whatever,”
Raekell said.

“It’s fine,” Nadia said. “You’re right.”

The street went dark again. Nadia crept back
out, carefully at first but moving quickly as soon as she was sure
no one was watching. Raekell kept close behind, the two of them
running down cracked sidewalks, under broken and dead streetlights.
Drones roosted on top of stoops and under eaves all around them,
waiting for the rain to die down. The road ended at a T-junction,
dark brick buildings stretching out in every direction, identical
in the driving rain.

“You know…” Nadia said, sprinting over deep
gutters, “you don’t have to keep following me. I think you’ve done
your part.”

An alleyway lay ahead, blocked by a tall
chain link fence. Nadia crawled up the wall at its side, nanohooks
in her gloves and the soles of her feet gripping firm even on the
wet brick.

Raekell jumped at the fence instead, slipping
and grunting and not making much progress. “No way. No fuckin’
way,” she said, cursing quietly. “I’m bringing you to Cheshire. I
am getting paid.”

Nadia hung on the wall, just above the fence.
Staring back at the building they had come from. There were two
jets circling it now, one hovering in close to the roof. More would
follow, armies of police and private soldiers, this whole block
cordoned off and surrounded soon enough.

Freedom at last. But only as long as she
could stay moving, stay one step ahead.

She looked down at Raekell and offered a
hand. Raekell glared at her but took it, lifting up over the fence
easily, the artificial muscle in Nadia’s sleeves doing all the
work.

“You’re going to regret coming with me,”
Nadia said, “but—”

“Cut that shit out,” Raekell said. “Ooh,
it’s too dangerous, I’m Auktoris’s most wanted, blah blah
whatever. You think I’ve never had the cops after me
before?”

“I was going to say thank you.”

“Oh.”

Raekell wouldn’t meet her eyes. It didn’t
matter. They took off down the dark alley together, just as sirens
began rising from the dark streets behind them.

 


* * *

 


They had been walking for hours. Whatever Nadia had
injected into her leg was starting to wear off, leaving a hitch in
her step that was degrading into a full-on limp. She stayed close
behind Raekell, the two of them shouldering their way through a
damp and grumpy crowd.

It was a vast market, much like the ones
Nadia had seen occasionally pop up inside the walls. But this one
stretched on for streets, haphazard tarps and improvised roof
sections covering alleyways and what should have been major roads,
even now filled with a crushing mass of people.

It was quieter than Nadia imagined a place
like this would be. Subdued. Or perhaps it was the still-raging
storm above them, battering the tarps, spilling through here and
there in angry little waterfalls.

Raekell craned her neck back, hissing
something low and angry. “Your mask looks weird. People are
staring.”

Nadia pulled her hood down tighter. “And my
face would be better?”

“Honestly? Yeah, it probably would.”

A siren blared. Close. There were drones
flitting about above them, safe here from the rain. One of them
rang out its siren again, but most of the people around them
weren’t paying attention, and the few that were only seemed
annoyed.

It stopped, hovering in place. A bright light
flickered out of it, projecting onto the side of a building,
distorted by the bricks.

WANTED: NADIA ASHPOOL, spelled out in severe
letters. Nadia expected to see the scarlet Auktoris “A” appear next
to it, but a seal with an eagle appeared instead.

Her picture appeared beneath. A mugshot,
bruised and beaten and bloody. Still smiling, smug and triumphant.
It scrolled away, replaced by an action still from a security feed
of herself in full regalia, blue eyes shining on her mask. Then
scrolled again, showing a posed shot from calmer times. She
recognized it, remembered sitting for it, dressed to her mother’s
specifications in a white suit with a scarlet Auktoris pin.

MONETARY REWARD FOR INFORMATION, it said
below. DO NOT ATTEMPT TO APPREHEND.

Raekell stared, waiting. The cycle of
pictures started over, the words not changing. “Aww, what the fuck?
What about me?”

Nadia looked all around them, surrounded, no
place to hide. People were staring. A large man in a stained
t-shirt had stopped mid-chop at a food stall, watching her.

“We have to get out of here,” she said.

“Yeah no shit,” Raekell said. “I mean the
whole plan right now is just keep moving, right?”

They could do better. Nadia spotted a likely
mark, a man with implants walking along, his eyes glazed over.
Distracted. She brushed against him as he passed by, her hand fast
and precise. She felt some kind of paper in her hands instead of a
plastic card, but could only be puzzled for a moment.

“Hey!” he shoved her. “Bitch, what?”

“Back off!” Raekell said, stepping between
them. “Fuck off, she didn’t touch you!”

Nadia pulled her away, the two of them
slipping off through the crowd, ducking and pushing and hiding
behind another food stall until their victim’s screaming faded
away.

She stared at the paper in her hands. A wad
of small greenish bills stared back at her.

In…God we trust?

“Is this cash?” Nadia said, unable to hide
her surprise or disgust.

“Hey, nice pull,” Raekell said, swiping it
from her and thumbing through the bills. “Couple thousand,
easy.”

“I thought everyone used cards out here.”

“This stuff’s better. Not as good as rubles,
but better.” She dragged Nadia toward a side street and then
another dark alley, ducking behind a rusted-out dumpster. “That was
almost pretty slick.”

“Excuse me?”

“Got caught right away,” Raekell said,
shaking her head. “Thought you were some kind of big famous
thief?”

Nadia felt herself look away. “Sorry, I…I’m
used to just doing this for fun, I suppose.”

“Hey, whatever, it worked,” Raekell said,
watching that nobody had followed them. “I’m not gonna judge, I’m
bad at that silent swipey stuff. I’m more about the,” she mimed a
gun in her hand, shoving it into Nadia’s face, “hand over the
fuckin’ money, now! You know?”

“Mmm.” Nadia leaned back against the wall and
sank to the ground, trying to ignore the sharp bite in her leg.

“No offense, but that mask stands out,”
Raekell said. “Even with the eyes off. It just looks…weird.”

Nadia sighed and shrugged and, making a show
of not wanting to, slipped her mask off. The air was humid against
her damp skin—she hadn’t realized how much she was sweating.

“Better, I guess?” Raekell stared. “At least
your hair is different?”

“You wouldn’t happen to know where a girl
could get a good dye job?”

“Pfft, lawl,” Raekell said. She glanced at
the money in her hand. “I got an idea. Stay here.”

Raekell disappeared back out into the market.
It occurred to Nadia, again, that she should just go. Leave,
disappear without a trace. She could set a faster pace on her own,
creeping unseen over rooftops. Maybe. Perhaps? To go where,
exactly?

She stared up, at a dense tangle of cables
and tarps covering the alley above. Everything was different here.
Off in the distance, on the other side of the walls, that
was her city. Their city, her and Tess. They had made it
theirs, conquered it, slipping through the sky or creeping through
unknown tunnels, free and alive and fierce. Nothing could have
stopped them.

Nothing but Nadia’s own foolishness.

She saw him long before he saw her. A man in
a bulky, puffy jacket, wisps of vapor wreathing around his head. He
ducked low as he walked, sucking on a vape.

Nadia didn’t move. He slowed down and then
stopped, nodding at her.

“What you selling, chica?” he said.

“Nothing,” she said, receding into her hood
as much as possible. “Go away.”

“I say what you—” He stopped, staring. At her
feet.

The feet of her suit were like slippers,
soft-soled but tough. They were split but only for her big toe.
Like ninja socks…no, tabi. Quite distinctive.

She glared up at him. He was staring at her
face now, slack-jawed, a lazy wisp of vapor creeping from his
lips.

He knew.

No going back. Never. She sprung up and
flexed her hands, sparks flying as she grabbed his arm. Thousands
of volts surged through his body, sending him collapsing into a
limp heap.

“What the—?” Raekell said, turning the corner
with her hands full. “I leave for two seconds!”

“He recognized me,” Nadia said, standing over
the man. Her victim. He lay on the ground, shaking in uneven spasms
and coughing through clenched teeth.

“That’s why I got this.” Raekell shoved a
flimsy surgical mask into Nadia’s hand, faded white. “Anybody asks,
you have a cold.”

She put it on, wondering how many seconds she
had before Raekell suggested killing the man. The mask smelled of
rubbing alcohol, making her eyes water.

He coughed at her feet again, straining to
moan out some words. “I’s got zapped by the Shadow! So cool.”

“…Pardon?” Nadia said.

“Big fan!” he said, raising two middle
fingers toward the market. “Fuck Auktoris. Fuck the Domes.”

Raekell was unwrapping a small bar in her
hands. It was white with a large red cross, the words “PROTEIN
RATION” printed all over it in a variety of languages. She broke
the contents in half and handed one side to Nadia.

A featureless brown hunk of solid paste. It
made Nadia’s stomach growl, her mouth watering even with the stink
of the mask in her nose.

“So we gonna kill this guy or what?” Raekell
asked.

Nadia scowled, even as she was hurriedly
cramming the bar into her mouth. The man struggled to his knees,
slowly, still coughing.

“Hmm,” Nadia said, trapping her nose behind
the stinking mask again. “Usually they stay down for longer.”

“Not my’s first time bein’ tased,” he
said.

Nadia’s stomach was raging now, screaming for
more. She thought back to her last meal at Provincetown, left on
the floor of her cell untouched. “Did you get any more?” she asked
Raekell.

“Pfft, no. You only stole pocket change.”

“Can I get a pic?” the man asked, reaching
into his coat pocket. Both women tensed up, raising their hands,
but he only pulled out a phone. Raekell slapped it out of his hand
before he could point it at them.

“Cool, cool, right, sorry yeah,” he said,
raising his hands. His face lit up, a huge smile sliding onto his
lips. “You all come with me! I can help!”

More sirens. From out in the market.

“Clear the road!” a loudspeaker blared out.
“Clear the road!”

Nadia ducked low, sidling up to the corner of
the alley. She crept the edge of her wrist out into the open,
turning the camera hidden in her glove side to side before she
realized she wasn’t wearing her mask.

It didn’t matter. A massive armored vehicle
trundled into her view, black with federal eagles stamped on the
doors. The windows were dark slats of armor, and a
remote-controlled gun turret stuck out of the roof. It crept by,
slowly parting the crowd of people filling the road, followed by
another truck identical but for the scarlet Auktoris logo replacing
the eagles.

“This way!” her victim whispered. “With me,
yeah?”

“Whatever, man, we don’t need your help,”
Raekell said.

“I’ll follow,” Nadia said, creeping back into
the shadows of the alleyway. She gave Raekell a very pointed look.
“Where were you leading us, anyway?”

Raekell shrugged. “I dunno. Away?”

“Exactly,” Nadia said, gesturing for her to
lead on. Their new friend had risen creakily to his feet and was
beckoning them down the alley.

Raekell shrugged again, looking bored and
irritated and detached as if they weren’t being hunted. But she
started moving anyway, following their stranger. “Just keep your
dumb lightning gloves ready. Just in case.”

“Always,” Nadia said, following them into
darkness.


Chapter Five: Rendezvous




The rain had stopped, at last. For now.

Nadia was watching out the window from a gap
in the blinds. The sun was rising, the dense clouds above growing
lighter, thinning out.

“You gonna get in on this or what?” Raekell
said behind her.

Nadia said nothing. Her mugshot was being
projected onto a building across the street again. Of all the
things the pictures could’ve stirred in her, it was the hair that
hit her hardest. She missed her long black tresses—they’d shaved
her head when she was incarcerated, leaving her now with a
chin-length mess akin to a ratty sort of bob.

A blonde mess. Stuck with her family’s color
again.

She heard a long sniiiiiiiiiiiiiff
from behind her. “Woo! Oof,” Raekell said. Nadia turned finally to
see her blinking and shaking her head. “Shit, this guy brought out
the good stuff for company.”

An assortment of pills was laid out on a
table in front of Raekell, one of which she was busy crushing with
the handle of a kitchen knife. Nadia watched as she finished,
sweeping the powder up into a neat line with the blade before
snorting it using a rolled-up piece of federal cash.

“I thought you spent it all?” Nadia said.

Raekell coughed and shook her head, blinking
rapidly. “Naw, this is all fifties are good for anyway.”

Their host appeared from the next room,
hanging in the doorway. He hadn’t given his name, and they hadn’t
asked. A kind of quiet understanding had settled between them, a
thieves’ pact.

“Food, yeah?” he asked, nodding.

Nadia’s stomach growled again. His apartment,
or the one he was squatting in anyway, was on the second floor
above a bustling Chinese restaurant. The smell was driving her
mad.

“Hell yeah dude thanks,” Raekell said,
blinking slowly with her head leaned back.

He disappeared again. Nadia limped over and
joined Raekell at the table, a rickety pressboard piece held
together with packing tape. Aside from their two chairs, it was the
only thing in the room. She could hear shouting and sizzling from
the floor beneath her feet, greasy food being packed up for
delivery even at dawn.

Tired. Nadia’s eyelids scratched every time
they moved. She rested her elbows on the table, sinking her face
into her hands and rubbing her eyes.

“Seriously, we were up all night,” Raekell
said. “Snort some, it’ll wake you up.”

Nadia gave her a look. She had sworn off such
things, promised herself to never drown her problems out like that
again. Moved on.

“Should help with your leg, too.” Raekell
sifted through the pile of pills. “Wait, actually, this one
will help with your leg.”

Crack crunch crunch, smashed into
powder under the knife handle. Raekell held out the rolled-up
bill.

CASH ugh disgusting, germs, dirty

Her leg ached, almost as bad as her eyes.
This was not for fun, she told herself. This was for function. Was
it really any different than shoving the needle of an auto-injector
into her thigh?

She took the bill, moving quickly before she
could be too disgusted. Sniff and sniiiiiiff again,
one pill up each nostril. It stung deep in the back of her nose,
sharp acetone down her throat.

Nadia blinked. And again. She shivered, in a
pleasing sort of way, a shudder that spread all down her body.
Things were suddenly…clearer.

“Better, yeah?” Raekell said. She took the
cash back, and Nadia was very, very aware of their fingertips
touching, staring long after the fact.

The brown skin of Raekell’s hands was marred,
pale scars running down each finger that ended in raised webs on
her fingertips. It made Nadia think of the small scar on her right
wrist, hidden under her suit.

“Are those implant scars?” Nadia said.

Raekell froze, a hunted sort of stare on her
face. Nadia hadn’t seen anything like it on the girl before.

“I cut mine out, too,” Nadia said.

“I didn’t cut mine out.” The tip of
the kitchen knife thunked into the table. Raekell pouted and
sank into her chair, idly playing with the knife handle.

“Oh. I didn’t…I didn’t mean…”

“Rejected. Same way I snuck that stuff into
P-town. Hyperactive immune system.”

Nadia gritted her teeth and hissed, entirely
without meaning to. “Sorry.”

“So where are we going?” Raekell sat up
again, as if the conversation had just started. “After this, I
mean.”

“I need to find Tess.”

“I don’t know how to do that,” Raekell said.
“Cheshire is more of a she finds you kind of deal.”

Cheshire. Inside the walls, the
cat-faced fiend had been omnipresent. Out here…

Nadia let the thought simmer for a few long
moments. “Tess always used their own infrastructure against them.
Hijacking Auktoris security feeds, taking control of their drones.
If we could just…let her find us somehow.”

“What? What, you wanna go wave at some
cameras?” Raekell scoffed. “Even if she saw us, you think she’d get
to us before the Auktoris goon squads?”

“You’re not—” Being helpful, you
idiot, she didn’t say. Nadia took a deep breath, fighting to
keep her tone even. “You’re right, we should stay hidden if we can.
Where can we go, then?”

Raekell stared at the window. “Cheshire said
you guys were gonna leave after.”

“Leave?”

“Yeah, up north somewhere. I remember that
part.”

Leave. Just…leave. Leave the city. It was a
strange, foreign thought, unable to find purchase in her mind.

“I’ve never left home before. Not really,”
Nadia said.

“What, prison doesn’t count?”

It most certainly did not count, but Nadia
didn’t say anything.

Leave? To go where?

“I’ve never left before, either,” Raekell
said.

A long moment of silence passed between them.
Nadia reminded herself that they were not, in fact, from the same
city. Not even close.

Woop woop. Sirens outside. They both
jumped out of their chairs, crowding in and fighting for a spot at
the window. A line of those same armored trucks had pulled up and
stopped in front of their building. Federal police in blue poured
out, joined by Domes in black armor. They looked different than
Nadia remembered—bulkier, covered in more gear, and carrying large
rifles like the Feds.

“Cops!” Their host burst into the room, still
holding a spatula. “Cops!”

“We saw!” Raekell yelled, but they were
already on their way out. Nadia burst out into the hallway, sliding
her mask over her head. Nobody in sight for now. She ran to a
corner down the hall, sticking her wrist camera out and seeing the
feed in her goggles this time.

“Fuck, how did they find us?” Raekell said,
huddled close behind her.

They hadn’t. The feed showed Nadia a line of
men working their way through the apartment complex, stacking up at
each door before kicking through, shouting commands. Door by
door.

“Other way,” she hissed. Another corner took
them past more apartments, pale doors with damp paper ads slapped
all over them. The corridor ended with a window looking out over a
crowded rooftop, a jumble of A/C units and other rusted junk. The
window slid open surprisingly smooth and easy.

“Go!” Raekell said, pushing Nadia through,
watching behind them. “Go first, move it!”

It was a short drop, only ten feet or so,
easily handled by her suit. Nadia’s leg yelped again, making her
hold the crouch she’d landed in for a long, shaking second, feeling
the poncho settle around her.

Morning light. Clear skies. Clearer, anyway,
dull grey overcast. Nadia forced herself up and kept moving,
hearing Raekell land behind her. Gunshots rang out nearby, louder
shouting. But not for them.

“Don’t look up!” Raekell said, pulling the
hood of her coat tight over her head. “Fuck, we need to get back
inside.”

The short strip of rooftop they were on led
to another building, or part of this building, it was hard to tell
on this sprawling tumor of a place. What had once been many
separate places grown and cobbled together. To their left was a
sheer brick wall, and to their right open air and an empty street
below.

A few dark windows waited on the wall
directly ahead of them. Not much else to choose from. Something
buzzed above her. A drone pulling in close, hovering above their
heads in the open.

“I said don’t look up!” Raekell growled,
taking off toward the windows in a hasty crouched run.

“I didn’t!” Nadia said, following her.

A pair of black armored trucks screeched to a
halt on the street below them. Nadia couldn’t help but stare,
crouching lower as the gun turrets on top tracked onto her
movement. They had almost reached the other side, mere feet away
from a waiting window.

Her foot sank. Nadia was yanked to a stop,
feeling nothing under her as wood cracked and splintered. She
barely processed the fact that she was falling before she hit
something, rolling breathlessly and then falling again.

Smack. She may have said “oof” out
loud. Nadia wasn’t sure. She took a deep, gasping breath, her
goggles flickering and filling with static around the edges. Her
new surroundings took shape, dim light amplified until she could
see a bare concrete floor.

The poncho was wrapped and tangled around
her. She angrily threw it off, rising to her feet to see a man with
a gun staring at her.

“Holy shit,” he said. Not one of the goons
chasing her, but a young man in a t-shirt and sweatpants, lowering
his submachine gun. “The Sapphire fucking Shadow?!”

Charmed, I’m sure, she meant to say.
Before she could, gunshots cracked the air. Several gouts of blood
tore open from his chest, and he collapsed to the ground.

“Aah!” Nadia ducked and crawled, scrambling
to get behind cover, any kind of cover.

Sorry sorry SORRY

“Clear? Moving!” The distorted, masked voice
of a Dome. Close. Getting closer.

She was in a half-finished space, empty
frames of two-by-fours laid out where walls should be. Or perhaps
torn down into this state. A pile of rubble hid her for the moment,
powdery scraps of tile dumped into a heap.

Nadia poked her wrist out again. Alone. For
the moment. This had all been much easier with Tess in her ears,
showing her camera feeds, always one step ahead, always in the
know. She hated being this blind, useless, scrambling, lost.

“Hey, you okay?” Raekell’s voice yelled from
somewhere above.

Nadia checked her belt, feeling along empty
space where deadly toys should have been. A single stun grenade met
her hand. That was all. Thudding boots drew closer.

She closed her eyes. Not useless, not lost.
Fierce and deadly and free. Nadia sprang up, climbing the wall
frame and slithering onto the ceiling, holding herself flat against
the shadows there.

And she waited.

Two Domes came into view beneath her.
Checking their corners, moving carefully. They didn’t look up.

One was almost beneath her, almost close
enough to touch. Her hands ached for it, ready to pounce, ready to
electrocute him into unconsciousness.

Almost. So close. Almost…

“AaaaaaaaaAAAAHHHHH fuck you!” Raekell
screamed as she sprinted in behind them, wildly swinging a length
of pipe. The first Dome went limp after a mighty swing smashed in
the back of his neck. The second turned too slow, his gun slammed
out of his hands before Raekell caved in the front of his
helmet.

Nadia sighed, unheard over Raekell’s frantic
panting as she turned in circles, looking for more victims.

“Nadia?” Raekell yelled. “Nadia?!”

She waited until Raekell’s back was turned to
drop down to the floor.

“Gah!” Raekell jumped when she noticed,
raising the bloodstained pipe. “Fuck, you scared me!”

“I was handling them,” Nadia said.

“Yeah, no, I get it, you’re welcome.” Raekell
dropped the pipe and picked up one of the Dome’s rifles, checking
the chamber as if she’d done it many times before. “Here, take
this.”

“No thank you.”

“Uh…?” Raekell seemed dumbfounded. “What, not
your style or some shit?”

It was hard to explain. “No, thank you,”
Nadia repeated, with barely polite emphasis.

“That’s real stupid,” Raekell said. “You want
a gun, trust me.”

Not the first time she had heard that one,
either. “I shall make do.”

Raekell snorted. They both looked up—the
unmistakable shrieking of jet engines roared from above. Neither of
them had to say anything, they just started moving again. Running
through rooms picked-over by scavengers, walls stripped bare and
scoured of pipes and wires.

The ceiling in front of them exploded in,
something crashing through in a cacophony of splintered wood and
dust. A huge, hulking brute of a man, robotic armor painted in
muted greens and tans.

Nadia screeched to a halt, her legs flying
out from under her. Raekell screamed and raised her rifle, dumping
the magazine at whatever this was. It had no effect whatsoever,
bullets cracking off his chest, fragments of lead
ricocheting all over the room. He tossed Raekell to the side with
one swing, sending her flying into a wall frame and falling to the
ground.

He turned to Nadia, looming large over her.
Some kind of skull on his mask, a dog perhaps? There were letters
scratched across his armor.

Dane?

Nadia darted forward, grabbing his arm and
surging volts through her glove. He didn’t so much as flinch. His
other arm punched her in the stomach, launching her back whole feet
down the hall they’d come through.

That one hurt. Nadia slid to a stop on the
floor, choking for breath. Dane walked up to her, slow and joyless,
heavy legs shaking the floor with each step. He stopped at her
side, staring down, straining his helmet over a high collar of
armor plates covering his neck.

“Confirmed.” His voice was distorted, a
mechanical growl. “I have her here.”

Nadia coughed, shaking and trying to drag
herself away. “Dane, is it?” she coughed out, a hollow pit in her
gut as she recovered from the punch. “The pleasure is all mine. I
assume you are a fan?”

He didn’t seem to be listening. At all. “Copy
that,” he said, bending down close to her, reaching out to grab
her.

Her hand snuck to the stun grenade on her
belt. She pulled the pin and tucked it behind his collar, resting
snug against the front of his helmet. Even with her mask on it was
bracing to have it go off so close, flashes and a loud bang
overwhelming her earpieces.

She kicked at his knee, and her foot
practically bounced off. His hand, more like a claw, grabbed her
suit at the chest and lifted her into the air, holding her up in
front of his helmet. The smoke from the grenade wreathed around
them.

“Negative, no trouble. On my way,” he said.
His other hand plucked the spent grenade, still sparking, out from
his collar and tossed it away. As casual as brushing off some
lint.

A loud clang rang out as Raekell
bashed the back of his head with a length of rebar. He didn’t move
or flinch or anything as she hit him again, and a third time. Nadia
kicked with her legs, pounded his arm with her fists, feeling
nothing but unmoving metal.

He jolted suddenly, swinging her around.
Raekell had wedged the metal rod into a gap in his hips—his hips
were robotic, Nadia realized now, everything from the waist down
one whole prosthetic. His arm wasn’t even trying to look human, a
blocky, mean-looking limb covered in thick camouflaged armor.

With a small gap around his elbow joint.

Nadia wedged one hand into the gap and
flexed, sending sparks shooting out from her glove. Dane roared and
dropped her, shuddering and jerking, his legs moving
erratically.

“Run!” Nadia grabbed Raekell, still clutching
her stomach.

“Yeah no shit,” Raekell yelled back.
They took off, slipping through the empty frames of walls, running
blind through the dark remains of whatever this place had been.

Nadia glanced back. He wasn’t chasing them.
Dane was standing still, growing smaller. Staring at her as his
arms yanked the rebar out from his hips, bending and then breaking
it.

“We should split up!” Nadia said. “He’s after
me!”

“I told you, I am getting you to Cheshire! I
am getting paid,” Raekell screamed.

Nadia was about to assure her that they could
work something out later when they rounded a corner, coming face to
face with another pair of Domes.

“Freeze!” one of them yelled. The other
didn’t bother, ripping off a burst of rifle fire that Nadia and
Raekell ducked and dove under.

“Idiot, they said alive!” the first one said.
“Sling your rifle, I have—”

Something crashed, echoing through the
building. Thud thud thud rip CRASH, growing louder. Nadia
pulled Raekell to her feet and took off again.

“Hey! I said—” the Dome started to yell.

Dane burst through the wall nearby, slapping
the Dome out of the way so hard it shattered his helmet, blood
spattering against the floor. Nadia didn’t look back after that,
just sprinted, burning breath straining against her mask, ducking
and leaping through hacked-apart walls and over old burned
sofas.

Her HUD pinged something ahead, something
different. It looked like a row of windows leading outside. She
grabbed Raekell by the arm and pulled her along, forcing herself to
keep running, hearing everything behind her being ripped to shreds
as Dane gained ground on them.

The windows were broken. No time to think, no
plan. Nadia dove through, taking errant shards of glass with her.
She did not burst out into sunlight, but she did see ground rushing
up, tables of some kind—

She crashed into them, hearing screams of
panic. Raekell rolled to a stop next to her, swearing and
struggling to get to her feet, bits of glass cutting gashes in her
bare arms.

Nadia struggled to her feet, shaking. A few
people were still fleeing, workers in stained white cook’s
uniforms. They were in a large open space, having just dived out of
offices overlooking a work floor. The trappings of kitchens were
laid out on long rows of tables, delivery meals in various stages
of preparedness laid out on assembly lines.

“Ugh…is this what you usually do?” Raekell
said. “Always running like hell?”

“Oh, and you want to stand and fight that
thing?” Nadia was still getting her bearings, trying to
decide which way to keep running. To her side was a long, tall
window, running the whole length of the space. She didn’t see any
jets outside, no angry drones.

She looked back at the window they’d leapt
through. Dane was standing there, watching. Not moving.

Static crackled in her earpieces.

“Come in? Can you hear me yet? Testing,
check, check…”

“Tess!” Nadia screamed it, jumping in place,
unable to contain a manic, joyful laugh. “Tess where are you?!”

“Getting close!” Tess’s voice was staticy,
nowhere near crystal clear like it usually was. “Look up!”

A small drone flitted into view outside the
large window, staring down at them.

“Just stay alive a few more minutes, we’re on
our—”

Ear-splitting feedback tore through the feed.
Outside, a hawk dove into the drone, right through it, cracking it
to pieces beneath its talons.

“What the fuck, was that a bird?” Raekell
said.

More static crackled in Nadia’s ears. A
woman’s voice cut through. A very distinctly not-Tess voice.

“…Encrypted comms,” she said. “I’ve got their
signal now. Go ahead.”

“Nadia Ashpool.”

That voice sent chills through Nadia.
A sharp, commanding tone, not shouting in her ears—no, no need to
shout. A blood-soaked voice that commanded, demanded obedience.

“This is Captain Dunn. Stay where you are.
Your sister requests your presence.”

Don’t you mean my mother?

It was exactly the way her mother’s old goons
had always phrased it, at least.

Just stay alive

A few more minutes

Somewhere to run. There, behind them. A large
open garage door, what must have once led outside, now instead
leading to a dark corridor.

“What are you staring at?” Raekell said, not
hearing any of the comms. She threw her arms out at Dane, still
perched above them. “Why isn’t he moving?!”

Nadia leapt over a table, running for the
garage door—and screeched to a halt again. Another soldier with a
skull mask emerged from the darkness, this one a woman with
ROTTWEILER scratched across her chest.

She advanced toward Nadia, slow and casual,
slinging her rifle and holding one arm out. The hawk swooped in
through an open pane on the large window, dropping onto
Rottweiler’s arm with an angry glare.

“Didn’t see your friend there. Interesting,”
Rottweiler said, barely looking over at them. “No signals at all
from the loud one. Not a single implant?”

“I don’t need any to kick your ass, lady!”
Raekell yelled, but even she looked nervous now. Backing away
behind Nadia, holding up empty fists against soldiers with
guns.

There was nowhere else to go.

“Yes, you are trapped,” Dunn said in her
ears. “No, you can’t escape.”

Nadia turned at the sound of a wall being
torn to shreds. Dane had knocked a hole in the offices above them,
politely stepping aside for the voice.

Captain Dunn strode into the gap, the skull
on her helmet seeming to sneer down its nose. Her rifle was also
slung on her back, and she rested one boot on the torn wood where a
wall had been.

Nadia scrunched her nose up reading the
writing on Dunn’s armor. Alpha Bitch.

So tacky.

Dunn looked around the open space, scanning
with her eyeless helmet. “Where is Jackson?”

Incoming, Nadia didn’t say. There was
nothing left on her belt, nowhere else to run.

“Confirm they can hear us?” Dunn said.

“Yes, we can hear you, you idiot,” Nadia
spat. “We are right here.”

“Affirmative,” Rottweiler said, ignoring
Nadia, as if they weren’t talking in Nadia’s earpieces.

“Good.” Dunn stepped back from the edge,
nodding at Dane. “Jackson is listening. Make the girl scream.”

Nadia decided at that moment that she very
much hated Captain Dunn. Dane dropped down into the open space with
them, shaking the floor as he landed.

“Oh boy,” Raekell said, looking nervously
back and forth at their ambushers. “You want the robot or bird
girl?”

“Neither?” Nadia said, as the scream of jet
engines grew in her ears again. Closer this time. Much closer,
growing louder. Deafening.

They all turned as a shape grew outside the
window. It was fast, distant one moment and the next crashing
through the glass, the nose of the jet crumpling against the floor
as it struggled to clear the window.

Nadia dove to the side, blind, a complete
panic reaction. Bits of brick and metal pelted her, curled up on
the floor covering her head as dust whooshed past. A piece
of rebar went flying past her head, bouncing off the floor and then
tables and then slapping against her arms.

There was one final squealing
scraaaaaaaaape as the engines died. Nadia carefully creaked
her eyes open. Another small jet had crashed through from outside,
cutting the work floor in half. She couldn’t see Captain Dunn or
Dane, only the side of the jet as the door slid open.

Nadia’s heart leapt up into her throat.
Officer Alice Jackson stood in the jet’s side door, tall and proud,
wearing combat armor in muted greens. She had a rig on over it,
robotic frames running along her arms and legs.

“Got her!” Jackson yelled back into the jet.
“You crashed. Again.”

“I. am. Multitasking.” a voice yelled
from inside the jet. The voice. Her voice. The one that had
played in her ears so many times, the one that had guided her
through everything. Nadia jumped to her feet, scrambling to run, to
sprint over and—

Crack crack crack, she ducked low
again as bullets sang over her head. Rottweiler kept firing,
pinning her down. Nadia glanced up to see Jackson returning fire
with a very familiar revolver, each shot a massive boom that
shook the room.

Rottweiler jumped straight up to the ceiling.
She wore a rig on her legs—but not her arms, strangely—and threw
out a ripline, yanking herself to cover on the other side of the
jet, spraying bullets at Jackson the whole way.

Jackson ducked back inside the jet, throwing
Nadia a beautiful little upward nod. “Stay down!”

A few feet to her side, Raekell kicked a
piece of table off of herself, coughing and brushing dust out of
her hair. “What the fuck?!” she yelled. “Have you never heard of
landing a plane?”

“You know, I came out here to rescue you
two—”

A figure with Tess’s voice jumped out of the
jet, something in the shape of Tess wearing white armor. Black
robotic arms, both of them. A helmet with cat ears, glowing with
Cheshire’s face.

“And honestly? I’m feeling so attacked right
now.”

Nadia blinked, breathless, hard to move. Here
she…was? Tess? No, it couldn’t be… there was no way Tess would have
fit into that armor.

Feedback whined in her ears again.

“There he is!” Dunn’s voice, much different
now, quivering with joyous menace. “Oh, Jackson. You were one of my
finest, and now look at you. Mutilating your body like that.
Nothing but degenerate scum.”

“Hey!” Tess bristled, or at least the body
with her voice did. Her cat ears perked up, the Cheshire face on
her helmet hissing. “This is my channel, bitches!”

“Mine now,” Rottweiler said. “You aren’t as
good as you think you are.”

“Oh I’ll show you good, you fascist cu—” She
drew a gun from her belt, cut off as the hawk dove into her helmet,
slashing with its talons. “Ack! What the hell?!”

“I said stay down!” Jackson shoved herself
into Tess, pushing her back into the jet. She rose up with her gun
ready, scanning around…up, at the ceiling, ignoring the bird as it
swooped away.

Nadia started to get up, but froze as Jackson
threw her a glare.

“There’s two more of them,” Jackson said, low
and cautious.

“Sorry, only one more,” a new voice said in
all their ears. This one was a man, a low and languid southern
drawl.

“Doberman’s gone,” Rottweiler said.

“He died with honor,” Dunn said. “More than
we can say for you.”

A strange mix of relief and heartbreak broke
over Jackson’s face. She scowled and shook it off.

“It’s kinda funny, Jackson,” the man said in
their ears, “I never knew you were some kind of queer.”

“Yeah? Well I always knew you were an
asshole, Bloodhound,” Jackson growled back. She pulled the Tess-bot
to its feet, nodding at Nadia and then to the open garage door
behind them. “Get moving, I’ll cover.”

“Perfect,” Dunn said. “Exactly what I was
hoping to hear.”

Something landed on their side of the crashed
jet, a small cylinder that Nadia barely had time to recognize as a
grenade before it went off. Stun grenades barely fazed Nadia
anymore, loud and bright but nothing her suit couldn’t—

Shrapnel tore into the tables around her,
sharp bits pelting her suit in stinging little jabs. Nadia lowered
her arms from where they’d jumped up to shield her face, completely
on instinct. Jagged slivers of metal were poking out of the
fabric.

That was new.

Jackson emerged from the jet again, coughing
on smoke from the grenade. “Dammit, Nadia, move!” she
screamed.

Nadia took a few halting steps toward the
jet. Where was Tess?

“No!” the Tess-thing screamed, waving her
away. “Run! Get out of here!”

Not without you, she failed to say.
Tess’s…drone? Whatever it was, it didn’t move like her. It
jumped out of the jet and dashed over to where Raekell was hiding
behind a set of metal cabinets.

The arms moved with fluid strength, yanking
Raekell up to her feet. Just like Tess’s old prosthetic. But the
legs were strangely janky, slightly halting fast motions, like
someone wearing a rig. Whatever it was, it carried itself
more like Jackson than Tess ever had, tall and sure and moving with
confidence.

“Go!” it said, shoving Raekell and pointing
at the garage door. It waved at Nadia, the helmet flashing an
urgent exclamation point. “You too, come on already!”

Nadia snapped herself out of it, sprinting
and sliding over a table to catch up. Jackson was still behind
them, at the jet, hucking a grenade over it toward the
Hellhounds.

“Tess?” Nadia said, slowing down and stopping
to touch the thing, unable to help herself.

“I know!” Tess said in her ears. It pressed
its helmet against Nadia’s forehead, for a single fleeting moment,
the display flashing a blinking heart emoji. “I know, but we have
to go!”

They both looked back as another crash filled
the room. The jet lurched to one side, metal squealing and dragging
as Dane bodychecked through the crumpled nose. Nadia saw him charge
at Jackson, saw her turn and get tackled, her gun clattering away.
Jackson found her footing and pushed back, catching a punch with
both hands, screaming a battle cry as she knocked him back with a
shoulder and then—

Tess pushed Nadia ahead, spraying bullets
back at Dane. Her gun went click, only silent for a
half-second as her arms reloaded it in a blur, robotically fast and
precise.

“Gimme a gun!” Raekell yelled. “Gimme
something, I can help!”

Tess slapped her machine pistol into
Raekell’s hands, drawing a sword from her back. Her sword, just as
before but sleeker, the blade’s edge glowing as it heated up with a
high-pitched whine.

I can help

The words cut deep in Nadia’s chest. She
could help, she could do something, she could fight back—

The Tess-thing kept pushing her on. “Keep
going! We’ll handle this!”

They reached the door, Raekell screaming as
she kept firing, Tess shoving Nadia into the dark corridor beyond.
Nadia gritted her teeth, making up her mind, not content to be
protected like some—

The garage door slammed shut, falling down
inches from her face the moment she stepped through. Separating
them. Something popped and flared at the bottom, the acrid stink of
melting metal filling the air, almost drowning out the clunk
CLUNK of a thick latch locking tight.

“Tess?” Nadia pounded her glove on the door,
straining to pull it up. It wouldn’t budge. “Tess?!”

“Hang on, I’ll—” Tess said, cut off by
squeals and static.

She could still hear the gunshots, Raekell
yelling something. The high-pitched whine of Tess’s sword growing
fainter.

“We’ll take these three,” Rottweiler said in
her ears. “She’s all yours, Bloodhound.”

Nothing else in her ears. “Tess?” Nadia said.
“Jackson?”

A man’s voice answered her. A low, gravelly
drawl, like oil running down her neck.

“Well now, li’l miss,” he said. “Looks like
it’s just down to you, and down to me.”


Chapter Six: One on One




Nadia slammed her fists into what had once been a
garage door, doing nothing but drawing out loud bangs
against the metal.

“Your friends are busy, li’l miss. You and me
get to have some private time,” Bloodhound said in answer. “I
wouldn’t stay there, either, if I was you.”

She turned, seeing her new surroundings for
the first time. A large, dark corridor, bare damp concrete. Her HUD
highlighted something in red on the wall, blinking urgently, a
device at knee-level the size of her fist.

Whatever it was, she didn’t bother reading or
thinking. Nadia sprinted into the dark, her goggles not having time
to adjust before a small explosion rang out behind her. She felt it
more than she heard it, earpieces muting the blast. Shrapnel
skittered off the walls, more metal fragments tearing pockmarks in
the back of her suit.

“Still alive?” Bloodhound said. “Why don’t
you come on in then? Or just settle down somewhere…I’ll find
you.”

It was strange, having a man’s voice in her
earpieces. Nadia grimaced, practically feeling his voice on her
ears, imagining the stink of his breath, unable to help herself.
She shook it off and crouched low, creeping out of the corridor
into a large room.

More kitchens. Rows of them, rooms branching
off into more rooms, crammed full of prep tables and flat top
grills, mounds of cut potatoes still sizzling. Her goggles made
everything sharp, in fine focus, looping through thermal and signal
detection modes for her.

Nothing moved. Nobody was home, not a sound
but the hiss of the stove.

Nadia sat still, watching, waiting, heart
still pounding from all the chaos behind her.

“That’s nice,” Bloodhound said. “Freeze in
place. Deer in headlights. Like good little prey.”

Nadia hissed to herself. He was trying to get
a rise out of her, yes. Obviously. Knowing that didn’t mean it
wasn’t working. She still couldn’t see anything, couldn’t hear any
movement. But this wasn’t the first time she had evaded and eluded,
slipped through the fingers of tough, scary soldiers. This, she
could do.

She lowered herself to a silent crawl,
sliding over smooth concrete floor and over greasy foam mats,
creeping out into the first kitchen.

“My my, you are quiet,” he said. “Silent as a
doe in the woods.”

Nadia peeked her wrist above the table she
was ducking behind, panning the camera around. Nothing. He was
watching her, clearly. From where?

“No cameras, if that’s what you’re thinking,”
he said. “Playing fair here. You know how long it’s been since I
really stalked something?”

“I would hardly say fair,” Nadia said. “You
are heavily armed, I presume?”

He chuckled in her ears. “Nothing too heavy,
I promise. Nice and gentle.”

“Creep” rang out in her head, over and over,
something about his tone triggering every defense mechanism
in her body. The kind of tone she would oh-so-accidentally spill a
drink on, disappear from, not even deign to engage with.

She dove and rolled across a gap between two
tables, only feeling a slight tear in her leg, thankfully still a
bit high. Another short crawl and she stopped, halting as her HUD
detected another explosive ahead. A fist-sized device on the wall.
At least those were easy to see.

Was he detonating them, or would they go off
by proximity? Nadia reached above her, onto the table, and grabbed
the first thing her hand touched. An empty bowl. She tossed it at
the mine, rewarded instantly with a loud bang. She cringed
and covered her head, pelted yet again with tiny shards of
metal.

It was impossible to tell if she’d been hurt,
too high, heart pounding too quick already. She patted herself
down, feeling only sharp points that had stuck in her suit, no damp
warmth of blood.

“Aah!” She faked a gasp of pain, dragging
herself on the floor a little for good measure. “Ugh…”

“Nice try,” Bloodhound said. “I know you
won’t be that easy. Don’t let me down now, little doe.”

She sighed and rounded the corner of the
table, putting distance between herself and the explosion. Still
crouched low, she crept along, stopping short as she passed an
aisle in front of a stove.

Two bodies. A man and a woman, both in
sweat-stained chef’s whites. Their throats had been cut. Nadia let
out a real gasp, a small wince of surprise.

“Ah, did you find my warm-up?” he said.

“Why did you—?” She bit back words. Couldn’t
let him get to her. Turn it around, retaliate, put him on the
defensive. “Unarmed bystanders? Beneath you, I should think.”

“They didn’t run quick enough. That’s
all.”

He said it instantly, not even a flinch. Not
even cold, just apathetic. Rote.

“And yet you fancy yourself some kind of
hunter?” Nadia said, forcing it, tearing her eyes away from the
innocent dead. “Thrill of the chase, all that nonsense?”

“No thrill in slaughter, true,” he said.
“Puts food on the table all the same.”

Nadia scowled and crept on, silently crawling
up a wall and onto the ceiling. It was dark in here, dim above the
lights, but not enough for her tastes. Not quite hidden. “This is
sad, actually. I’ve been pursued by Jackson, she was at least
fun.”

“He is a disgrace.”

“Stop calling her that!” Nadia yelled it,
unable to stop herself, unsure of where the sudden rage was even
coming from.

“Ah, look at that,” he said, a little laugh
in his voice. “Little doe climbing a tree. You know I’d seen you do
it in videos before. Real cute to see it in person.”

Nadia froze again, glancing around wildly. He
was somewhere, watching her, had to be. Nothing but an empty
room lay below her. She dropped from the ceiling, muttering under
her breath, chastising herself as she landed in a crouch.

She knew exactly what he was doing, and it
was still working, and she had given herself away. Had to calm
down, had to force deep breaths as she crawled quickly to a new
position, further into whatever this maze of kitchens was.

An empty door frame led into a new room, yet
another kitchen, different only by the smell of onions instead of
potatoes.

“You know, I’m missing out on killing Jackson
right now,” Bloodhound said. “So disappointing.”

Nadia bit her tongue.

Do not take the bait

“Him and your other little friends. The rest
of the Hellhounds are having a great time butchering your little
girl gang and I’m stuck here. With you.”

DO NOT SPEAK

Nadia stomped down a number of different
vicious words. It wasn’t true. It was not, and she knew what he was
doing, and it would not work.

She peeked above another table with her wrist
camera. Clear, empty room. She stood up, carefully, trying to
think, plan, keep going, find a way back to Tess somehow…

Something made her ears prick up. A peculiar,
low whiiiiiiiiiiiiiine drawing tighter. She dropped to the
floor, less ducking and more a frantic collapse.

Thunk

An arrow cracked into the wall where her
chest had been, sticking fast in the concrete.

“Oh, well now!” Bloodhound said, pretending
excitement. She could hear an edge of frustration though, growling
at the missed shot. “What spooked you, little doe?”

She popped her wrist camera above the table.
There, finally, a bit of motion across the room. A wavering
shape, vaguely a silhouette of a man, flickering around one edge as
he drew a bowstring back.

The feathers of the second arrow skimmed her
fingertips as she yanked her hand down. It stuck into the wall
below the first, quivering in place.

Nadia bolted, sprinting as fast she could
while ducking low, scrambling through another doorway into a
cramped room full of dishwashers and racks of pots and pans,
knocking one over as she ran with a cascade of noise. She rounded
another corner and—

BOMB

Screeched to a halt on the tips of her toes,
flailing her arms to keep from falling. Her HUD was screaming at
her, a mine outlined in red mere feet away on the wall. Her right
hand found something solid, her glove sticking fast as she pulled
herself up onto the wall and crawled, leaping up to the ceiling to
keep moving.

“Oh, I love this part,” Bloodhound said, “Now
you know I’m on you, little doe. Now you’ve got that panic flowing,
got your heart pounding. Run, little doe. Run or die.”

Nadia paused, scanning the room below her.
Was he there? There, yes—no, it was hard to tell, her eyes playing
tricks on her now, seizing on any little flicker in her goggles.
Whatever he was wearing truly was invisible to all her systems.

“So much better than you freezing up on me.”
He kept talking, always talking, this smug, sneering
voice.

Nadia felt her eyes harden, felt a low,
unhinged scream rising in her gut. Something old and familiar and
not entirely welcome, something that still scared her
sometimes.

“That’s right. Make me work for it, little
doe,” he growled in her ears.

That was quite enough. There was a third
option, at least the way she had always heard it. It was
fight, flight, or freeze. She looked down, or up rather, at
the ceiling next to her. A small nozzle stuck out of a maze of
exposed pipes snaking all over the room.

She knew what it was, had seen them before in
older buildings. Another large stove lay below her. All she needed
now was fuel, something to burn.

Ah!

A rack of aprons, perfect. Nadia dropped to
the ground, snatching one off a hook on the wall and cramming it
into the burners. She twisted the knobs on the front, but there was
something peculiar about this stove. Not that she was overly
familiar with cooking, but she was aware of the concept, and had
seen plenty of electrical heating coils and smooth glass
burners.

This looked different. The burners hissed, no
heat or light, just a strange, nauseating smell. Was it…gas? Nadia
was sure she had heard of a gas stove in some vague sense, a
relic of the past. In a movie, perhaps.

She twisted the knobs again. Something made
an electrical crackle and the gas caught, a great fwooshing
gout of flame that enveloped her as she leaned in over the stove.
She yelped in shock, jumping back with a now flaming apron in her
hands.

“What you got yourself into now, little doe?”
Bloodhound said. “I know that wasn’t one of my mines.”

She ignored him, hurriedly climbing back up
onto the table with a bundle of flaming cloth in her hands. And
fine, maybe she was a little on fire as well. She held the flames
up toward the nozzle, waving them around, seeing tendrils of smoke
rise up and silently screaming for it to just work
already.

An alarm bell rang, filling the kitchen with
deafening noise. The nozzle sputtered, coughing out a few measly
drops, before finally, finally, pouring water down in a steady
shower. She was drenched instantly, nozzles spraying all over the
room, and the animal panic of being on fire died down in her head
with a whimper.

“Well what the—” Bloodhound said, actually
taken aback, something infinitely pleasing to hear. “What the hell
now?”

“What’s wrong?” Nadia said, unable to hide
the edge in her words. “Surely a mighty hunter like you can handle
some rain?”

He was close. Had to be, staying near her,
taking perverse delight in tracking her. Nadia jumped down and ran
to another room, through whichever door was closest, feet splashing
through indoor puddles.

There. His silhouette was a stark
outline now, a distinct shape in the spray of water. It flickered
and faded, shimmering to nothing as she saw him for the first time,
a lanky man holding a strange, complicated-looking bow in one hand
and fiddling at buttons on his belt with the other.

She was taken aback by his suit, by just how
similar it was to hers, a sleek catsuit but painted in muted
desert camouflage. His mask lacked eyes, but the goggles were more
pronounced, and a grinning wolf’s jaw was drawn across his
mouth.

Not too taken aback to act. Nadia moved
straight to him, lighting up her gloves and punching her hands into
his chest. She heard him grunt and tense up, both in her ears and
right in front of her. He dropped the bow but stayed standing,
shoving her back a few steps. In a flash, before she could even
think to panic, he drew a pistol from his belt, a huge suppressor
hanging off the front of the barrel.

Pop pop

Nadia had been shot before, plenty of times
by now. These hit her chest, light slaps, barely even felt through
the suit. “That’s it? That’s your gun?” she said, as emasculatingly
as possible, lighting up her gloves again. “My girlfriend has
spanked me harder than that.”

“Fucking subsonic rounds!” he yelled, tossing
the gun away. He turned, looking for his bow. Nadia dashed at him,
throwing an elbow through his head.

Or she should have. He caught it on the
shoulder, countering expertly with an elbow to her stomach, shoving
her back again. She grabbed his arm and lit him up, ignoring the
breath he’d knocked out of her. Bloodhound grunted and strained
again but didn’t fall, didn’t even seem too bothered as he grabbed
something else from his belt.

The knife sank into the skin of her suit, not
piercing through but pressing into her gut. She could feel the
point against her flesh, stabbing, fighting to slice through, and
it forced her arms to flail at it, do something, knock his arm
away.

She tried to skip back, make distance, but he
grabbed her arm. His knife flashed forward at her, drops of water
flicking off the blade as she caught it against her left forearm.
The skin of her suit was thick, graphene silk weave that could stop
bullets. Armor Tess had made for her.

He sliced right through it, leaving a deep,
burning cut in her flesh.

She felt herself yell in pain, not really
thinking anymore, not able to, only reacting. Nadia threw a knee at
him, over and over, throwing her arm in front of his knife again.
It left another slash through her skin, crossing the first, blood
leaking out into the water running all over her suit.

He turned and threw her to the ground,
easily, so much stronger than her. “Well, I gotta say, you’re a
little more than I bargained for, miss.” He flipped the knife in
his hands, gripping it backhand, a dark blade with a cruel hook on
the back.

He came at her, fast, and Nadia scrambled
backwards in shallow water. Racks of pots and pans filled bins at
her side. She grabbed one, then another, whatever her hands found,
whipping them at him as she fled.

“Yeah, keep it up,” he growled, grunting and
shrugging off the hits. “Yer just pissing me off now, li’l
miss.”

Good. He dashed forward to stab her, too
fast. Nadia braced her feet beneath herself, shooting straight up
to the ceiling and throwing a kick through his chin as she
went.

“What, no more little doe?” she said,
sticking her hands to the ceiling and swinging over him. She landed
at his back, throwing a quick jab into his kidney to throw him off
balance, then grappled him into a chokehold from behind.

She needed bare skin for her shock gloves,
something to put him down. If his suit really was like hers, there
was a seam on the neck, something just around…there!

He growled and spat, still being piped loud
into her ears, sounding like he was talking around blood in his
mouth now. “Little bitch!” he screamed, jabbing his knife
back into her thigh. The point didn’t make it through her suit, but
it still hurt, throwing her off balance now, grunting and fumbling
with the suit at his neck.

His other hand flailed for her head, feeling
his target and then throwing a blind punch that sent Nadia’s senses
swimming. She tightened her grip and yanked, struggling, the two of
them doing an awkward dance down a kitchen aisle as they grappled
and stumbled and finally fell backwards with a splash.

He turned and pinned her down, quick and
slithery, raising the knife again. She lashed out with one glove
toward his now-exposed face, but he caught her wrist, contacts in
her fingers crackling inches from his skin.

She met his eyes, with her glowing blue
goggles anyway. His face was half-covered in a tangled web of burn
scars, wisps of pale hair struggling to survive on his head. The
knife plunged down to her neck, the blade pressed tight against her
second skin.

She reached up with her other hand and
slapped it to his cheek, holding it there and zapping him. He
screamed but kept glaring at her, drawing the blade slow across her
jugular, the fabric teeeeeeeearing slow and steady.

He slapped her hand away from his face,
pulling the knife away and setting it up for another slice at her
neck, sawing through the fabric. Nadia had nothing like conscious
thought left, just blind panic roaring KNIFE, NECK, KNIFE!
NECK! over and over again in her head. She bucked and rocked
and screamed, flailing, swinging her arms until she succeeded in
toppling him, rolling over in cold water until she was on top…and
instantly rolled over again and pinned on her back, knife right
back at her throat.

Nadia gasped and coughed for breath,
thinking, dimly, that alright, yes, perhaps this trained and
hardened soldier may be a better fighter than her. She grabbed the
wrist of his knife hand, surging volts through her glove and
desperately fighting to hold him still.

He grunted and drew his face close to hers,
pressing, glaring with unbelievable hate, breath every bit as sour
as she had imagined.

“What’s…wrong?” she grunted out. “Don’t like
it when your little prey fights back?”

“Oh, don’t worry, li’l miss,” he said, all
playfulness gone. He tightened both hands around the handle of the
knife, pushing, slowly overcoming her, fibers in the suit at her
neck snapping one by one. “I’ll get you out of that little number
right quick.”

“Aren’t I…supposed to be…taken alive?” she
muttered out through gritted teeth, trying and failing to kick him,
legs pinned by his.

“Do I look like I give a damn?!”

Something blinked in her HUD nearby. An
urgent warning, blinking red, warning her of a device low on the
wall a few feet away. She swung her arm up, feeling the knife break
through her suit and lightly caress her skin, singeing into her
neck as her wrist hovered millimeters from his face.

The countermeasures along her wrist
activated, nestled spikes springing out and piercing through his
cheek. Bloodhound howled in pain, snapping his head back for just
an instant, enough for Nadia to break out of his pin and topple
him, rolling over. Closer to the mine.

Just as expected, he countered expertly,
kicking her leg out and rolling with the momentum, pinning her on
her back. Again.

“Real cute,” he growled, blood dripping from
holes in his burn scars. “Enough is enough.” He lowered the knife
again, but Nadia ignored it. She pushed up against his chest
instead, lifting his head just enough as she cringed down into the
floor as much as she could.

He realized, at the exact moment it was too
late. Nadia heard him make a single, surprised “Ah—!” as his eyes
went wide. The explosion hurt, even with her suit, her ears
ringing and her eyes cowering closed.

The weight on top of her sagged, inert. Nadia
slowly, painfully opened her eyes. What was left of his head was
dripping down onto her mask, staining her flickering goggles. She
threw him aside, coughing and gagging as she scrambled away from
the body.

Hurt. Something hurt. Her head felt strange,
fuzzy, damp. Nadia felt along her mask, but it was all wet and
blood and bits of skull and who could even tell. She tried to
stand, her head swimming, still a piercing ringing in her ears.

She moved her hand again. A sharp, howling
yelp cut her thoughts as her fingers caught on shrapnel
embedded in the side of her mask, resisting the pull of her gloves.
She could feel the shards moving in her skin.

Her legs stopped cooperating, politely
declining so that her stomach could take center stage. Nadia pulled
the front of her mask up in time for a few painful heaves, her
empty guts coughing up a sad little stream of bile.

She wiped her mouth, hand shaking, trembling
as the sprinklers kept pouring down on her. No, not acceptable. She
closed her eyes, squeezing her fist tight, counting, breathing.

“…Tess?” she said, into empty air.

She opened her eyes. Her hand was still
trembling. She was supposed to be doing something, she was sure of
it, standing and moving and stopping some bleeding somewhere.

“Tess,” Nadia said, absent-minded. She laid
down, collapsed really, rolling and laying down on her back,
feeling the cool water pooling on the floor flow against her
suit.

Tess. Her throat caught, croaking,
cutting off the word.

Her eyes closed, and she sank into blissful,
peaceful darkness.


Chapter Seven: Safety




It was not her first time sneaking out.

Nadia admired herself in a large mirror,
flipping a hand through her long, loose curls. Newly dyed, inky
black. She’d done it herself, finally working up the courage for
the first time to blot out her hated familial blonde.

The dark hall around her helped. Mysterious,
at least in appearance. Though there was nothing mysterious about
this hallway, at least to Nadia. Merely one of dozens of
extravagant spaces laid out in the upper levels of the Structure,
labyrinthine corridors filled with priceless art and expensive
furniture. Never used, any of it.

All for show, she supposed. Not that anyone
was ever here to appreciate it.

She was wasting time. One last coquettish
pose, admiring her dark hair and her costume for the night, a black
faux-leather jacket and tight torn jeans. Her mother would have
been enraged. Denim, blaspheming the skin of a member of
their family. Not that Nadia intended to be caught, at least not
this time.

No, she had made a perfectly stealthy escape,
creeping out past her minders and attendants without a sound. All
that was left was to make her way to one of the maintenance
staircases and she would be out and free, not a soul the wiser.

“Where are you going?”

“Aah!” Nadia actually jumped in place, biting
her tongue as her yelp of surprise echoed down the hall. “What—how
did you—Nadine?”

Her younger sister was peering out from
behind a potted fern, ghost-like in a white nightgown. “Where are
you going?” she asked. “Where did you get those clothes?”

“None of your business,” Nadia said. “On
either count. Go back to bed!”

“You’re going outside, aren’t you?” she crept
out into the hall, barefoot and pale. “You’re running away!”

“I am not…I will come back,” Nadia said,
surprised at the sadness in her voice. “Are you going to tell on
me?”

Nadine gave her a long, curious look.
“Perhaps.”

“Ugh, such a suck up,” Nadia said. “What do
you want?”

Nadine blinked at her, wide-eyed in the dim
hallway. “What do you mean?”

“You want something, yes? In return for your
wretched silence, you little sneak.”

A long, thoughtful stare was her only reply
at first. Nadine was always like this. Quiet. Odd. Eerie. Nadia
found herself wondering, spitefully and not for the first time, if
they truly were related. Despite all the physical evidence.

“May I come along?” Nadine asked.

Nadia scoffed at her, loud enough to echo
down the empty hall again. “Absolutely not. Why in the world would
you want to come with me, anyway?”

“I can change my clothes,” Nadine said,
shrinking away from her. “Give me five minutes.”

It was hard enough sneaking out alone. And
Nadia had no need to be dragging the dead weight of her sister
along for the ride. She wanted to be free, on her own, untethered,
able to make up whoever she was and however she felt at a moment’s
notice.

And Nadine would only cramp her style,
anyway. A boring, stuffy little clone of their mother, one that
Nadia would have to look after. One that would be there judging
her, making whiny little complaints. Wear a helmet, Nadia. Don’t do
those drugs, Nadia. Absolutely do not make out with that boy Nadia,
he will cheat on you immediately.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Nadia said, harsh and
final. “Go back to bed and forget you ever saw me.”

There was shock in her sister’s eyes. Obvious
pain, blinking as they welled up with tears. “Wh—why not? I want to
come with you!”

“I said no.”

“Please!”

This was…odd, to say the least. Nadia
couldn’t remember the last time she had seen her sister like this,
showing any emotion that wasn’t a shadow of their mother. A
subservient affectation. It was hard to watch. Painful, almost.

So Nadia chose not to. She turned and walked
away, pulling her collar up and ducking her head low.

“Fine, then!” Nadine yelled behind her.
“Perhaps I will tell on you, after all!”

“Go ahead and do it!” Nadia said, still
walking away.

“Why are you always so mean to me?”

Nadia slowed down, feeling herself wince. No,
that was what her annoying little sister wanted. It wouldn’t
work.

“Take me with you. Please,” Nadine said.

Nadia stopped moving. A hushed, choking sob
echoed out of the hallway behind her.

“Please?” Nadine said again, her voice
cracking.

She stood there for a few long, tense
moments. Not turning around. Not looking. Until finally, with a
heavy sigh, Nadia walked away. She did not need Nadine tagging
along. She did not want Nadine tagging along.

I found her! She’s here!

Her annoying little sister. Little
sister. So strange. They were the same age, after all.

Holy shit is she dead? Hey, do I still get
paid if she’s dead or what?

It wasn’t until years later that Nadia would
realize, with endless disgust, that the way she treated her
sister—the way she talked to her sister—was something she had
picked up from their mother.

Hold her up. Hold her up!

Pinched and prodded. Moving through the dark
hallways of her family’s corridors, but not walking anymore.
Floating. Carried, like a bride over the threshold.

Hang in there, I gotcha. Keep breathing.

A husky drawl. Nadia tried to raise her head
and it didn’t quite work, but she knew she was in Jackson’s arms,
and that made her feel better.

“Where is Tess?” she thought she said. It
sounded muffled, fuzzy, far away.

Don’t talk. She’s trying to talk, Tess, dose
her again.

Her pulse is too low, are you crazy?!

There she was. Just a voice. A voice floating
at her out of somewhere. Where was the real Tess?

Hey we need to move. We NEED to MOVE.

She was trying. Something was wrong. Nadia
couldn’t feel herself, suddenly, wasn’t sure where she was or what
she was wearing or

Dose her, we have to GO.

This wasn’t fair. She was trying.

Okay fine, there, I hit her again and…shit.
Shit. Shit!

Nadia felt like she was crying. Gasping. She
couldn’t breathe. She was so close. Tess was right there,
somewhere, so close.

She’s gone, DO something!

Right, right, hit her with this one,
hurry!

Hey idiots! We need to move!

She couldn’t.

Move!

She was trying.

MOVE!

Nadia opened her eyes, taking in a panicked,
sucking breath. Soft lights, a beige ceiling. Something low whirred
in the air around her, a rhythmic clunking lying subtle in
her ears.

She was in a bed. A small bed. Her suit was
gone, stuck in nothing but her prison-issue underwear again. There
were bandages on her arm, her leg, and…her head felt strange. She
raised her arm, her right arm, the one not covered in a thick
bandage. The movement sent aches all through her body anyway.
Everything hurt.

A mass of sticky gauze covered her temple.
There was gel all around it, dried out and crusted over
and…not tangled up with any hair. She kept feeling around,
her fingers catching on tender scabs all over the right side of her
head, shaved clean. The left side was untouched, still a mess of
blonde.

“Yeah, sorry about the hair,” Tess said, from
somewhere nearby. “Had to clean out all the shrapnel. You’re lucky
the suit slowed most of it down, nothing was stuck too deep in your
skull.”

Nadia tried to sit up, to spring to her feet.
It didn’t go well, falling back into the bed with a long, sharp
hiss of pain.

“Don’t move,” Tess said. “Just gimme one
second.”

Nadia turned her head. Something in the shape
of Tess was sitting next to her, still wearing a helmet with cat
ears. The screen on the front was blank. It stood up, two robotic
hands furiously typing in thin air. They were like Tess’s right
arm, matte black and skeletal with ropy strands of artificial
muscle. But bulkier than Tess’s arm, covered here and there with
panels of dark armor.

“Your vitals are all looking good.
Shockingly,” Tess said. “I injected some quick-bond into that crack
in your femur, be glad you were asleep for that.”

Nadia glanced down at her thigh, where a
shotgun slug had left a welt across her skin even through the suit.
Another gauze pad, the skin around it slick with gel.

“Looks like your arm is gonna be okay too,
but I need you to eat something soon for sure.”

“Where are you?” Nadia asked, forcing herself
up onto one elbow, sitting up just enough.

The blank helmet stared back at her. “I’m
right here. Relax, we’re safe now.”

“Tess, stop it,” Nadia said, swiftly running
out of patience. “Stop talking to me through this…thing.
Where are you?”

“What? Oh, right, the helmet.” The robotic
arms reached up, undoing a latch under the helmet’s chin. Tess’s
voice grunted as the arms pushed up, the modulation in her voice
fading as…

It was her.

It was her. Same face, same deep
purple eyes, not hiding behind glasses any more. Most of her hair
had been chopped off into a boyish pixie cut, messy and matted by
the helmet. Nadia let out a huge breath all at once, utterly unable
to breathe anything back in.

“Sorry, I forget I’m even wearing it
sometimes, ha ha,” Tess said.

Nadia stared. This wasn’t…this did not seem
possible. Her eyes dropped, growing even wider. She would never
have called Tess fat, not even back when they were in school
together. But Tess had always had a little more belly than could
possibly fit under the white armor she was wearing.

“You…you…how…” Nadia stammered breathlessly,
feeling numb in the mouth. “You lost weight.”

“Aww shucks, thanks,” Tess said, setting her
helmet down on the floor. She flexed her prosthetic arms, both of
them artificial now, striking a heroic pose. “Yeah, I’ve been on
the Alice Jackson training regimen. My core is ripped now,
it is crazy.”

Her arms. Her left arm was just as artificial
as her right. Nadia stared and stared and kept staring, gasping as
she finally remembered to breathe.

“Wow, I wasn’t expecting you to, uh…you know
what, hang on,” Tess said, fumbling with one of her pants pockets.
She pulled out a pair of glasses and put them on. Her old pair.
Exactly the same.

“There,” she said. “Does that help?”

No, Nadia wanted to say.

“The haircut was a big change, I know,” Tess
said. “But hey, you got one, too. Ha ha. Weird to see you as a
blonde again. I think you can pull off the undercut, once it…you
know, once everything heals.”

Nadia was falling. Plummeting, sinking down
through the floor at terminal velocity. She kept staring, unable to
even sputter any more nonsense noises.

Tess’s pupils lit up, her implants flickering
to life. “Ooh, shit. Sorry. Really, really sorry. I gotta take
this. I’ll be right back!”

She shuffled out of the room, through a
narrow door. A tiny room, Nadia realized. Cramped.

“Don’t get up!” Tess said, sliding the door
closed behind her.

Nadia blinked at the closed door a few times.
None of this seemed possible. Where was she? She struggled to sit
up again, ignoring Tess’s request. It was only a few shuffling
steps over to the door, she thought she could manage to…

Something yanked at her arm, under her skin.
An IV line was taped to the inside of her elbow, pulled tight
against a bag hanging on the wall. Something clear inside. How had
she not realized that was in her arm?

She blinked a few more times, wobbling on her
feet. Warm, in her head. Fuzzy, in a distant sort of way. When she
opened her eyes again, she was standing still. But it felt like she
was moving, somehow, drifting along.

No windows. Hardly room for them, anyway.
There was a short couch, built into the wall next to the bunk she’d
been lying on. The seat was covered in medical waste, soiled
bandages and empty blood bags.

A mirror was on the wall across from it.
Nadia stared, horrified at the gauze covering one side of her
throat. More horrified still as she looked down, seeing a ghastly
greenish bruise flowering out all over the left side of her
chest.

She put a hand over her heart, aching at
every motion. It hurt deep in her chest, under her ribs, like
nothing she’d ever felt before. She’d broken ribs, on more than one
occasion. This was deeper, odd and unsettling.

“Tess?” she called out, more weakly than she
had been expecting. No response.

“…Tess?” Nadia said again, straining to make
herself louder.

Still nothing.

“Jackson?”

Silence. Not quite silence, actually. Still
that low rhythm under her feet, clunk-clunk, clunk-clunk,
clunk-clunk.

Fine, then. She unhooked the IV bag from the
wall, straining to hold it up high over her head. The door had an
odd little latch instead of a knob or a handle, and it slid open to
reveal a narrow hallway stretching off in either direction.

Quiet and empty. Nadia crept out in bare
feet, peeking both ways. Nothing but more doors. The wall in front
of her had a row of windows with dark plastic shades, drawn down
tight.

She pulled on the one in front of her. It
rolled open, up to the ceiling, slow and gentle. There were lights
outside, zipping by far too quickly to make sense of. Tracks.
Darkness beyond that.

A train. She was on a train.

 


* * *

 


Captain Dunn had never disappointed her before.

The report was brief. Which was normal for
Dunn. Short, curt, professional. Facts only, in a dispassionate
tone that Nadine always loved reading.

Tainted, this time, by the content. And a bit
insulting, if Nadine was being honest. A failure of this magnitude
should be accounted for in person, that the wayward employee could
properly show contrition. Deference. Beg for forgiveness, and for
the chance to set the situation right.

But the Hellhounds—her Hellhounds,
Nadine reminded herself—had returned to her offices and very much
not presented themselves before her. The report had arrived
in her messages, with numerous other reports hot on its heels about
something quite irregular happening on one of the Structure’s
helipads.

Many floors below. Perhaps it was the recent
news about her project, but Nadine was in high spirits anyway.
Undaunted, even by the continued insult of her sister existing
outside of captivity.

Crew recruitment efforts were proceeding
vastly ahead of schedule, after all. Many thousands more applicants
than there were positions. The people of this city were just as
eager to leave as she was, it seemed.

So she was not as put out as perhaps she
might have been. Nadine was curious, more than anything else. There
was no doubt in her mind that Nadia would be captured. Setbacks
happened. Her sister was troublesome. Nadine could be realistic
about that. Forgiving. Merciful.

She exited the elevator, striding out into a
corridor still many dozens of floors above the ground. A suited
guard flanked her at each side, and she would be lying if she
didn’t resent their presence. Captain Dunn could have killed both
of them in a fraction of a second. They were relatively useless.
Inferior models, in a sense.

The archway out to the helipad was blocked. A
small group of her own employees hovered nervously just inside, a
huddled cluster of Domes and suited lackeys. One of them, a woman
in a crisp white pantsuit, turned and breathed out a sigh of relief
as she saw Nadine approaching.

“Oh, thank God,” she said. “Ms. Ashpool, they
took over the helipad. We tried to talk to them but—”

“But you feared for your lives,” Nadine
interrupted. “Wisely.”

Cowards. Nadine wondered what they would do
if she ordered them to attack the Hellhounds. They wouldn’t stand a
chance, of course. Inferior, all of them. She ordered them to step
aside, then turned to her escort and instructed them to stay well
away.

It always felt different, talking to Captain
Dunn. Much different from ordering the rest of her employees
around. Dunn was not her equal, of course not. But Nadine had
always felt a kind of admiration for the older woman. A fellow
leader. Someone she could rely on. Respect, in a way.

She walked outside, past employees staring
after her with awe and deference. Meek and pathetic. The air
outside was thick, hot, immediately stuffy after the perfectly
controlled climate inside the Structure. Nadine followed a short
walkway out to the helipad, staring out over the lights of her
city.

The sun had just finished setting. There was
a certain charm to sunrises here, staring out over the endless
ocean. But now all the sunset illuminated was disgusting slums past
the old seawalls, stretching out toward the horizon.

She was almost ready. Only a few more months.
Weeks, if they really pushed.

The helipad was empty, save for three
Hellhounds still in their armor. They were gathered around a pile
of something that it took Nadine a few more steps closer to
recognize.

Firewood. Where had they even procured it? A
few flat carts were scattered around, empty. Splinters of wood and
bits of sawdust blew around on the tarmac. Dunn herself was laying
the last errant piece of fuel onto the pile, slowly. Solemnly.

Dunn stood up. Tall and proud, her armor
still scarred with bullet marks. She removed her helmet completely
rather than just lifting her visor, a rare sight. Her hair was
short and dark, shaved clean on the sides, streaked throughout with
silver.

“Ms. Ashpool,” Dunn said, not looking over at
her. She laid her helmet on the ground at her feet. “Thank you for
joining us.”

The other two were standing around the wood
pile, forming a triangle. Rottweiler and Dane. Dane’s helmet was
off as well, but Nadine did not let her eyes linger. Parts of his
face were missing, replaced with dark metal patches. Save for his
nose, which apparently he hadn’t wanted to bother replacing. All
three of them were staring at the naked body on top of the wood
pile, laid out on a stretcher.

Nadine did not recognize him, but he had
merited a single line in Dunn’s report.

One operative KIA

A fair chunk of his skull was missing. Again,
Nadine did not let her eyes linger. She had intended to come down
here to interrogate them. To assert dominance. Demand penance.

But she could read a room. She chose much
softer words than she had planned.

“I expected a report in person upon your
return.”

“Apologies, ma’am,” Dunn said, still not
looking over. “We had business to attend to first.”

Nadine would allow it. Dane picked up a gas
can, but Rottweiler held up a hand at him. She approached the body,
drawing a knife from her vest. Looking up to Dunn for approval.

Their captain nodded. Nadine had not allowed
her eyes to linger, but she had to forcibly avert them now.
Rottweiler cut a chunk of flesh out of the corpse’s neck, holding
it up to the sky in one hand. Her hawk swooped down and plucked it
from her fingers, gliding around in a long lazy circle before
landing on its master’s outstretched arm.

Dane nodded and moved forward, dumping the
gas can out all over the body. A harsh, stinging smell that burned
in Nadine’s eyes.

“My condolences for the loss of your…” Nadine
started to say.

Comrade? Friend?

“…Coworker,” she settled on.

Dunn gave her a brief look. A quiet nod. It
was hard to tell with the strangely flat implants in her eyes, but
Nadine didn’t think she was imagining the bit of warmth there.
Without a word, the captain stepped forward and drew a flare from
her belt. It popped to life with a loud sizzle, shining so bright
that it hurt to stare.

Dunn held it up high for a long moment,
giving each of her fellow soldiers a solemn look. Then she stared
up, at a sky blind of stars, choked with thick clouds reflecting
the glow of the city beneath.

“Here under your eyes, Almighty God, we send
to you a warrior,” Dunn said. “One who fell fighting in your name.
We honor his sign.”

“Bloodhound!” Dane and Rottweiler shouted in
unison. It startled Nadine, instantly making her feel foolish.

“We honor his memory.”

“Bloodhound!” they shouted again.

“May he fight by your side everlasting.
Amen!”

“Amen,” they said together, quietly this
time.

“…Amen,” Nadine said, barely audible over the
fwoosh as Dunn tossed the flare onto the pyre. Not that she
believed in any of that nonsense.

But she could read a room.

The flames grew tall, the heat glowing
against Nadine’s face. Just on the edge of too hot for comfort. Her
Hellhounds stared into the fire, not moving. The implants in their
eyes shimmered, flickering in the dancing light.

How long did it take to burn a body? Nadine
glanced into the flames, disappointed that the blackened corpse
appeared to still be whole. One hour? Two hours? She was
calculating in her head how long, exactly, it would be polite to
wait before speaking again when Dunn made her musings
irrelevant.

“They looted his corpse,” she said.

“Excuse me?”

“His equipment was stripped,” Dunn said,
growling, her prosthetic arms creaking as she clenched her fists.
“Stripped for parts and left to rot.”

“How insulting. Utterly shameful,” Nadine
said, faking a tone of wounded indignation. But what else had Dunn
expected, really?

A few loud pops and cracks rang out from the
wood pile. Nadine had never actually been this close to a real fire
before, not any time she could remember.

“I expect I need not ask if you are committed
to completing your mission?” Nadine said.

A single grunt. A deep scowl. The glowing
shadows of the funeral pyre threw every angle of Dunn’s face into
stark contrast, darkening the lines of a meandering scar that
crossed through her lips.

“No need to apologize,” Nadine said. “I have
complete faith in your abilities. This death will be avenged.”

Dunn turned to her, only barely restraining
the snarl in her words. “Your sister did this.”

For all that Nadine loved the terse writing
of Dunn’s reports, it did tend to leave out certain details.
Engaged with targets, for example. It had a certain
elegance, yes, a beautiful restraint. But there were times when she
would appreciate knowing more.

“I humbly request,” Dunn said, “that you
amend your orders.”

“Absolutely not!” Nadine said, catching
herself before yelling any further. She took a calming breath,
smoothing out the front of her suit. “Are you certain it was her? I
assumed one of her terrorist partners was causing you trouble.”

“It was her,” Dunn said.

Nadine cleared her throat. Another death on
her own hands, then. One thing her mother was still right about, in
a way. This was her responsibility, Nadine’s, and it was up to her
to set it right.

She took a deep breath, easing the strict
stance of her posture the tiniest bit. It took a conscious effort,
but she allowed a bit of genuine emotion into her voice, bowing her
head slightly.

“I apologize,” Nadine said. “For your loss.
And I accept responsibility.”

Dunn gave her a curious look, squinting at
her. Puzzled.

“It’s my fault that she’s still around to
cause trouble.”

It didn’t seem to faze Dunn. “She was your
family,” she said, staring into the fire again. “But she has
betrayed you, again and again. I would be happy to help you amend
the situation.”

“No!” Nadine said, unable to help herself.
“Alive. I want her brought to me alive. I will not accept any other
result.”

Dunn seemed to consider saying something, for
a long moment. But she changed her mind, merely nodding instead.
Normally, Nadine wouldn’t deign to think about explaining herself
to a subordinate. Her orders were her orders. Her will was to be
done. It was not their place to ask questions.

But she could understand where Dunn was
coming from. She could sympathize. Perhaps they could have a
special briefing of some sort? Something private?

Captain Dunn stared into the pyre, absorbed.
Preoccupied. Perhaps another time. Nadine stared with her, feeling
dry wind whipping around them, hot gusts that made the fire roar
taller.

She stepped in closer to the flames, oddly
cozy in their embrace. It was such a pity, she realized, that she
had gone this far in life without curling up next to a warm
fire.

 


* * *

 


Jackson popped one of the shades open, taking a quick
peek outside. Still dark. She yanked it closed again, feeling silly
for not resisting the impulse to look. All the windows were
shrouded in dark curtains, hiding them from any prying eyes
outside.

They were safe now. Still in federal
territory, technically. But supposedly safe. Jackson rested her
right hand on the huge revolver on her hip, chewing those words
over.

Was Nadia awake? Jackson almost started
walking over to check, but felt silly for that, too. Tess was back
there, keeping an eye on her. Nadia needed rest. She needed to be
left alone. She would be okay. Stable, now. She just needed
time.

The train rocked a little, skimming along at
who-knew how many klicks per hour. Jackson stomped back and forth,
restless, the metal feet of her rig making a satisfying
thunk with each step.

Stay alert.

That buzz in her eyes was dying down, letting
exhaustion creep back in. Time to dose up. She was in a lounge that
took up one entire end of their car. It even had a mini-kitchen,
pre-stocked with everything they could need for the trip.

A little water, that was all she needed. To
wash the pills down, sure, but hydration was important too. Keep
the machine running. Jackson stomped past their guest, still
psyching herself up for that talk. The kitchenette’s cabinets were
stocked with glasses all too fine for Jackson’s taste, tacky
crystal with overwrought designs etched into them.

She filled a glass at the sink and tossed
back two more pills. Something Tess had procured for them,
wonderful stuff, hardly a bad comedown at all. But they were
running low. Jackson left the glass in the sink, her eyes wandering
to the next cabinet down, a clear door showing her expensive
bottles inside. A staggering variety of liquor, and sitting right
at the front, begging her to look closer, a dark fifth of some kind
of bourbon.

Stay alert.

She tore her eyes away. They hadn’t asked for
all that, not part of the deal. Jackson tried to tell herself it
was just their benefactor being his infamously generous self.
But…

Jackson didn’t like it. Felt like too much.
Like a bribe. Time enough to worry about that later, though. She
turned to see Raekell reclining on a ridiculously plush sofa, feet
up on a coffee table, tearing through boxes of food. The car had
come loaded with easy-heat meals, again, all they needed for the
trip. Raekell had emptied two dinners, and was crashing her way
through a bottle of vodka, some brand too fancy for Jackson to have
ever heard of.

A young punk from the slums, wiry and lean.
Still wearing the jeans and ratty, sleeveless raincoat she’d
escaped in. And here she was, kicking back in a private luxury car.
Jackson tried to think of how she herself would have acted, at that
age.

Probably about exactly the same.

“So…” Jackson said, leaning against the
counter.

“No.”

Jackson raised an eyebrow. “…No?”

“I haven’t been paid yet,” Raekell said,
taking a deep swig straight from the bottle. “I don’t wanna hear
shit from some fuckin’ cop until I get paid.”

Jackson took a long, deep sigh. “Tess’ll take
care of you when we get to…”

“Get to Haven, yeah, I know,” Raekell said,
waving the bottle around. “Why are you talking to me?”

Jackson shrugged. She wasn’t…entirely sure.
For one thing, it was that or sit alone in the bunk at the back of
the car.

For two, not many people got a ticket out of
the slums. Jackson knew all too well. Would be a shame to waste
it.

“What are you gonna do?” Jackson said.

Raekell froze, glaring. “What?”

“When we get to Haven.”

“What the fuck do you care?” Raekell tossed
an empty dinner box to the floor, still glaring. “Less you know,
the better. Right?”

They had said those words to Raekell before
the jailbreak, many times. “Things are different now. Job’s
over.”

“Not over ’til I get paid, pig bitch.”

Jackson wanted to bark at her to watch her
goddamn mouth, but she held it back. The girl had a point, after
all. Wasn’t Jackson herself still on edge? Wary, watching, on
alert?

“You did good, is all I’m saying,” Jackson
said, barely holding on to a calm, even tone. “You stuck with
Nadia. And you’re a hell of a fighter. You didn’t need to do all
you did.”

“I want my money,” Raekell said, sitting up
and hunching over the table, nursing her bottle. “That’s all,
officer.”

“We don’t have many friends in Haven. Gonna
have to look out for each other,” Jackson said, biting back the
“I’m not a cop, you little punk” screaming in the back of her
throat. “That could include you.”

“Pfft,” Raekell waved her off, shaking her
head. “Who says I even stay in Haven? Might just go home.”

That actually made Jackson balk. “You don’t
wanna do that, kid.”

“Like I’ve never had cops on me before,”
Raekell said. “And don’t call me kid, pig bitch.”

“I’m not a cop.”

“You’re still wearing a badge, you dork.”

Jackson growled and bit her tongue, holding a
hand up to the badge pinned on her armor. Protecting it. “You don’t
know what you’re talking about.”

“Whatever,” Raekell said, taking a long pull
from the bottle. She held it out to Jackson when she was finished,
surprisingly.

Jackson shook her head, crossing her arms and
forcing herself to not even look at it.

Raekell nodded at her arms. “That’s sweet
ink, though.”

Jackson glanced down, knowing she shouldn’t
have. She still had Bravo Team’s crest on her left shoulder, and
the Hellhounds insignia on her right, PITBULL running down her
bicep under it. There was new writing, down the inside of each
forearm. Her left list was longer, the names of fallen hounds. She
would need to find time for a new addition, now that she knew
Doberman was dead.

Her right forearm only had four names.

Charles Carroll

David Ortega

Sarah Wedge

Andrew Vicks

“Kill list, yeah?” Raekell said, a naughty
glint in her eyes. “In bed or in battle, Pitbull?”

Jackson bristled, standing up straighter.
“Don’t call me that.”

“You don’t like it, why you still got it on
your arm?” Raekell said, grinning, leaning in close over her
bottle. “Huh, Pitbull?”

Jackson had been working on her anger,
reading and breathing and talking out certain feelings. It was the
only thing that kept her from closing the gap in a single blink of
a stride and smashing Raekell’s face in.

Instead, she took a deep breath.
“Please, do not call me that.”

“What you gonna do? Arrest me?”

“Forget it,” Jackson said, making up her mind
to leave. Walk away before this got ugly. “Figure out your own shit
in Haven.”

“No problem. As long as I get fucking paid,”
Raekell said, taking another angry swig.

“Oh, you will!” Jackson growled back, rage
boiling up in the back of her throat. “Paid in full!”

“Goddamn right! ’Cuz I broke your little
girlfriend out of jail! Me! I did that!”

“And we appreciate it!” Jackson felt herself
flexing, drawing herself up to her full height, fists clenching in
the robotic gauntlets of her rig.

“I’ll believe that when I get paid!”
Raekell stood up, small and scrappy and ready to fight.

“Tess will pay you,” Jackson said, stepping
forward and jabbing a pointed finger at the girl. “But If I see you
again after we get to Haven, you better be running your ass
away.”

Raekell didn’t flinch, no matter how much
smaller she was. “Pit. Bull. Pig. Bitch.”

An incoherent string of obscenity came
spitting out of Jackson’s mouth as she lunged forward faster than
Raekell could react, aided by the servos in the rig. She was
millimeters away from grabbing the girl when a new voice made her
freeze.

“Jackson!”

They both turned toward the door. Nadia was
standing there shivering in her underwear, leaning against the
doorframe and holding her own IV bag.

“Holy shit, she lives!” Raekell said.

“What are you doing up?” Jackson said,
scrambling over toward her, all her rage draining away. “Where’s
Tess?”

“I don’t know, she said she had to take a
call,” Nadia said, stumbling forward on stiff, awkward legs.

Jackson actually slapped her own forehead.
She took Nadia by one arm, holding her up and gently tugging the IV
bag out of her hand. “Come on, let’s get you back to the bunk.”

“No! Ugh, no, please,” Nadia said, nodding
over toward the couch. “Anything but that.”

Jackson led her over to the couch, shooing
Raekell off to one side. “Lemme see your arm. Hold still, one
second.”

Nadia stared right at the catheter as Jackson
slid it out, as gently as she could. There was already a little
ball of gauze there under some tape, ready to cover the open wound.
“Isn’t that important?” Nadia asked.

“Just hydration,” Jackson said. “Hey can you
find her a blanket or something?”

Raekell looked surprised to be included,
nodding and wobbling on her feet, still holding the bottle of
vodka. Every spare bit of wall in the lounge was actually a
cabinet, all kinds of goodies stocked away for them. She started
searching, loudly slamming the doors open and shut.

“Are you drunk?” Nadia said. “Is she
drunk?”

“Heh, yeah,” Raekell said, sauntering over
with a blanket and presenting it with a flourish.

“Thank you,” Nadia said, letting Jackson wrap
it around her shoulders. “Why were you out here antagonizing
Officer Jackson?”

Raekell’s eyes lit up, pointing at Jackson as
if she’d just won a hard-argued point. “Officer. Officer
Jackson. This bitch is saying she’s not a cop.”

“She is not,” Nadia said, very
matter-of-factly. “And we would both be dead if it wasn’t for
Jackson. How dare you?”

Raekell, against all odds, actually looked
embarrassed. Slightly contrite. She made a few confused noises,
backing away and slouching down into a chair on the side of the
kitchenette.

“Have you apologized?” Nadia called out. She
leaned in closer to Jackson. “Did she apologize?”

“Leave her alone. It’s fine,” Jackson said.
She was the adult here, after all. Shouldn’t have fallen for it in
the first place. “I lost my temper.”

“Mmm,” Nadia said, smiling up at her. “Seems
like it was more fun when I was the one pushing your buttons.”

“Hey, I’m not the one that killed you,”
Raekell said.

That fucking kid. No decorum to her, not one
bit.

“What does that mean?” Nadia said.

“It was my fault,” Jackson said, rushing to
lighten the blow. “You’d lost blood. Lots of it. I told Tess to
dose you. Too much. And you…uh…”

Nadia raised her eyebrows, looking small and
frail huddled under her blanket.

“You went under,” Jackson said, sheepishly
rubbing the back of her neck. “For just a minute there.”

“Back from the dead, baby!” Raekell said,
raising her bottle at them.

“We got you back up!” Jackson said, more
quickly than she’d meant to. “Last Resort. All-in-one shot.”

“Bam!” Raekell said, slapping her own chest.
“Right through the tit.”

Nadia raised one hand to herself, slowly,
clutching at the sickly bruise blooming out from behind her bra.
She stared at the closed windows. Distant.

“Big needle. Punched through the intercostal
cartilage. That’s probably gonna be sore for a while,” Jackson
said. “…Sorry.”

Nadia nodded a few times, swallowing nothing.
“Stop apologizing.”

“I shouldn’t have told her to…” Jackson
started to say. Something peculiar happened, though, something
sharp catching in her throat. She coughed a few times into the
gauntlet of her rig. Nasty, whatever it was. Her eyes were watering
up.

“Jackson,” Nadia said. Her hand grasped at
Jackson’s arm, polite little tugs. “Jackson!”

One more cough. Jackson cleared her throat,
forcing herself to meet Nadia’s eyes.

“It’s alright,” Nadia said, patting her arm.
“I’m alright.”

She was. She would be, anyway. Jackson
nodded, sniffing back the last of whatever was wrong with her.

Nadia smiled again, tugging on her arm.
Reaching up. Jackson had to kneel down, almost bowing in front of
the couch. She felt Nadia reach up and tousle her hair, her fingers
small and delicate. Fragile.

“You cut your hair, too.”

“Yup.” Still bleached platinum. But Jackson
had chopped most of it off, left with only a short, scruffy
mohawk.

“I love it,” Nadia said.

“Yeah, I thought you might,” Jackson said,
reaching up and taking her hand again.

“So are you two gonna kiss already or what?”
Raekell said from across the car.

“Shut up, please,” Nadia said.

“Shut the fuck up,” Jackson said, at
the exact same time.

Raekell snrked and raised her hands,
sliding away in her chair. The door to the rest of the car slid
open, Tess’s voice crying frantically into the lounge with
them.

“Where is she?!” Tess said, stopping so fast
she was sliding across the floor. “She was right there two seconds
ago, where did…what are you doing up?”

“You left her alone?!” Jackson said.

“I had a call!” Tess said, raising her hands
just like Raekell had. “Yes, you’re right, I fucked up. My
bad.”

“It was very rude of you,” Nadia said with a
smug little smirk.

“Noted. I am rude. I also asked you to stay
put. Come on, let’s get you back in bed,” Tess said, moving closer
to the couch.

“No,” Nadia said, pulling her blanket tightly
around herself. “Absolutely not, it is gross in there.”

“You are injured,” Tess said.

“I’m fine,” Nadia spat back, like a
surly teenager.

“Hey, hey, come on,” Jackson said, standing
up and pulling Tess aside. “She’s out here now, let’s not move her
again.”

“I can hear you,” Nadia said. “Please don’t
talk about me as if I’m some sort of invalid.”

Tess started to say something but caught it,
taking a long, deep breath instead. “Okay. Right. Yeah. Okay,” she
said, nodding to herself. “But the bathroom is farther away out
here, and there’s more stuff flying around if something happens,
and—”

“She’s fine,” Jackson said, resting one
calming hand on Tess’s shoulder.

Tess nodded at her. Wearing her glasses
again. It had been a long time since Jackson had seen those.

“Right,” Tess said. She turned to Nadia.
“Right. Sorry. Bear with us, here. We, uh…this has all been very
stressful.”

“Yes,” Nadia said, something dark and lost in
her eyes. “Indeed.”

“Geez, you girls are keyed up,” Raekell said,
holding up her vodka bottle. “Why am I the only one celebrating? We
made it out, and I’m the only one celebrating here.”

Nadia gave Jackson a look. Then she gave Tess
the same look. Jackson turned to Tess, who was passing on the
look.

All three of them turned to Raekell.

“May we have some privacy, please?” Nadia
said.

“What? This is, like, the common room,”
Raekell said.

Jackson took the hint, as subtle as it had
been. “Naw, she’s right. Come on, kid, let’s give these two a
minute.”

“You can stay, Jackson,” Nadia said.

“Oh, well fuck you too Nadia, wow,” Raekell
said, hoisting herself to her feet. “Guess I’ll just go finish this
alone.”

Jackson felt herself snort out one short
laugh. She bent down and gave Nadia’s shoulder a quick squeeze.
“Thanks, but you two take it easy out here. It’s late. I’m turning
in.”

“You’re lying,” Nadia said, instantly, with a
wistful little smirk.

So what if she was? Sure, there was no chance
she could sleep. All the same. Jackson waved her off, walking over
to Raekell and cracking her knuckles. She held one hand out toward
the door.

“Allow me to show you to your bunk, miss,”
Jackson said.

“Pfft, this bitch,” Raekell said, meandering
toward the door with unsteady steps. Jackson followed, throwing one
last glance over her shoulder as the door closed behind them.

No words, yet. Tess was dragging the coffee
table over, right in front of Nadia. Sitting down on the table,
close to her.

The door closed. Jackson nodded to herself,
pleased. Felt strange, to see those two together finally. After
everything.

“So which one’s mine, officer?”
Raekell said.

“One down at the end should be empty,”
Jackson said. Assuming Tess hadn’t thrown a bunch of her junk in
there.

Raekell stopped in the narrow hallway,
leaning against the wall. She held the bottle out to Jackson
again.

Jackson shook her head.

“Ugh, come on,” Raekell said. “Drink with me,
you fucking narc.”

“No,” Jackson said, crossing her arms. “Thank
you.”

“Whassa matter?” Raekell said, all crooked
smile and bleary eyes. “What, you a lightweight? I bet a big girl
like you could probably handle a whoooooooooooooole
lot.”

Oh my God. NO.

Jackson slapped her own forehead again,
sighing and burying her face in her gauntlet. “You’re a mess. End
of the hall.”

“Or what?” Raekell said, trying to stand up
but only steadying herself against the wall. “What you gonna do,
huh Pitbull? Make me go to bed? Tuck me in?”

Jackson honestly couldn’t tell if this kid
was trying to fight her or fuck her.

Both, probably.

Either way, barking up the wrong tree. She
gave Raekell a gentle shove. “Come on, kid, it’s past your
bedtime.”

“Aah!” Raekell tensed up, freezing in place
and holding up her hands. “Whoa. Ugh. Ugggggggggggh.”

“For Christ’s sake…” Jackson growled. Raekell
held the bottle up again and Jackson took it this time, leaving
Raekell to lean against the wall, panting for breath, staring down
at her own feet.

Jackson hefted the bottle in her glove. Damn
near empty. Far too much for a girl that size to be dunking on her
own.

Raekell coughed, and burped, and cough-burped
together, her eyes bugging out.

“Bathroom. That one. Now!” Jackson said,
grabbing Raekell and dragging her toward one of the doors.

They made it. But just barely.

 


* * *

 


Nadia was staring again.

She couldn’t help it. Tess was sitting across
from her, scooted in close on the coffee table. So close their
knees were touching.

“Can I get you anything?” Tess said. “Food.
Yeah, food. You probably don’t feel hungry yet, but you need
food.”

Nadia did not, in fact, feel hungry. Tess
started to get up anyway.

“Stop!” Nadia tried to lean forward, to grab
her. Sharp pains in her chest drove her back, hissing as she sank
back onto the couch. “Tess, stop.”

Tess sat back down. “What? What is it? Where
does it hurt?” Her pupils were lit up again, retinal implants
flickering.

It was a silly question. Nadia ignored it,
stuck staring again. She had kept herself from imagining this
moment. For two, almost three years. Too dangerous to dream.

And yet. This was still very different from
whatever she had not been picturing. Tess hovered in front of her,
nervous, the fingers of her prosthetic hands clicking together.

Her hands. Both her hands.

“When did you…your arm?” Nadia said.

“Oh. Right. Not long after you…you know.”
Tess looked away, guilty for some reason. “I told you I was gonna
get my left arm done, better—”

“Better for your back,” Nadia said. “I
remember.”

She couldn’t stop staring. They had discussed
the arm, yes. What else had been replaced? Tess’s armor was robotic
enough to fool her. Bulky and white. Oddly familiar. There were
bright purple kanji painted on her chest, rough and stylized like
graffiti. One of them was pierced with a shallow bullet hole, small
cracks leaking out over the clean white shell.

“What do you think?” Tess said, sitting up
straight. She waved her hands over her armor, showing it off. The
bullet mark caught her eye, stopping to poke it with a disappointed
little hmm. “Man, that scary Hellhound lady was packing
serious heat. Most guns don’t even mark this stuff.”

“What is it?”

“Oh, this old thing?” Tess said, standing up,
back in her element. “You don’t recognize it? You’re looking at the
advanced rig of an Auktoris Elite Trooper. Heavily modified, of
course.”

Of course. The arms were different,
naturally. But Nadia could see it now, not much different from the
suits worn by the thugs that had arrested her.

Tess lifted one leg, planting her foot on the
coffee table. The boots were different, too, dull grey plates with
short, brutal claws extending off each articulated toe.

“That’s all custom,” Tess said, full of
herself again. “You should see me climb walls with these bad boys.
Nothing like your sneaky slippers.”

All very impressive, surely. Nadia felt her
patience running out again. “Can you take it off?”

“What, now?”

Yes, NOW, you dolt.

Nadia didn’t say it. “Please?” she said
instead.

“Hey, I remember last time you were all
broken and you dragged me into bed with you,” Tess said, holding up
one finger. “We can’t be doing that yet, you’re seriously hurt and
I’m not gonna—”

“Tess!”

“Alright, alright, okay,” she said, heaving a
heavy sigh. “I’m like, super gross though. Need a shower. Bad.”

She unclipped her pauldrons first, letting
them thunk onto the floor of the car. Thick plates that
covered her shoulders, and the short length of her arms where the
prosthetics attached. Nadia felt herself gasp. Tess’s left and
right arms were identical now, cut in exactly the same spot.

Tess sighed again, undoing a few clasps along
her ribs. She dropped her breastplate to the floor as well, wearing
nothing but a featureless black top underneath. Shiny.

Staring yet again. Tess had not been
exaggerating about her core, it turned out.

“You…” Nadia stammered, reaching out to touch
her, completely on instinct and not anywhere near close enough.
“You. You look…you look…”

Grinning. Tess was grinning like an idiot,
sticking her tongue out at Nadia as she sat down to take her clawed
boots off. The pants were more complicated—they seemed to be armor
plates attached to an inner skin not unlike Nadia’s suit. Tess had
to undo several latches and then squirm her way out of them.

Her legs were still human. But very
not-Tess-like, tight with lean muscles.

“Yeah, Jackson does not skip leg day,” Tess
groused. “If anything it’s like…I don’t know, double leg day. Every
day.”

Tess sat down in front of her again. Almost
close enough that they were touching.

“You don’t look so bad yourself,” Tess said.
“Must’ve really stuck to a routine in there, huh?”

That word. Routine. In her voice. Exactly as
she had said it to Nadia. So many times.

“I couldn’t have—” Nadia started to say. She
choked on the next word.

I couldn’t have done it without you.

But that wasn’t right. Something was wrong.
Nadia tried to put her finger on it, confused. Something not
right.

“Whoa!” Tess said, scooting closer, kneeling
on the ground and grabbing Nadia by the shoulders. “Whoa, okay,
I’ve got you. It’s okay.”

Still confused. She was fine. Yes, coughing a
little. Alright, maybe she couldn’t breathe. Something was wrong.
Her chest hurt, sharp squeezing around her heart, like it was
wrapped in wire. Being drawn tighter every time she tried to
breathe.

“You’re having a panic attack.” Tess pulled
her in close, hugging her through the thin blanket. “I’m here, just
keep breathing. Ugh, what did I say?”

“You didn’t—” Nadia gasped out. Panic attack.
Ridiculous. Some after-effect of the shot, perhaps?
“You…didn’t…say…anything…I’m…fine.”

“Don’t be like that,” Tess said, holding her
close. A firm hand on the back of Nadia’s head, stroking her hair.
A real hand, prosthetic or not. “If there’s a word or phrase that I
need to avoid, I want to know.”

Ridiculous. As if Nadia was made of spun
glass. She was fine. She would be fine.

“Shhh,” Tess said, still holding her close.
“It’s okay.”

Nadia couldn’t catch her breath. She buried
her face against Tess’s chest, hands clutching the blanket
tight.

“You made it out,” Tess said. “We made it
out.”

Nadia closed her eyes. It hurt. Everything
hurt. Even the good things. She finally let herself think it,
finally admitted it, even if it was only a silent little surrender.
Begrudging. Stubborn.

Tess just kept holding her, silence around
them except for the low rhythmic clunk-clunk of the
train.


Chapter Eight: Empire




The explosion snapped through the building like it
was made of paper, clay and dust billowing out into the surrounding
streets.

Jackson watched, and waited. This was years
ago—he hadn’t figured out some important things yet. Had only
recently had artificial muscle fibers surgically implanted in his
limbs, the scars still fresh and aching. Something about it was
stuck in his mind, even then, that early, the idea that you could
just…change who you are, so fundamentally.

The pieces hadn’t begun to click together
yet, the idea that there might be something Jackson could do
about the way he’d always felt…wrong. Detached. Outside himself. He
was fumbling in the dark, starting to find his way toward the long
path that would lead him to becoming Alice Jackson one day.
She/her.

But that was years later. At this very
moment, Jackson waited. Long minutes, rifle aimed at a building
that was mostly collapsed and partially on fire. No one emerged.
Some people arrived. That was expected. Medics and volunteers
entered what was left of the building, brave souls trying to
help.

The second explosion killed them, a classic
drone strike double-tap. Jackson closed his eyes as another wave of
dust blew over him, even with goggles on. He could taste the ash,
the stale tang of residue from the missiles.

Captain Ellen Dunn’s voice entered his ears.
“Hellhounds, move in and sweep.”

That hadn’t been part of the briefing. Nobody
said it, at least not over comms, but Dunn seemed to feel the
thought.

“Orders are to confirm kill,” she said, final
and absolute. “Move in.”

Jackson crawled out the window, his rig
scraping against the frame, barely able to fit through. He dropped
two stories down, landing on a sandy brick street into a crouch
like it was a simple little hop.

The new muscles in his limbs felt alive,
eager, thrumming with strength. No pain yet, no tearing gaps, just
strength and speed and power like nothing he’d ever felt
before. It should have exhilarated him, should have given him joy.
Thrill at being better, faster, stronger, more lethal.

But mostly, Jackson just felt nothing. It was
a short walk over to the rubble, a slow advance with rifle at low
ready. Both missiles had landed dead center of the complex—many of
the outer areas hadn’t completely collapsed, blown-out windows
leading into dark, broken rooms.

His goggles filtered and adjusted as he
walked inside, boots crunching over shattered furniture and bits of
collapsed ceiling. Rottweiler was a room to his left, Terrier a
room to his right, and Doberman just behind. Smoke flowed out from
deeper in the building, crawling in thick tendrils along the
walls.

Someone was wailing in the next room. Jackson
moved forward, rifle still ready, stepping into darkness. A child
was crawling out from under a pile of rubble, badly burned and
bleeding all over. He couldn’t even tell if they were a boy or
girl, just a crying mass of rags and pain, stumbling out from—

A single shot. Not from Jackson’s gun. The
kid collapsed to the ground, silent.

“Mercy kill, Pitbull,” Rottweiler said,
drifting out of smoke to Jackson’s left. “The dead are the lucky
ones.”

Yes. Mercy. A good thing. Jackson took a deep
breath, smoke stinging in his throat. He kept moving, vaulting over
the remains of a wall. A room ahead had been crushed completely by
collapsing upper floors, forcing him to roam wide around more
rubble.

Something moved ahead. Low, on the floor.

Jackson raised his muzzle, finger on the
trigger now. He swept the floor with his weapon light, stopping as
he saw it.

A woman, wearing a tan uniform, dragging
herself and leaving a bloody trail. Her legs were gone, both
crushed and torn off above the knee.

Jackson stared. Not moving. The woman was in
pain, yes, but her face was set to ignore it. Determined, proud and
fierce, unwilling and unable to give up. She stopped dragging
herself and stared into the light, long chestnut hair tangled and
matted and flecked with ash.

She was beautiful. Jackson kept staring, not
unable to move but lacking all thought, an empty soul caught in
place.

Mercy

His trigger finger didn’t move, but his thumb
relaxed, killing the light. The woman coughed, once, squinting at
Jackson’s silhouette. It hit her, slowly, her eyes hardening into
narrow anger as she recognized the unmistakable armor of a U.S.
soldier.

Her arm shifted up, grabbing something at her
belt. Jackson just stared, outside himself, a null mind distantly
observing. Marveling at the colorful neck scarf the woman wore, so
out of place here.

Mercy kill

She drew a pistol, a slick little Russian
number. Jackson stood perfectly still as the woman lifted the
muzzle. Pointed the gun at his head.

He didn’t move. He remembered this moment,
would always remember it, echoing on and on even as he became a
completely different person.

It was the first time he had thought,
consciously and completely—

Maybe it would be better to just die.

He flinched at the gunshot, still alive. The
woman’s head snapped back, half her skull torn off. The pistol
clattered to the ground.

“Whoa! Close one,” Doberman said, walking up
close behind him. “Didn’t you see her?”

The moment was over. Jackson shook his head,
blinking it off. “Yeah, I…I don’t know, I…”

Doberman nudged his shoulder. “Hey man, we’ve
all been up too long. You dosed up, right?”

He had. Doberman was tall like him, but
thicker, built like a powerlifter. From a long line of sumo
wrestlers, he had told Jackson once. But his family wasn’t from
Japan. Jackson knew that much, and little else. It wasn’t that
Doberman didn’t talk—he did, constantly—but nothing really stuck in
Jackson’s head.

Doberman fiddled with his helmet, then tapped
Jackson’s head. He made a cut the mic gesture with his hand.
Jackson did so, muting himself.

They stood together, staring at the dead
woman, smoke writhing thicker across the ceiling.

“…This sucks,” Doberman said, still staring.
“This all sucks, man. We shouldn’t be here.”

Jackson didn’t disagree. He wasn’t sure if he
agreed, exactly, at least in that moment. Later, thinking back, she
would feel nothing but aching guilt. Horror that she had managed to
somehow feel nothing at all.

He felt Doberman’s hand on his shoulder.
“Listen…I get it. Sometimes I think I’d rather be dead than in this
fucking place.”

Jackson kept staring at the dead woman. Still
empty.

“But you need to stay alive,” Doberman said.
“You need to stay alive, right? For me, at least?”

Jackson nodded, weakly. He was supposed to
nod at those words. He knew that much.

“Got it. Kill confirmed,” Bloodhound said in
their ears.

“Thank God,” Doberman said, patting Jackson
on the shoulder one last time. “Come on, we shouldn’t be in this
death trap at all.”

Jackson followed him out, still a little
dazed. All he could think about was other survivors in the rubble,
crawling, gasping, dying slow as the fire spread and their breath
was choked from their lungs.

“Hey, Pitbull? Hello?”

Jackson jolted upright, blinking. She was
sitting at the little table in their car’s kitchenette. Raekell was
waving a hand in her face, looking ragged and pale.

“The train stopped,” Raekell said. “Were you
asleep?”

“I…I don’t know,” Jackson said, fishing a
small case out of her pocket. She cracked it open and tossed two
more pills in her mouth, standing up to get some water.

“Your eyes were open,” Raekell said. “Fucking
creepy. Hey, can I have some of those?”

Jackson gulped them down with cold, clean
water, already feeling awake again. She shook the case. Not much
left in there. Half dozen, maybe.

“Come onnnnnnnnnn, I’m dying here,” Raekell
whined, holding the side of her head.

“You’re not dying,” Jackson said. “You just
can’t hold your liquor.”

“Fine, keep ’em to yourself. Look at me,
asking a cop for drugs,” Raekell said, shrugging and bombing onto
the sofa. “Should’ve known better.”

It was difficult, extremely difficult,
for Jackson to toss the pill case over to the sofa. She considered
it something of an achievement that she did so anyway. A mark of
reform.

“Oh, what?” Raekell sat up, greedily cracking
the case open and dry-swallowing a pair. “Nice. Hey, when was the
last time you slept anyway, Pitbull?”

You’re welcome, Jackson growled under
her breath. Her eyes darted to where the time usually was in her
HUD. Nothing there. No goggles. She felt stupid for only a second,
all thrown off, no idea how long she’d been sitting there in a
daze.

It couldn’t have been that long, though. The
train shouldn’t have stopped yet.

The door at the end of the kitchen opened.
Tess stepped through dressed in incognito mode. Or at least
that was what she called it, nothing more than a dark, baggy
raincoat tossed over her armor. Her legs were still obviously
covered in the white plates of an Auktoris elite operative.

It was not very incognito, and Jackson had
told her so many times. At least she wasn’t wearing her cat
helmet.

“Someone blew a hole in the tracks,” Tess
said. “Probably insurgents.”

Jackson nodded, sighing quietly. That
figured.

“Insurgents?” Raekell asked from the couch.
“All the way out here, wherever the hell we are?”

“Northwest Territory,” Tess said. “A lot of
people here aren’t exactly excited about being Americans now.”

Raekell flopped backwards, groaning out a
long, hungover blehhhhhh. “So what now?”

Tess gave Jackson a look, silently asking the
same question. Jackson reached for a pair of goggles on her belt,
which she was surprised to find were not there.

Dammit, of all the—she was starting to lose
her mind, pills or not. She must have left them in the back
bunk.

“Hang on,” she said, stomping off down the
narrow hall to the back of their car. The train had gone silent, no
more gentle swaying on the tracks. She lifted the curtain on one of
the windows to her side as she passed, just a peek, squinting at
the bright sunlight. Chain link fence. A massive, tangled mess of
lines of desperate people waiting.

So they were close.

The first small bunk was supposed to be
Nadia’s recovery room. Jackson knocked on the door, gently.

“Hey, Nadia, you up? You decent?” she said,
with a wry chuckle.

No answer. Jackson opened the door, but the
bed was empty. Couldn’t really blame the girl. The sheets were
stained with sweat and blood and pus, the air heavy with the stale
stink of a hospital. Jackson hated it, too.

She glanced down the hall. A door at the end
was open, propped ajar with one of Tess’s seemingly infinite bins
of junk. Jackson crept down to it, as quietly and gently as her rig
would allow, stopping and leaning in the open door frame.

Tess had taken this room over, a dumping
ground for boxes of equipment, ammo and tools and spare parts and
whatever else she managed to cart around with her. Nadia was on the
bed, lying on her back, legs curled up awkwardly around another
bin.

She was wearing a very familiar purple
hoodie, blank for now. Big on her, slightly baggy. With the
glasses, it was eerily close to how Tess used to dress, except for
the slick black leggings.

Nadia stared up at the ceiling, holding
something small close to her chest. “You know, my cell was larger
than these accommodations.”

Jackson snorted. Her goggles were resting on
a green ammo crate piled onto the narrow couch. She scooped them
up, not putting them on yet. “I have a feeling you won’t have to
put up with the room much longer. We’ve stopped early, the
tracks…”

“Have been bombed. Tess told me,” she said.
Her glasses had HUD elements dancing in the lenses. Jackson noticed
the earpiece now, a clear plug molded to fit Nadia’s ear.

She started to put her goggles on, but
paused. It was a knife. Nadia drew the blade out of its sheath,
staring at it. Jackson knew that knife.

“Where did you get that?” she asked.

“Raekell gave it to me,” Nadia said, her eyes
narrowing at the blade in her hand. “A trophy, she said. For my
kill.”

Jackson left her goggles perched on her
forehead, moving closer and placing her hands over Nadia’s. She
guided the knife back into its sheath, slow and gentle.

“Don’t feel bad,” she said.

Nadia looked up at her, confused. Still so
weird to see her with blonde hair.

“For killing that asshole,” Jackson said.
“You did the world a favor.”

“Who said anything about feeling bad?” Nadia
said, but her heart wasn’t in it.

Tess walked in, squeezing into an
already-cramped bunk. She tried and failed to peek over Jackson’s
shoulder, too short, shuffling awkwardly to the side instead.

“What is that, real leather?” she said,
looking at the sheath.

Nadia nodded, sighing and putting it down
beside her.

“Must be worth a fortune,” Tess said.

“Priceless, I’m sure,” Nadia said.

“It’s gross,” Tess said. She turned to
Jackson. “So what’s the plan?”

“We must be close now, yes?” Nadia asked.

Jackson put her goggles on, and as expected,
there was a message waiting for her. She tossed the message over to
Tess. And Nadia too, why not. They both looked distant for a
moment, reading in their private displays.

Jet inbound, it said. Sit tight for
pick up. Signed without words, only a little cartoon puppy
face.

“Am I to understand that we have an anonymous
benefactor using a cartoon animal as their identity?” Nadia said,
scowling.

“He’s not our backer,” Tess said. “He just
works for Pravin.”

“Not amused,” Nadia said, rolling her eyes
toward Jackson. “Don’t tell me it’s secretly you this time?”

“Not my style,” Jackson said. “I’ve been
calling him Puppy Dog.”

“My fault,” Tess said. “He said I gave him
the idea.”

Nadia sighed, shaking her head. “Wait…did you
say Pravin?”

“I know, right?” Tess said. “I was surprised,
too.”

Something pinged in Jackson’s HUD. Another
new message.

ETA ten minutes

“Alright, we gotta saddle up,” Jackson said.
“You got shoes for her?”

“Yes ma’am,” Tess said, throwing a mocking
little salute. “Can you move, actually? You kind of take up the
whole bunk.”

Nadia sat up, sliding over to let her feet
hang over the side of the bed. “So rude, Tess.”

“Already noted.”

Tess had to back out into the hall, letting
Jackson pass with an exaggerated little bow, after you.
Jackson walked back to the lounge with a broad smile, all too happy
to do this part.

“Up and at ’em, kid!” she shouted at
Raekell.

“Ugggh, what?” Raekell groaned from the
sofa.

“End of the line, let’s go,” she said, giving
the sofa a swift kick. Jackson walked to the end of the car and
popped the door open, waving at Raekell to come on over.

Raekell pulled herself up, slow and groggy
and taking a long minute to hunch over the coffee table, working
her jaw around and blinking.

“You gonna puke again?”

“No. Shut up,” Raekell said, finally making
her way over.

“I need my pills back,” Jackson said.

“What pills?”

Jackson stopped her with a solid outstretched
arm to the shoulder. “Right now, you little shit.”

“Alright, alright, fuck, relax.” Raekell
pulled the case out of her pocket. She held it out to Jackson,
yanking it back when Jackson reached for it. “Eh? Ehhhhhh? Cop want
a donut?”

Jackson snatched it out of her hand, pushing
her through the door with a much less than gentle shove. They were
in a small vestibule with stairs leading down to the side, ending
at a single heavy door. Raekell opened it, grunting as she slowly
dragged the metal on its track.

It was hot. Blisteringly so, an oppressive,
dry wave the moment the door was open. Jackson hopped down from the
train, squinting in the bright midday sun. There was a good stretch
of open ground to the side of the tracks, gravel and a few
miserable weeds poking up. It ended at a tall chain link fence, and
on the other side was a sight that gave Jackson pause.

Hundreds of people. More like thousands,
probably, waiting in lines that stretched as far as Jackson could
see. It was quiet, considering. Masses of poor wretches, running
the gamut from looking okay, actually, to whole families wearing
rags. Eyes hollow as they sat and stared and held each other.

Raekell was at her side, shielding her eyes
from the sun and staring out over the crowds.

“Born in the slums, right?” Jackson asked.
“Was it your parents that came over?”

“None of your fuckin’ business,” Raekell
said. Distantly. Staring.

This same scene was seared in Jackson’s
memory. It hadn’t been quite the same—a bit less orderly, for
one—but they’d done this several times. Holding on tight to her
mother’s hand, begging to be let in, over and over, always. Walking
for long, hungry miles with a little kid’s pretend army backpack,
the only thing she’d had as they fled storms and fires and guns.
Even that hadn’t lasted long, snatched the moment she put it down
and looked away.

“Get the food,” Jackson said. “Everything
left in the train.”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it,” Jackson said, walking over to
the fence. It was tall, too tall for tossing things over. The wires
were thick. Not thick enough. Jackson grabbed them with the gloves
of her rig, tearing open a hole big enough to pass things
through.

The people sitting closest didn’t say
anything, but they noticed, drawing in close to the fence. To
Jackson’s surprise, Raekell actually did emerge from the train with
an armload of meals in convenient little self-heating boxes,
bringing them to the fence with some cursory grumbling about
wasting time. But she brought them.

A man and woman on the other side, closest by
happenstance, took each box and passed them on. “Children first!”
the man yelled out over the crowd. “Pass ’em to kids!”

It took several trips. Jackson and Raekell
went back and forth, ransacking their car’s kitchenette, even the
booze.

“What? Why this stuff?” Raekell asked as
Jackson threw the liquor cabinet open.

“They can trade it. Or drink it. Either
way.”

Jackson was finishing up, filling every glass
she could find with water from the sink, even the empty vodka
bottle. Carefully lowering herself out of the train, trying not to
spill anything.

“What are you doing?” Nadia said from behind
her.

It startled her, sloshing water out of the
many glasses cradled in her arms and cursing. Nadia took a pair of
them, not really helping much. But it was a nice thought.

They walked to the fence and Nadia handed the
glasses over, one by one, plucking them from Jackson’s arms. It was
still quiet, occasional hushed murmurs from the other side of the
fence. But that was all.

“I’m…surprised,” Nadia said, looking at
Jackson. “I would think doing this would start some kind of
riot.”

“What, like we’re just animals or something?”
the woman across the fence said.

Nadia looked mortified, shrinking under her
hood. “I’m so sorry,” she said, actually looking at the woman
finally. “Is there anything else we can do?”

“Can you get us into Haven?” She said it on
the edge of desperate, gripping the chain link fence. Probably not
even realizing she was doing it.

Nadia looked up at Jackson, as if there was
anything that could be done. Jackson thought, for one very
satisfying second, about ripping the hole she’d made in the fence
wider. Big enough to let people flood through.

She stared off to the distance, along the
train. toward the city. Couldn’t see it yet, too far out. But she
knew there were more fences. Men with guns. Always.

They were interrupted by the screaming of jet
engines overhead.

“Not again,” Nadia yelled, holding her hood
secure over her head as draft from engines bore down on them. A
white jet hovered in low, buzzing the crowd at the fence. Sending
people scattering, chasing after what scant possessions they had
being blown around in the dust.

Jackson grabbed Nadia and dragged her back
toward the train. Raekell was crouched in what little shade the
train offered. Tess hopped down out of the door, still very much
not incognito.

They all looked up at a shining white jet,
same shape as an Auktoris Tactical but bigger, sleeker. Himata
Biotech painted down the side in slanted gold lettering.

It landed, slow and careful, barely fitting
between the train and the fence. Jackson could see motion behind
the blacked-out windows of the other train cars, passengers finally
taking notice of the outside world.

The jet engines wound down but didn’t die
completely. A staircase unfolded from one side, four men in suits
and shades climbing down and fanning out around the jet. Armed,
definitely. Small submachine guns printing through their jackets,
obvious to Jackson’s eyes.

A man and woman followed. Jackson barely saw
the woman, didn’t register her at all. Her mouth hung open, staring
as the two approached.

The man was tall and thick, built like a
powerlifter. He was wearing a cream-colored suit, elegantly cut,
his shirt collar open without a tie. Much different than the last
time Jackson had seen him, his face covered in a thin goatee and
long dark hair pulled back into a ponytail.

“Jackson!” he yelled over the low whine of
jet engines, beaming a huge smile at her.

She’d cut herself off from her fellow
Hellhounds after leaving the army. Purposefully never reached out,
made up her mind to ignore anyone who tried to contact her.

None of them had, it turned out. Except one.
And she’d ignored all his messages. Mind made up. Clean break.
Moving on.

She hadn’t even gotten around to really
processing the news that he was dead.

“Doberman?” she managed to say.

He held up one hand. “Chris. Please.”

“Right, yeah,” Jackson said. “Sorry.”

They clasped hands, then grabbed each other’s
forearms, automatic, a long-forgotten habit. Doberman—Chris—pulled
her into a quick and rough hug after, which was new.

“You look good!” he said, giving Jackson a
once-over. “You look great! Haven’t seen you since, uh…since the
change. Is that right? Is that how I should say it?”

“It’ll work,” Jackson said, still plenty off
balance.

“Are you the puppy dog?” Tess said.

Chris laughed, once, a deep HA like a
lumberjack. “Cheshire! Nice to finally meet you!” He turned to
Nadia, bowing in a way that felt a little sarcastic somehow. “And
the woman of the hour herself.”

Nadia didn’t reply. To him, anyway. She
hovered near Jackson’s side, slightly behind her, protected. “You
know him?”

“Knew,” Jackson said.

“Aww, that’s cold,” he said, clutching his
wounded heart. Still smiling. “But yeah, it’s been a long
time.”

“I have stuff,” Tess said, pointing at the
train. “I don’t think it’s gonna fit in your little jet.”

“These guys will secure the car,” Chris said,
waving at the suited guards behind him. “We’ll get it all delivered
to you once the train makes it in. Now I hate to rush you, but we
should get going. We’re a little behind schedule here.”

“For?” Jackson asked.

“For your big meet and greet, of course.”


Chapter Nine: The Green City




It was quiet inside the jet, soundproofed and plush
and luxurious. The armed men in suits had indeed stayed behind,
securing their private train car.

Nadia felt the jet lift off, swiveling her
seat so she could look out the window. The endless crowd of
refugees shrank quickly beneath her, soon nothing but a dull blur
next to the long bulk of the train. If she craned her neck
uncomfortably she could see checkpoints in the distance, a shore
against which the human wave was crashing.

Just like home. Desperate masses washing up,
settling around the city like silt.

“I heard you were dead,” Jackson said,
sitting to Nadia’s left. Chris was across the aisle, turned to face
Jackson, kicked back and already swirling a tumbler of clear
liquor.

“You know how it is with bodies,” he said.
“Pulverized by drone strikes. Half the time you gotta confirm by a
scrap of tooth, if you’re lucky.”

He fish-hooked one cheek open with his
finger. Two molars and a bicuspid had been replaced with shining
chrome.

“Faked it, huh? Nice,” Tess said, seated at
Nadia’s right.

“Wasn’t too intentional,” Chris said. “More
like seizing the opportunity.”

“And you work for Pravin?” Nadia asked. “Is
that correct?”

Chris took a long sip, smiling in a way that
seemed very uncomfortable with the question. “I’m a consultant, you
could say.”

“Cool, doesn’t sound sinister at all,” Tess
said.

“Pravin loves collecting former rivals.
Pretty smart, if you ask me. If you had an interest in, say,
knowing details about Federal Army operations…” He pointed at
himself, his smile turning more real, less forced. “And you, Nadia.
He hasn’t even met you yet, and you’re already his new
favorite.”

“Mmm,” Nadia said, already displeased at the
idea. “I don’t know what I know that may be of interest.”

Chris chuckled, shaking his head. “It’s more
who you are, Sapphire Shadow.”

Something about hearing that out loud was
deeply, unsettlingly uncomfortable. Nadia turned her eyes to the
woman across the aisle from her, a gorgeous redhead in an almost
oppressively professional suit. She hadn’t spoken a word, absorbed
completely by whatever was displayed in her glasses.

“Am I to presume you are also an agent of
some sort?” Nadia said. “A defector from the New Confederacy,
perhaps?”

“Julie,” she said, sounding bored and
distant. “I’m one of Pravin’s personal assistants. All of you will
have to surrender your weapons when we land.”

“Uhh, no?” Tess said instantly. “Nobody
mentioned that before.”

Nadia saw Jackson shift uncomfortably, saw
her eyes kiss the revolver on her hip for a fleeting moment. “That
seems unnecessary.”

“Haven is a safe place,” Chris said, back to
looking forced.

“Yeah, we’ve heard,” Tess said, waving her
hands in the air and rolling her eyes. “Safest city in the
world.”

“Weapons of all manner are controlled and
registered,” Julie said. “You’ll be able to sign them out at an
athletic space of your choice, if that makes you feel better.”

Jackson cocked an eyebrow. “And there’s no
exceptions?”

Chris pulled his jacket open to show off a
pistol holstered snug against his hip. “Sure, for approved
professionals. Which you two”—he pointed at Jackson and Tess,
smiling deep and real now—“are most definitely not. You stirred up
some shit last time you were here. I had to do a lot of convincing
for Pravin to let you in.”

“Gee, thanks,” Tess said, shifting in her
seat like a disgruntled cat. “Good to hear your boss is feeling so
generous.”

“You can leave if it’s not to your liking,”
Chris said.

“We appreciate it, Chris,” Jackson said,
waving at Tess to calm down. “We aren’t planning on any, uh…”

“Incidents?” he asked, a cheeky grin
overflowing as he took another sip of his drink.

“What did you two do?” Nadia said.

Jackson and Tess both spoke at once.

“We had to do it to find you—”

“It was only a little murder and mayhem—”

They both stopped, sheepishly giving the
other space. Nadia leaned forward, looking around Tess at Raekell
farther down the aisle, as if to say, Are you hearing this? Did
you know?

Raekell wasn’t paying attention at all,
slouching in her chair and playing with goggles tethered to the
seat.

“I’ll explain later,” Tess said, eyes glowing
with pride. “Suffice to say we are, technically, international
criminals.”

Nadia would be lying if she didn’t admit she
felt a rebellious little thrill at that phrase. Not even her own
escapades had earned that title.

“Global fucking terrorists,” Chris said,
shaking his head as he downed the rest of his drink. Still smiling,
though. “We’re getting close. Nadia, you should take a look. First
time here, right?”

She swiveled her chair back to the window,
giving Chris a careful, sidelong look as she did. Tess did the
same, pulling her seat closer to Nadia—each seat was attached to
the wall on a flexible arm, smoothly moving but easily locked in
place.

“It is kinda pretty,” Tess said, purple eyes
staring out the glass, the flicker in her pupils fading low.

It didn’t seem much to look at yet—endless
fields below them, scattered rows of greenery and collections of
what seemed to be white plastic tents here and there. Speckles of
blue water scattered throughout, interlaced with the dry brown of
thirsty grass.

“Weird, it was different last time we were
here,” Tess said. “I guess the growing season is dying down,
huh?”

Nadia wasn’t sure what she meant. There were
odd clusters of green amongst all the dry brown, what Nadia assumed
must be plants huddled around strange structures.

“Still on the outskirts,” Tess said. “Another
minute or two and you’ll see the city.”

Another city. Another place, not home,
another endless sprawl of skyscrapers and ads. Nadia found it hard
to be excited, hard to feel anything but caution at what was
waiting for her.

She drew a pair of gloves from her pocket and
slipped them on, thinking she might play with the zoom settings on
her glasses. The interface popped up near her fingertips, small
translucent buttons that followed her hands, hovering in easy
reach. There was a tab she hadn’t noticed before.

APPAREL

Curious. She opened it. A color wheel and
text box appeared. She poked the wheel, eyebrows raising as she
watched her sleeve fade to a dull, leafy green.

Cute. But not my color.

She changed it to black, naturally, still
itching to dye her hair. When Nadia touched the textbox, a history
of previous entries appeared.

I’m behind 18 proxies, BITCH

There were new entries she didn’t recognize,
a long list of slogans.

Bad Gay Representation

Yes I do watch furry hentai, how did you
know

You know like…nya?

She scrolled down, scrunching her nose as the
entries made even less sense.

i let them take her

why did i let her go

why didn’t i save her

“What’s wrong?” Tess asked. “You okay?”

“Fine!” Nadia said, sniffing and wiping her
eyes. “Tired.”

“There’s the coast. They actually have
beaches here,” Tess said, pointing out the window. “And hey, stop
messing with my color settings!”

Nadia looked out the window again, only
half-paying attention as she set the hoodie back to its usual
purple. The rolling hills dipped down to strips of pale sand,
swallowed up by dark waves in fading light. In the distance, the
sun was setting through hazy white clouds.

“It’s so early,” she said.

“Yeah, it’s that time of year,” Tess said.
“Loooooooooooong nights this far north.”

Nadia continued only half-caring about the
sights out the window. She heard Jackson at her side, voice low and
private.

“What kind of security are we being offered?”
she asked Chris.

Julie answered, uninvited. “Haven is the
safest city in the world. That is your security.”

“I didn’t ask you.”

“You’ll be fine,” Chris said. “Auktoris
wouldn’t dare send anyone here.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Listen, man, I—” Chris paused and stuttered,
sounding genuinely embarrassed. “Shit, sorry, I didn’t mean
like…man, I just meant…”

Jackson let out a very exasperated sigh.
“Just answer the question.”

“Pravin’s not gonna let anything happen to
her,” he said, taking a long pause. “And I’m not gonna let anything
happen to you.”

“Well that’s mighty chivalrous,” Jackson
said, unimpressed.

“Call it whatever you want,” Chris said, “but
don’t think for a second anyone else here is looking out for
you.”

A tense silence followed. Nadia toyed with
her apparel interface, idly letting her hand wander through letters
on the hoodie’s text box.

Refugees

She stared down at the dark waters of the
Arctic Ocean, growing closer.

We are refugees

The jet banked sharp, changing her view to
nothing but a sky full of the fire of a setting sun. No dull orange
glow here.

I am a refugee now

“Oh look! There it is!” Tess said, tapping
her on the shoulder. “Finally.”

Nadia swiped the letters away before they
could appear on her chest. She looked out the window again, and
felt her breath catch in her throat.

It was nothing like home.

Nadia had never seen anything like it. Most
of it was low buildings, rambling townhouses and peaceful-looking
neighborhoods. Here and there, massive towers reached up toward the
sky, sloped and curving spires of glass also bursting with green
life.

Green. Green. So much green, every
rooftop sporting a garden, every street lined with hardy evergreen
trees. And water, canals of brilliant blue criss-crossing the city
streets.

“Oh,” Nadia said, blinking out the window.
“Oh my.”

“Right? Sucks about the bay though,” Tess
said.

Nadia shifted her gaze out to the ocean.
Haven’s port was bristling with docks, ships lit up out on the
water. There were other lights, stretching out into the distant
sea, on and on toward the horizon. Oil platforms, skeletal towers
unmistakable in their silhouette.

“Ugh, this place,” Tess said, shaking her
head.

“They certainly ruined a perfectly good ocean
view,” Nadia said.

The jet coasted down, coming in for a landing
at the largest of the greenscrapers. Himata Biotech was
emblazoned across the top in golden letters.

“And here we are,” Chris said, kicking his
seat upright. “Ladies, let me be the first to welcome you to
Haven.”

They landed on a platform sticking out the
side of the building, much like the helipads ringing certain levels
of the Structure. But the comparison ended there. It felt
different the moment Nadia stepped outside, the air crisp in
a way that was completely foreign. She descended the jet’s small
stairs, Tess close behind her.

Chris ushered them along a walkway, elegant
art-deco rails the only thing between them and a dizzying drop.
They entered the arcology, or at least a part of it. It wasn’t
exactly clear what was interior and what was exterior—the walls
were hollow frames or soaring arches of glass, and everywhere
around her was manicured greenery, lush like nothing she’d ever
seen before.

“Now I know what you’re thinking,” Chris
said, staring only at Jackson. “All this exposed architecture, up
here in the Arctic?”

“Uh…sure.” Jackson said. “Is that bad?”

“Not for us. This building can seal itself
tight in about ten minutes,” Chris said. “Jaw-dropping to watch.
Last megastorm that hit barely left a scratch.”

Nadia could still see the rest of the city
outside, far below. Rows of colorful homes, protected by nothing
but trees.

“Chris?” Julie asked, seeming annoyed.

“Right, right,” he said. He led them to a row
of tables with shallow bins, flanked by suited attendants at the
ready with large plastic carts. “This is the part where you hand
over your weapons.”

Tess bristled at her side, prosthetic hands
clicking and creaking as she tightened her fists. Her sword was
strapped to the back of her armor, the handle sticking out from the
collar of her coat.

“It’s this, or we can go back outside and I
give you a ride to the border,” Chris said. “I’m sorry, but those
are the rules.”

Nadia took one of Tess’s hands, giving it a
gentle squeeze. “Are you comfortable with this?”

“No,” Tess said. “I mean, ugh…I don’t like
it.”

“Come on,” Jackson said, drawing her revolver
slowly. “Let’s be good guests.”

Chris’s eyes lit up. “May I?” he asked,
looking at the gun.

Jackson unloaded it, handing it over with the
cylinder open.

“Beautiful piece,” he said, handling it with
due reverence. “I’ve heard a lot about her.”

Jackson nodded, dropping her bullets in one
of the bins. She stripped her belt clean and emptied her pockets,
placing spare rounds and a folding knife down as well.

Something about it was heartbreaking to
Nadia, hard to watch. She let her eyes drift, taking in this new
place instead. The arcology looked like a park inside, wide
walkways curving through Mediterranean trees, slanted columns here
and there with glass elevators showing off the view as they rose.
Hardly any people, at least nearby. A couple strolled down one of
the winding paths, and closer still was a young woman in a flowery
dress, sitting in a patch of grass.

She had a sketchbook. An actual physical
sketchbook, busy concentrating, focused in her own little
world.

“This is a custom piece,” Tess said behind
her. Nadia turned to see Cheshire’s blade being placed across the
tops of bins, too big to fit. She drew a strange machine pistol
from her hip, adding it to the table. “And this one might as well
be. Nobody better mess with my stuff.”

“What did that even used to be?” Chris asked.
“A Dyatlov?”

“Good eye!” Tess said. She held up empty
hands, gesturing at Raekell to go next.

It took a second for Raekell to respond, eyes
wide, staring around them at all the greenery. “I don’t have shit,”
she said, quietly, nowhere near her usual levels of sass.

“The rigs too, I’m afraid,” Chris said.

Tess and Jackson froze.

“No combat capabilities allowed,” Julie said,
looking pleased with herself.

“Okay, no, listen,” Tess said, hand out
toward Jackson. “That rig is medically necessary, she has a
condition—”

“Trust me, I know,” Chris said. He pulled one
of his sleeves up, exposing a scar running up the inside of his
forearm. Identical to the ones on Jackson.

“It really helps with the pain, Chris,”
Jackson said.

“I’ve heard,” he said. “We can get you taken
care of.”

“This is bullshit,” Tess said. “What am I
supposed to do, strip naked?”

One of the suited assistants stepped closer,
ever-so-helpfully holding up a neatly folded robe.

“They’ve been disarmed,” Nadia said. “Surely
there’s no harm in allowing them their clothes?”

“Hey, we’re not trying to be jerks here,”
Chris said. “But strength-enhancing armor definitely counts as a
weapon. Come on.”

Jackson sighed. She unhooked the harness
clipped around her chest, awkwardly sliding her arms out of the
rig. It was a slim exoskeleton, hinged struts running along each
arm and leg. Now that Nadia thought of it, she realized she hadn’t
seen Jackson without it this whole time.

Jackson made a pained grunt. Nadia knew how
difficult it was to get in and out of those things, like shuffling
out of a shell. It hurt to watch, more than watching Jackson disarm
herself, embarrassing almost. But this time she couldn’t look
away.

Jackson met her eyes. She forced a smile for
Nadia.

It’s okay

I’ll be okay

That was entirely too much.

“Stop!” Nadia said, turning to Chris. “This
is ridiculous. I will not continue if you make them do this.”

“What?” Jackson said, “No, Nadia, you don’t
have to—”

“Tell your boss that I insist,” she
said, crossing her arms and glaring up at him.

Chris started to say something, pausing as a
display flickered to life in his eyes. Nadia hadn’t noticed it
before now. She couldn’t put her finger on why, but it unsettled
her. More than implants usually did, anyway.

He smiled, nodding. “Approved. Medically
necessary.”

“Me too!” Tess said, hopping up to Nadia’s
side. “Medically necessary. Super necessary.”

“Yeah, okay,” Chris said. “You’re still
giving up the arms though.”

Nadia’s eyes shot open wide. “Excuse me?”

“Yeah, what?” Tess said, “How am I supposed
to—”

Again, one of the attendants with a cart drew
closer. A pair of prosthetic arms waited, much more human in
appearance than Tess’s, although the shells didn’t quite match her
skin tone.

“Surely you can extend an exception again? As
a sign of goodwill?” Nadia said.

“Absolutely not,” Julie said, glaring at her.
“There are multiple lethal devices in each of her limbs, we’ve seen
her use them.”

“I’ll ask the man upstairs, but…” Chris
said.

“She has blades built into her
fingers,” Julie said.

This was news to Nadia. She looked over to
see Tess giving her a sly look, flexing her hands. Small claws did
indeed pop out of her fingertips. She shrugged and snapped them
back into concealment without a sound.

“Stand by,” Chris said, typing slowly in the
air.

“No combat capabilities!” Julie said,
exasperated, as if scolding a small child.

“Yeah, that’s a big negative,” Chris said.
“The arms come off.”

“Alright, fine, you got me,” Tess said. She
took her jacket off and threw it at the attendant holding a robe,
prompting a scoffing laugh from Chris.

“Nice medically necessary armor,” he
said.

“Already approved!” Tess said. She reached
over with her right hand, detaching her left arm with a quick twist
and pull.

Nadia gave Chris one last glare before
drawing close to Tess. “Will you be alright?”

“Yeah, I’ll survive.” She plugged in her new
left arm, then used it to detach her right. Nadia held the
replacement up for her, a surprisingly light limb sheathed in
shells of molded plastic.

It slid into the waiting socket with a
click clunk, twisting secure and instantly waking up in
Nadia’s hands. Tess flexed her new arms, looking less than pleased.
“Ugh, base models. So weeeeeeeeeaaaaaaak,” she said, wobbling them
around limp.

Another attendant snuck up to Nadia and waved
a wand close to her body, up one side and down the other. They
moved on to Raekell, repeating the motion and pausing when the wand
beeped at Raekell’s waist.

“Lame,” Raekell said, fishing a kitchen knife
out from her jeans and surrendering it. “This place is no fun.”

“Nice,” Tess said. “From the train?”

“Yeah.” Raekell held her hands above her
head, enduring a more thorough scan from the attendant. She was
clean now, scoffing and shoving her hands sulkily into her
pockets.

“Are we done being delinquents? Can we move
on now?” Chris said, looking to Julie for approval. She nodded,
grudgingly.

They walked deeper into the arcology, but not
through the park, sadly. Nadia kept staring, her eyes dragging
behind them, still stuck on so much green. When she did
force her eyes forward, they were passing under a large archway,
entering a more traditional indoor space.

It was a sort of rambling lobby, stretching
out in front of them like a museum hall. Large models sat on tables
all down the middle, actual physical models rather than
projections. The one nearest seemed to be the very arcology they
were standing in.

“The challenge of our age is not just to
survive in a new world,” a man’s voice said above them, around
them, swimming out of hidden speakers. “The challenge of our age is
to thrive.”

The walls were plastered with huge display
screens, cycling through breathless headlines.

The World’s Savior

Haven: The First City of a New Age

Renaissance in the Arctic

Nadia found it all rather mawkish. Trying too
hard. Her mother spoke of her home the same way, after all.

They passed more screens as they walked,
these ones showing Nadia something she hadn’t seen before.

BINDR: Becoming Better Humans

“We are held back by a genetic legacy,” the
voice said now. “Chained to our past. If we could leave our worst
impulses behind, to what heights could we soar?”

The End of Disease

“Cybernetics was a good start,” he said, “but
we can be more. Not through the crude mutilation of flesh and bone,
but by painting ourselves with a new brush.”

Crops for Any Climate

“The world is changing, my friends. And we
must change with it.”

A New Humanity. A Better Humanity.
BINDR.

The hall ended in a pair of huge double
doors, embossed with golden line art of a simplified, stylized
rising sun.

“What is this, the throne room?” Tess asked,
voice dripping with mockery.

“Don’t let the big act fool you,” Chris said,
waving off everything they had just walked through. “Pravin’s fine
once you get to know him.”

The doors swung open, slow and silent. A
grand staircase led up to what looked like open sky, fading darker
every moment.

Nadia stepped forward, Tess and Jackson on
either side. Raekell was slightly behind them, and Chris stopped
her with a gentle hand to the shoulder.

“Aw, what?” Raekell said, “I wanna see the
throne room, sounds rad.”

“Three guests,” Chris said. “We weren’t
informed there would be a fourth.”

“She’s with us,” Tess said. “Had to
subcontract part of the job. You know how it is.”

“All the same,” Chris said, taking his hand
off Raekell. “Come on, there’s a lounge over here, you and me can
kick back for a minute.”

Raekell gave Nadia a quick look, wiping her
mouth and shrugging. “Yeah, alright, fine. I’m still waiting to get
paid, though.”

Perhaps that was for the best. Nadia looked
at the splendor around her, ascending a staircase of gold and earth
tones, elegant ivy vines lacing the walls on either side. Raekell
was likely, no, guaranteed to spew some vulgarity at any
moment, and this seemed like a situation that called for
decorum.

The doors closed behind them. Minus two
people, Julie the assistant still following them.

“Have either of you met this man before?”
Nadia said.

“Negative,” Jackson said.

“Not in person,” Tess said. “Sounded like you
recognized the name?”

“Only by reputation,” Nadia said. “My family
are not fans of his, if you can believe that.”

“Should be a point in his favor, then,” Julie
said.

Nadia gave her an annoyed glance. Rude. Not
incorrect, though.

They reached the top, entering a vast open
office, dwarfing the desk and chairs in the middle. Small
waterfalls and misty pools lined each side, making it feel like
some kind of secret grotto.

It ended at a balcony, a large opening
looking out onto the ocean. Standing at the railing, his back to
them, was a tall man with dark hair wearing a muted silver suit. He
turned and his brown eyes lit up, a wide smile of perfect teeth
beaming out from a flawlessly manicured goatee.

“Nadia Ashpool!” he said, clapping his hands
together. “At last, at last! Welcome to my humble Haven!”

They stopped well short of the desk, letting
Pravin come to them, which he seemed glad to do. He was a trim man
in his…forties? He moved like a young man, his face full of warmth.
But there was something about him that felt older, to Nadia.
She couldn’t put words to how she knew. A gut feeling. Something in
his eyes, perhaps.

“I know you’ve come a long way. Can I offer
you anything? Refreshments?” He nodded at Julie, hovering well
behind them. “Have they eaten?”

“We’re fine,” Jackson said, flat and neutral.
“Thanks.”

“I’d like my arms back,” Tess said.

“Aha! Cheshire, bane of Auktoris, always a
cutup,” he said. He turned to Jackson, seemingly overjoyed, miming
a few punches in the air. “And the avenging vigilante herself,
Alice Jackson!”

Neither of her companions seemed amused.

Pravin wagged his finger at them, as if they
were misbehaving students he had a soft spot for. “Quite a pair,
you two. Your friends, Miss Nadia…caused quite a commotion last
time they were in town.”

“Yes, I’ve heard,” Nadia said.

“Ah, but where are my manners? I am Pravin,”
he said, holding out his hand. Nadia took it, and he bowed deeply,
moving as though to kiss her hand. He didn’t actually touch her
with his lips, which she appreciated. “Charmed and delighted to be
in your presence.”

“Likewise,” Nadia said, automatically, old
habits of high society. “It’s beautiful here.”

“Isn’t it? Come, sit. Please.” He beckoned
them over to his desk, three seats waiting across from his own.
Tess and Jackson both moved to pull Nadia’s seat out for her, but
Tess got there first. Jackson settled into one of the other chairs
awkwardly, too large in her rig to be comfortable.

Pravin eased into his chair and lounged back,
pulling a stack of folders from under the desk. He slid one across
the table to Nadia. “All signed and sealed and approved. One
premium citizenship of Haven. Platinum package.”

She touched the paper but didn’t pull it
closer, didn’t open it. “And what am I giving in exchange for
this?”

Pravin laughed, smiling wide again.
“Nothing!”

She cocked one eyebrow, giving Tess and
Jackson each a sidelong glance. “Nothing?”

“What do you take me for, Nadia?” he said.
“Haven welcomes all. Your tired, your poor, your huddled masses
yearning,” he said, holding fists up to the sky. “Those very words
used to grace your home, you know.”

“Forgive my skepticism, but…”

“Of course, I know you are a sharp young
woman. And you know as well as I do that your mother and I have
occasionally had…conflicts of interest, let us say.”

Ah.

So that was it. Nothing but a feather in his
cap, something to hold over a rival. A spiteful little show of
superiority, meant to incense.

Nadia could understand the impulse. Very
well, indeed.

“I do so hope to pick your brain now that you
are here,” he said. “I understand you weren’t much involved in
running Auktoris Global, but there is so much I am curious about.
Your family…”

“Is a sensitive topic,” Nadia said.

He didn’t flinch at the interruption, didn’t
seem to mind at all. Surprisingly. “Of course, of course, forgive
me. You’ve come so far, and through so much, and here I am
badgering you.” He slid a folder to each of her companions, sitting
up straight. “Your standard citizenships. I’ve taken the liberty of
renaming you, I hope you don’t mind.”

Nadia opened her folder. A very
official-looking certificate stared back at her, the name Nadia
Ashpool all over it.

“I’m Janet now?! Aw, what?” Tess said at her
side.

Jackson snorted quietly, staring at her
papers. “I don’t get it. What’s the joke here?”

“Joke?” Pravin said, his smile disappearing
for the first time that Nadia had seen. “You committed multiple
murders. Publicly. We can’t be seen to be having murderers openly
walking our streets, flaunting themselves at the law. Not very
becoming of the safest city in the world, yes?”

“That’s a little rich after you asked us to,”
Tess said.

“Asked? Asked?” he said, smiling and
laughing again. He nodded at Julie, waving at her to send
something, moving his hands like…

Like he didn’t have implants. Nadia
recognized the movements. She had made them at Tess many times,
after all.

“What I offered you was beneficial to both of
us,” Pravin said. “What I politely requested was a bit of
discretion. And what did you do?”

A message request popped up in Nadia’s
glasses. She accepted, watching as a video played silently.

“I’m not wearing goggles,” Jackson said.

“It’s just the footage of you killing
Carlos,” Tess said.

The video showed Jackson standing tall,
holding a man at gunpoint. He was on his knees, cuffed, staring up
into the muzzle of her revolver.

Nadia couldn’t hear anything. But he was
begging for his life. That much was obvious.

“You broadcasted it,” Pravin said,
tsking at them, “Distributed it all over the web. Very proud
of yourselves, I hope?”

Nadia was only half-listening, entranced. She
gasped when Jackson pulled the trigger, wincing as she watched a
ruined corpse fall to the ground.

“You knew how we operated when you came
looking for us,” Tess said.

“He had it coming,” Jackson said, low and
mean.

“Regardless, your lack of discretion has
forced this change of identity. I called in favors to make this
happen. Consider this your second chance here in Haven. A fresh
start.”

Nadia shook off the footage, sweeping it out
of her glasses. Something to be horrified by later. “I’m sorry, did
you say standard citizenship?”

“Yes, as agreed,” Pravin said. “Basic
guaranteed income, simple rights and access package.”

Nadia glanced down at her folder. Very much
not standard.

“Those are in shorter supply, my dear.”

“Right, gotta keep that artificial scarcity
going,” Tess said, sneering.

“There are tens, nay, hundreds of thousands
of people at our border waiting their turn for what you are holding
right now,” Pravin said, his smile straining around the edges. “I
apologize for not having infinite resources.”

“We’ll be needing one more,” Nadia said.

Pravin blinked, truly taken aback.
“Pardon?”

“A standard citizenship,” Nadia said. “We
brought an extra person.”

He scoffed, then chuckled, nodding like he
was impressed for some reason. “A very late addition to the
negotiations.”

“She’s a bit rough around the edges, but I
wouldn’t be here without her,” Nadia said.

Pravin nodded at her, seeming very pleased.
“Very well, what’s one more? Julie, see to it their companion is
processed.”

“Thank you,” Nadia said.

“You look out for your people. I respect
that,” Pravin said. “And as long as your people can refrain from
committing any murders moving forward, you will all be welcome here
in Haven.”

He stood up, adjusting his jacket and holding
his arms out as if to welcome them again. “As for myself, I
apologize but I have other engagements. And I am sure you all would
like a well-earned rest.”

Nadia stood, holding her citizenship in front
of her. Actual paper. Just for show, surely, merely a symbol of
information guarded elsewhere.

“Ms. Nadia, I would be honored if you would
meet with me tomorrow? I’ll have Julie send you an invitation,”
Pravin said. “At your convenience, of course, I understand if you
need more time.”

Tess was glaring at the words, side-eyeing
the whole situation. Nadia could feel her protesting.

“I’ll consider it. Thank you,” Nadia
said.

“Excellent! And again, welcome. Welcome to
Haven.”

 


* * *

 


“Wow, he gave you one of those?” Chris said. “Just
like that?”

“It’s a citizenship,” Nadia said, handing the
paper folder to Raekell.

Raekell held it up, glanced inside, and
immediately handed it back. “Cool?”

“It comes with benefits,” Nadia said, shoving
it back into the girl’s hands.

“Can I get paid now?”

Nadia scoffed, wondering why she was
bothering.

“Right, sorry for all the delay,” Tess said,
fumbling around in her pockets. “I had to make sure the account was
still active.”

She handed Raekell a small card. “There you
go. Ten million in vouchers.”

Raekell’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck is a
voucher?”

“It’s money,” Chris said, rolling his
eyes.

Raekell fanned the card in the air, then
briefly bit the plastic for some reason Nadia couldn’t begin to
fathom. “The deal was ten million in Auktoris scrip.”

“This is worth more,” Tess said.

Raekell’s jaw dropped open. More? she
mouthed, silently.

“I figured, you know, since you’re stuck in
Haven now on our account,” Tess said. “And hey, you earned it.
Consider it a tip.”

“You…” Jackson had been quiet for a while,
but she seemed deeply worried now. Stuck watching a train wreck
play out in slow motion. “You’re giving her all of it? In one
go?”

“…Yes?” Tess said, blinking. “Why not?”

“You’re not listening to me,” Nadia said,
trying one last time. She held the paper out to Raekell. “This
comes with a monthly stipend. Free money.”

“Pfft, yeah, sure.” Raekell was already
backing away, her hands shaking, barely keeping herself in check.
“Listen, it’s been cool, had a great time murdering cops with all
of you… No offense, Pitbull…”

“Kid, wait. Seriously, hang on,” Jackson
said.

“Nope!” Raekell ran for the lobby. “I’ll see
myself out!”

She took off, raggedy prison-issue sneakers
slapping against the tile. They heard one last shouted “fuck yeah”
echoing down the lobby as she disappeared from view.

Chris shook his head. “How long you think
that money lasts? A week? Two, maybe?”

“If she’s lucky,” Jackson said.

“She’s a big girl,” Tess said, “She did her
job. She got paid. She’s happy.”

Nadia stared after her, wondering what that
would feel like. To just take the money and run. Be a new person in
a new place, abandoning everything and just…being free.

It didn’t last long, the taste turning sour
in her mouth. Free. And alone. She turned to Tess, startled a bit
at the strange sight of more human-than-usual arms. “What now?”

Chris answered her. “Oh, I thought you all
might like to sit here for a while, enjoy this lounge with me.” He
held out his arms at the room around them, a cozy space off to the
side of the main lobby. It was classy enough, but sort of distant.
Couches that looked too stiff. A small bar that was sterile and
cold. The kind of space a pretentious hotel would be proud of.

“Not funny,” Tess said. “I need a
shower.”

“Yeah we could all use a little R and R,”
Jackson said.

“Say no more,” Chris said. He nodded at the
folder in Nadia’s hands. “Platinum comes with a living space. Yours
is waiting, if you’ll follow me.”

He gestured down a hall leading away from the
lobby, where they could still hear Pravin’s recorded voice echoing
down at them.

“How do we know this living space isn’t
bugged all to hell?” Tess said.

“Every apartment in the arc here has digital
assistants built in,” Chris said, “if that meets your definition of
a bug?”

“It does,” Tess said.

“You can find a different place in the city,
honestly, doesn’t matter to Pravin. Or me,” he said, going on down
the hall without them. “I just figured you might want a spot to
clean up and sleep right away, not have to sort out a hotel and all
that.”

That did sound nice. Nadia nudged Tess,
inching her into following their guide. “It’s only one night.”

Jackson joined in, dragging Tess along. “We
appreciate it, Chris.”

“Coming from Auktoris, I can’t really blame
you for being on edge,” he said, leading them out a small archway.
They had a brief glimpse at the green space along the edge of the
tower again, twinkling lights coming to life in all the trees. One
of the glass elevators waited for them.

It was even more gorgeous at night. The air
around them was fresh, cool and clean in a way Nadia still couldn’t
explain. An odd chirping filled her ears, not coming from the
elevator. “What is that noise?”

“Crickets,” Jackson said.

Chris nodded, following them into the
elevator and keying in a lower floor. “We take digital privacy very
seriously in Haven. It’s a felony to hijack smart devices or record
a person in their home without consent. Something you should keep
in mind, Cheshire.”

“Don’t look at me! I’m going legit. Straight
and narrow. Model citizen,” Tess said, holding a hand to her chest.
“Sorry, standard citizen. Do I, like…belong to Nadia now or
something?”

“Actually, standard citizens are to refer to
premiums as ‘sir’ or ‘ma’am’ at all times,” he said.

Jackson gave him a harsh look. “Are
you…?”

“Ha! Your face!” he said. “You all need to
relax. This place is great.”

“Oh yeah, no, I’ve heard all about it,” Tess
said, shaking her head and scowling.

The elevator slid down sloping terraces, each
as beautiful as the last, a succession of peaceful parks. People
walked the paths in ones or twos or small groups, barely glimpsed
in the warm glow of lamps along the walkways.

Something coasted by outside, past all the
greenery. Headlights and the glow of hovering engines. Nadia felt
her heart starting to race at the sight, even through all the
aching soreness

“Don’t get too excited,” Chris said. “Bikes
are almost as strictly regulated as guns.”

“…A shame,” Nadia grumbled.

“I’ll give you guys that one,” Jackson said.
“Saw enough bike crashes when I was Metro PD. Always ugly.”

They came to a stop, elevator doors sliding
open. It was a much lower floor, still high above the city but
staring up at the other arcologies sprouting from the sprawl. Chris
stepped out first, into yet another park with crickets chirping in
a refreshing ocean breeze.

“These common spaces run all around the arc,”
he said, leading them through an archway into the interior. A large
hall ran alongside the park, open columnways facing out. To their
right, facing deeper into the tower, was an actual solid wall. “I
snagged you a place right by an elevator. Convenient, right?”

Doors waited for them, a large pair built
into an arch. Chris swiped his hand at the locks, letting himself
in without much fanfare.

Nadia gasped. She had not, perhaps
intentionally, had any expectations. No vision of what her new home
might look like, nothing to be disappointed or underwhelmed in
comparison to.

“Yeah, I did that the first time, too,” Chris
said.

Tess and Jackson hovered behind Nadia, just
inside the door, awkwardly waiting. She barely noticed. A large
domed room stretched out before her, a peaceful and spacious
sitting area with low couches covered in plush pillows. Archways
led off to more space at either side, and directly across from her
were columns looking out onto a balcony and open air beyond. Curved
staircases wound up to rooms on the top level of the dome, elegant
lofts filled with soft light.

And green. More green, flowers in pots
and inviting vines on the walls. The sound of bubbling, running
water echoed at her from somewhere she couldn’t yet see.

“Kitchen and dining area over there,” Chris
said, pointing to the left archway. “Entertainment on the other
side. It’s supposed to be bedrooms up top and multi-use on the
bottom here, but…you know, you can do what you want with it.”

She nodded at him, in a distant sort of way.
Nadia wandered into the middle of the room, letting her hand trail
through leaves and over velvety cushions.

“Alright, fine, it’s nice,” Tess said, close
behind her. “I guess it’ll do. For one night.”

“Thanks, Chris,” Jackson said, still back at
the door with him.

“Don’t mention it. The kitchen is…”

There were other words. Nadia barely heard
them, mumbling in the distance. She looked up, at the top of the
dome—soft light fading to a simulation of a night sky at the top,
stars twinkling in the dark.

Tess took her hand. A strange new feeling, a
new hand, plastic fingers curling around her own. “How good does a
shower sound right now?”

“Yes,” Nadia said, still a bit breathless.
There was so much space. She turned to Tess, eager to lead
her out onto that balcony, barely able to hold back a moment
longer.

Tess’s eyes were glazed over, her other hand
typing frantically in thin air. She looked up, all around them,
dropping Nadia’s hand so she could type even harder.

“What, are you on a call again?” Nadia asked.
“Multitasking?”

“Heh, yeah that too,” Tess said, seemingly
blind. “Oh my God, there are so many microphones in here.”

Nadia rolled her eyes. She tried again,
grabbing one of Tess’s artificial wrists. “Come here.”

“One second.”

Nadia pouted at her, sure that would work.
Tess seemed to not even notice.

I…see. Very well, then.

She limped out onto the balcony on her own,
only a little put out. So much walking. It had been hours since
she’d last taken anything, and the pain of many various wounds was
creeping back in, a hitch in her leg and a disconcerting soreness
deep in her chest.

Open air. It was a wide balcony, already
equipped with lounge chairs and a glass table, a closed umbrella
sticking up from the middle. She walked straight to the railing,
staring out into the interior of the arcology.

Other balconies stared back at her, the
occasional bridge crossing between different layers of the tower.
It was impossible to tell if she was outside or not,
technically—the sky above her seemed open, dark but still empty of
stars. Too much light from the city.

Something inside Nadia just…unwound, a long,
tired sigh escaping her as she rested her hands on the railing.

Ka-chunk, ka-chunk, ka-chunk behind
her, the low stomping of a rig. Jackson joined her at the railing,
standing at Nadia’s side.

“Wow,” she said, hushed and staring.

Nadia glanced behind them, at the front
doors. “Did Chris leave?”

“Yeah,” Jackson said. “Yeah, I’m gonna call
him in the morning. Lots to talk about.”

“I can imagine,” Nadia said. She thought
carefully about saying more. A sensitive topic, surely. But her
curiosity won out. “I could hear them. When they were talking to
you. Captain Dunn and her…those monsters.”

Nadia blinked back a nauseous swirl, an
unexpected spike of sweating fear. The adrenaline of being hunted,
fresh in her veins for a moment. She stuffed it down deep. Later.
Tired right now, that was all.

“He was one of them,” Nadia said.

Jackson bowed her head, nodding in a guilty
sort of way. “I mean…I was one of them.”

It didn’t seem possible. Nadia stared at
Jackson’s arms, her tattoos only partially hidden by the rig. A
hound breathing fire on her shoulder. PITBULL under it, the letters
running down her bicep. Nadia had pieced it all together,
obviously.

It still didn’t seem real.

“Lots to talk about,” Jackson said, glaring
up into the night sky.

Nadia put a hand on Jackson’s arm, her
fingers tracing the old call sign. There was still a reflex in her,
a disdainful reaction to the idea of talking. Of hearing
Jackson say the things she clearly wanted, dearly needed to say. As
if the words needed to be nipped in the bud, deflating the pressure
in Nadia’s chest before it overwhelmed her, crushed her.

Jackson cleared her throat. “I’m starved.
Kitchen’s fully stocked, allegedly.” She stepped back from the
railing, letting Nadia’s hand fall away. “You good?”

It was a difficult question to answer. Nadia
shrugged and nodded.

Please don’t go.

It worked, somehow. Jackson paused, nodding
toward their huge living room. Lounge. Whatever it was.

Tess was still standing there, wandering a
few steps this way and that. Still typing.

“She’s been so scared about seeing you
again,” Jackson said.

Nadia balked at that. Her first impulse was
to retort with something nasty.

Are you sure?

Seems more apathetic

She won’t even touch me

But all of it felt foolish. Petty and mean
and wrong.

“Just bear with her, you know?” Jackson said.
“It always takes a while for things to feel normal again.”

“Things have never exactly been normal
between us.”

Jackson laughed, a short, wry chuckle. “Why
does that not surprise me?” She patted Nadia on the shoulder and
walked back inside, into the apartment, if apartment was even the
right word. It certainly didn’t feel appropriate to Nadia.

Penthouse. That was the word. Much more
appropriate.

Tess was poking around at a seemingly random
spot on the wall inside. Inspecting it. Glaring at it, now.

She was being unfair. Nadia took a deep
breath, holding it in for a long, bracing moment. Letting it out
and opening her eyes, staring at Tess all over again. She hadn’t
exactly hidden her shock at seeing…the new Tess. She couldn’t quite
put a finger on why, even, it seemed to be affecting her so.

Circumstances hadn’t helped, of course. But
that wasn’t an excuse any more.

“Tess?”

“Yeah?” she said, not looking up.

“Can you come here?” Nadia called out.

“What’s up?”

Nadia arranged herself, leaning back against
the railing and posing with her…

Ow

Alright, not quite as inviting as she meant
to look. Still sore all over. It would have to do.

“Tess!” Nadia yelled. “Now. Please.”

That got her attention. Tess made her way
outside. “Alright, I squelched most of the mics in there, still
need to…” she said, pausing as her eyes went wide. “Oh. Wow.”

Nadia met her a few steps away from the
railing. “Quite the view, isn’t it?”

The front of Tess’s jacket tore open easily,
no zipper, just odd little magnetic clasps. Nadia pulled it open
and down off her arms, letting it fall to their feet.

“Uh…good evening to you too?” Tess said.

Nadia didn’t respond with words. She laid her
hands on Tess’s new biceps, tracing her fingers down the smooth
artificial panels. Two prosthetics. They had discussed this. She
could wrap her head around the idea.

Base models. She’d missed her chance with
Tess’s real arms, stuck with these now. The claws in particular had
piqued her curiosity. Such a shame.

“How you feeling?” Tess asked. “Bad,
probably. Sorry, stupid question.”

The glasses helped. They really did, somehow,
framing her purple eyes just like they always had. Nadia felt her
way along Tess’s armor, staring at the purple kanji.

“What does it say?” she asked.

Tess looked guilty, blushing a little. “‘This
cunt kills fascists.’”

Nadia should have been appalled, yes.
Instead, she felt a snorting laugh escape from her mouth,
somehow.

“Jackson said you would like it,” Tess said,
still blushing. “I wasn’t sure.”

“Hmph,” Nadia said, unable to hide her smile.
She unclipped the latches on one side of Tess’s breastplate,
letting it hang open and slipping her hand inside. Abs greeted her
touch. Actual abs, firm muscles. Still hidden under a little
softness, sure, but tight and strong.

Tess squeaked. “That tickles!”

Nadia slid her hand up and squeezed.

Does that tickle?

She meant to say it, managing only a hushed
little gasp instead. “They’ve gotten smaller.”

“I lost weight!” Tess said, blushing even
more fiercely.

Nadia pulled her in close, sneaking her lips
up against Tess’s ear. “You look fantastic.”

Finally, finally, Tess yanked her into
a rough kiss, not so much passionate as it was desperate, a
shuddering cry of relief.

“Ugh!” Tess yelled, pressing their foreheads
together. “I’ve been waiting to do that for two years, two
hun—”

“Hundred and fifty-six days.”

“Fifty-seven. You were out for a while on the
train,” Tess said, sniffing and wiping her nose with her prosthetic
hand. She tapped one of her temples. “I’ve had a counter going in
my HUD. Every day.”

Nadia didn’t pretend she wasn’t crying this
time. She reached up and grabbed a handful of Tess’s hair, running
her fingers through short auburn where a ponytail used to be.

It was new, yes. It was different, yes.

Still Tess.

“I still need that shower,” Tess said,
sniffing loudly again. “I’m disgusting.”

She wasn’t wrong. Tess smelled terrible.
Sweat and stale blood, burning metal and the sting of caseless ammo
burning off. Nadia was surely no better.

They could shower first. Nadia would allow
it.

“You know what I need?” Nadia said.

Tess looked at her, actually curious.
Adorable.

“I need you to fuck the absolute hell
out of me,” Nadia said.

Tess let out a loud, bashful laugh. “Gently.
As injuries allow!”

“Mmm,” Nadia said. “We’ll see what we can
manage.”

“You’re so ridiculous,” Tess said, pulling
her in for another kiss. Hungrier this time. Biting her lip. That
was more like it. “I missed you.”

Nadia couldn’t manage to say that back. Not
quite yet, not without falling apart completely. “I get to pick the
room,” she said instead.

“Deal.”

 


* * *

 


Tacos. The label on the box said tacos.

Jackson stared, at a loss. The picture showed
a bowl of beans and rice with some kind of meat mixed in, drenched
in a sauce that looked okay, she supposed. Protein! the
label declared, which was unsettling even to her.

But she wasn’t too particular about meat,
after all.

It was the same brand the train had been
stocked with, a small meal box with a tear-off strip that activated
some kind of quick-cooking mechanism inside. Jackson let it rip and
waited, feeling the warmth spread in her hands, watching as a tab
on the label slowly changed color.

Weirdly gummy plastic. It felt thin. Weak.
The wrapper bragged, over and over, about how biodegradable and
eco-sensitive the packaging was.

She rummaged around in random drawers until
she found a fork, taking a seat at a quaint little breakfast table.
The kitchen was cozy, not as grand as the sitting room but still
huge to Jackson. The ceiling was a low dome, full of gentle light
that she wasn’t quite sure she could see the source of.

Like soft evening light. It felt like there
were windows.

The tab on the box was close enough to the
right color. Jackson tore it open, steam billowing up from her
meal. The picture hadn’t lied, sure. She dug around with the fork,
searching for, and failing to find, any kind of tortilla.

Jackson shrugged, feeling her stomach roar.
The food was good enough. Bland. Filling. She chewed,
absent-mindedly, staring off into space. Everything in here was so
quaint, from the soft wood of the furniture to the vibrant green of
the fresh herbs hanging on one wall.

It was far from the first time she had eaten
alone like this, taking little joy in bland food out of a
self-heating package. Just fuel. Something to keep her moving, keep
the machine running. Back in the army, Doberman—

Chris

Back in the army, Chris would come over and
sit with her, talking on and on and on while Jackson half-listened.
But after that was endless days wearing a blue uniform instead, in
various empty apartments, eating various empty meals alone.

That wasn’t true. She’d had some nice nights
out with Vicks—

Andy

Former city police officer Vicks, of Taco
Team Bravo. Auktoris Private Security officer Vicks. Poor dead
Andrew Vicks, dead and gone. Dead before he hit the ground.

Tired. Her eyes were aching again.
Automatically, without thought, she fished the pill case out of her
pocket. She’d already cracked it open and grabbed two before she
paused.

Stay awake. Stay alert. Stay ready.

But why? Jackson put the pills back, resting
the case next to her box of taco mush. They were safe, at least for
now. Nadia was safe. Tess was safe.

It had been days since she’d last slept. Even
with chemical assistance, Jackson was pushing it. She could feel
it, the deficit building up, her body running ragged.

There was a liquor cabinet across the room.
Again, just like the train. Jackson walked over, selecting
something that claimed to be scotch and cracking it open.

Pour one out for Vicks

Do it you coward

Remember him

Jackson did not. If she started pouring
drinks for the dead now, she’d be stuck here all night. She poured
herself one finger instead, taking the glass and stomping back into
the main room.

Ka-chunk, ka-chunk, ka-chunk,
intensely aware of the sound of her rig here in all this quiet. The
main room was empty. She glanced out at the balcony, also empty.
One of the upper rooms had its door closed, which did not at all
shock her.

Best give them some privacy. Jackson made her
way upstairs to a different room, on the other end of the space, as
far away as possible. It was fully furnished, a large circular bed
and dressers and chairs and on and on. Multiple closets. Multiple!
It even had its own bathroom.

It was far bigger and worlds nicer than any
place Jackson had ever slept before.

She downed the scotch, pleasantly surprised
by it. The task of getting herself out of the rig always took a few
minutes, grunting and straining as she worked her limbs out of the
harness. It stayed standing in place without her, an empty frame
held together by a slim backpack.

It had been a few days since she had changed
clothes, too. Her plate carrier was an old army model, surplus,
strapped to her chest under the rig’s harness. She stripped it off
and let it thunk to the floor, sitting on the bed to peel
off her boots and combat pants, all surplus too. Tess had found it
all for her, stolen or bought from shady contacts or who knew
what.

She sat for a moment, feeling like she was
forgetting something. Revolver. Right. Locked up somewhere. Her
hands still wanted to go through the motions, oiling the metal,
polishing the wood, putting it away safe and sound.

Jackson cursed under her breath. Wasn’t
right, not having her piece. Would never feel right. She laid back
in the huge bed, not bothering with a shower. That could all happen
tomorrow.

Her back. Her arms and legs, too,
everything inside her just…unwinding, the moment she finally
relaxed. It hurt, a pleasant ache as she sank into the mattress.
Something was bothering her. Something about the room, something
that felt…wrong?

No. Something was playing in her ears,
ambient sound. She hadn’t requested it, hadn’t keyed anything to
play in her comms implants. Jackson sat up, propping herself up on
her elbows.

There was a window, blinds half-open, staring
out into what had to be the park ringing the outside of the
arcology. She could hear a gentle breeze through the trees, a real
breeze, the leaves whispering to each other. Crickets sang backup,
chirping at a constant rhythm.

It was real.

“Huh,” Jackson said, mouth hanging open a
little. She laid back down in the bed, blinking, lying there and
just…listening.

“How about that,” she said again, feeling her
eyelids getting heavier.

Sleep came within seconds.


Chapter Ten: Haven Welcomes All




“How do I look?”

Tess gave her a quick up and down glance.
“Hot.”

Nadia smirked and kept fussing with her
jacket. They had both slept in, and then had several blissful,
relaxing hours to compose themselves and pick out clean clothes.
Delivered to them by smiling attendants rather than drones, which
surprised Nadia.

“Hot for someone who should be in a hospital,
anyway,” Tess said. “Do we really need to be doing this right
now?”

“You said I was in surprisingly stable
condition.”

“Yeah, considering,” Tess said. “I still want
to get you checked out.”

“I would say you gave me a very thorough
inspection last night.”

Tess scoffed and sputtered and grumbled, but
she’d been doing that the whole way up here, starting the moment
they entered the elevator. She was in a mood. Cranky.

“First thing tomorrow,” Nadia said, taking
one of Tess’s new prosthetic hands in her own. Tess had somehow
managed, during the short walk and elevator ride up here, to add
wrinkles to her collar.

“An infinite selection of apparel at your
fingertips, and you chose a hoodie,” Nadia said, dropping
Tess’s hand to fuss over her instead. “I insisted that you dress up
a bit for a reason, you know.”

Tess groaned, leaning away but still letting
Nadia grab her. “Because you’re obsessed with presentation and
image?”

Fine, two reasons…

“These kinds of meetings are all about
subtext,” Nadia said.

Tess had picked out a new hoodie and jeans,
throwing a cheap blazer over top when Nadia made a comment about it
being too casual. She was probably only being contrary, but the
subtext Nadia read was I care not for your notions of
propriety, and that would do just fine.

“He brought us up here first thing yesterday
to put us at a disadvantage,” Nadia said. “Make us feel
underdressed. Beneath him.”

“Is that how you felt?”

“Of course not.” She straightened Tess’s
lapels and gave them one last sharp yank, satisfied for now.

“Sure. So you wanna flex back at him,” Tess
said. “How come you aren’t all suited up then?”

Nadia was not flexing. And besides,
there was nothing flexing about wearing a suit. Her mother had
forced her to wear suits, slim and sterile and blinding white,
marked with AGF’s scarlet logo.

Her chosen attire now was quite casual, dark
slacks and subdued heels with a cropped black jacket. Not showing
off, not trying too hard, and pointedly not in keeping with
the earthy, leafy tones all around them.

Another assistant appeared nearby, dressed
identically to Julie, this one a just-as-gorgeous Asian woman.
“Pravin will see you now.”

The double doors in front of them opened.
Tess stuck out one elbow, which Nadia took, ascending into Pravin’s
office together.

Again, the word didn’t quite feel
appropriate. His sanctum, more like. Lair.

Chin up, back straight, show no weakness

They reached the top of the stairs to see new
additions to the office. Pravin was perched on a stationary bicycle
off to one side of his desk, pedaling with an intensity and speed
that surprised Nadia.

“Ms. Nadia!” he said, not slowing down a bit.
“Welcome! Good afternoon! Ah, and you brought Ms. Tanaka with
you!”

“She’s my plus-one,” Nadia said. Tess made a
quick wave at her side.

“Excellent! My apologies, one more minute on
this thing,” he said. He was barely sweating, shirtless and wearing
some form of loose yoga pants. And again, he looked much younger
than he seemed, his body flawless, smooth, and built
entirely of lean muscles.

The assistant that had ushered them in walked
past and waited by the bike, somehow now holding a glass of water
and a towel.

“You know how it is with scheduling,” Pravin
said. “I have to sneak in my little workouts wherever I can. I
trust your accommodations were to your satisfaction?”

“Very,” Nadia said.

“Good to hear. I left it all in Chris’s
hands. A good man, that one,” Pravin said, hopping off the bike and
immediately breaking into a stretching routine, bending and
flexing, dark brown skin glistening in the soft sunlight.

Tess leaned in close to Nadia’s ear. “What’s
the subtext supposed to be here?”

“Shh.”

“I can’t thank you both enough, joining me
for a meal on such short notice,” he said.

Nadia glanced out toward the open sky behind
Pravin’s desk. The sun was close to setting already, even though it
was still early in the afternoon. “The timing is a bit odd, is it
not? Is this a late lunch or an early dinner?”

“The one thing we can’t change, us simple
humans. The movements of the stars,” Pravin said, toweling off and
knocking back the glass of water in one long, greedy draw. “I’ve
had a complicated set of routines created to keep me running at
high efficiency. Aligning meal times with the changing daylight is
part of that. Helps the primitive parts of the brain feel
comfortable.”

Another assistant appeared—Julie, who gave
them a cursory little glare as she handed Pravin a silky white
kurta. He put it on, beckoning them toward a waiting dining table.
“Thank you for indulging my schedule,” Pravin said. “Think of it as
a light afternoon repast, if that helps.”

Nadia followed him, eyes narrowed at this
whole…routine. Pravin was barefoot, she noticed, his steps silent
on the clean tiles of the floor.

Yet another attractive woman in an identical
suit appeared, from where Nadia wasn’t quite sure. She carried an
extra chair, setting it next to the one waiting for Nadia. Pravin
waited politely for them to sit, hands resting behind his back.

“Can I offer you beverages?” he asked.

“Just mineral water, please,” Nadia said.

Tess clicked her artificial fingers together,
looking hesitant. “Is there, like…a menu, or something?”

“Anything you might want,” Pravin said,
clearly pleased with himself.

Tess crossed her arms. “Whatever she’s
having.”

He nodded, still standing. “I have taken the
liberty of having your meal selected already. Forgive me, but I am
very proud of Haven’s aquaculture, and my chef prepares an
incredible salmon filet.”

“Sounds lovely, thank you,” Nadia said.

“Real salmon?” Tess said, falling for the
bait.

“Indeed, one hundred percent real,” Pravin
said, even more pleased with himself. “A slightly modified species,
but living and breathing and real.”

“Oh, so you slapped a binder kit on a fish so
you could farm it more easily,” Tess said. “Is that about
right?”

Pravin nodded. “Not quite, but the underlying
principle is similar. Our salmon breed quickly, grow even faster,
and have flesh more succulent than anything in nature.”

“And you’re comfortable consuming that?”
Nadia said.

“More than I would be eating something grown
in a petri dish,” Pravin said. “We’ve merely accelerated the
domestication process. We accomplish in hours what our forebears
spent generations doing.”

“Yeah, Himata Biotech isn’t going to wait
around for generations,” Tess said, glaring. “Not when you can just
release whatever on an unsuspecting populace.”

“It is perfectly safe!” Pravin said, holding
his arms out, sounding genuinely hurt. “And reversible! The people
of Haven are free to use whatever modifications they desire.
Willfully chosen. A binder cannot be released upon people,
it doesn’t work that way.”

“Oh, right, but they can be withheld. I get
it,” Tess said. “Incredible progress gated behind a paywall.”

“This is baseless cynicism, Ms. Tanaka,” he
said, shaking his head. “If I were to give out binder kits for free
on every corner you would surely just accuse me of some other
sinister motive?”

“Yeah! Yeah, I would! What’s to stop you from
slipping in a little extra code here and there? Rewrite people’s
brains into handing you all their money?”

“The human brain is a bit more complicated
than that, first of all,” he said. “We have cracked the code of
making many physical changes, but the relationships between
genetics and specific brain activity are much more difficult to
ascertain. I would expect you already know all this, Ms. Tanaka?
I’ve read your papers, by the way. You were a brilliant
researcher.”

“Then you already know my opinions on
proprietary technology,” Tess said with a pouting little
harumph.

“Yes, very idealistic,” Pravin said.
“Unfortunately we do in fact live in the real world. But I hope
that I can make that reality better.”

Nadia quietly, subtly placed a hand over
Tess’s hand, hidden under the table. Interjecting before things
evolved into an outright argument. “I am impressed with what I’ve
seen in Haven so far,” she said.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Pravin said, back to
his usual glowing smile. “Haven is a place of miracles, after
all.”

Tess wanted to scoff and say something
cutting. Nadia could feel it, her prosthetic tensing up under
Nadia’s fingers.

“Binder kits have changed everything,” he
said. “Look at me, Nadia. How old do you think I am?”

“Er…” Nadia stumbled a bit, shifting in her
chair. “I don’t want to be rude.”

“Ninety-seven,” he said. “I am ninety-seven
years old.”

Alright, fine, that was a surprise. Nadia let
herself show it, nodding at him, appropriately impressed.

“The fish you are about to consume were
modified using older techniques, crude by comparison. Genetic
modifications made to embryos, passed down to offspring, changes
taking a long and arduous time to make themselves apparent,” Pravin
said.

“Ugh, you love explaining this, don’t you?”
Tess said.

“I do, in fact. My fortunes were built on
this technology. And I hope to save humanity with it.”

“Your family’s fortunes were built on
medical insurance,” Tess said, “and then you bought up a
bunch of patents and claimed you—”

“We funded the most incredible advances the
world has ever seen!” Pravin said, his smile straining around the
edges again. “Do you propose that this research somehow magically
happens without enormous investment?”

Tess leaned in closer to Nadia. “It’s just
real-time genetic modification.”

“Just?!” Pravin said, scoffing. He held up
one hand, pinching his thumb and forefinger together, miming a
pinprick into his neck. “Just? Only? As if it is nothing to make a
single injection and have modifications appear in hours? Before
binder kits, we had to hope that our children could evolve to
survive a changed atmosphere a hundred years from now. With binder
kits, we can evolve now.”

Another attractive assistant in a suit
appeared, this one as dark-skinned as Pravin. She set a glass of
water each in front of Tess and Nadia. For Pravin she left a tall
glass of dark green smoothie, thick with visible plant matter.

“A perfect example,” he said, finally sitting
down. “I only rarely consume solid food these days. No need for it
anymore.”

“Hmph,” Tess said, flicking at the fancy
spiral of lemon perched on the rim of her glass. “Between that and
all your modified crops, it’s a wonder you have thousands of
starving refugees stuck on your doorstep.”

Pravin narrowed his eyes, slightly, as he
took a long sip. “You are familiar with the Jewish holocaust of the
twentieth century, yes?”

“What does that…”

“When the camps were liberated, the poor
souls inside were starving. Diseased. Wretched. Of course their
saviors rushed to aid them—who wouldn’t?—bringing food, as much as
they could, as quickly as they could. And do you know what
happened?”

Tess opened her mouth to reply, stopping as
she seemed to realize where he was going. “This is not an
apt comparison.”

Pravin ignored her. “Many of the newly freed
prisoners died. Too much, too fast. A shock to their system.”

Nadia hadn’t paid much attention to her
history lessons. She said nothing.

“So close to freedom, to be harmed by the
very attempt at salvation. Tragic,” Pravin said. “I want to help
the people of the world. But we cannot merely open the floodgates
to Haven. We take in refugees carefully, in a controlled
manner.”

“And that’s why you restrict exports?” Tess
said.

“You are right to be wary, Ms. Tanaka. In
that regard, at least. Binder kits have the potential for misuse.
All technology does,” he said. “Auktoris in particular would love
to reverse-engineer my products, and who knows what would happen
then? I think caution is warranted. Slow propagation is the price
we pay.”

“The price they pay,” Tess said.

Part of Nadia was enjoying watching Tess be
so very…Tess. But this was perhaps a situation that called for a
bit more diplomacy. She squeezed Tess’s hand again, hard. “I will
admit that the thought of what my mother would do with this
technology scares me.”

“Which brings me to the reason I asked you
here, Nadia. I wish to request your consent.”

Tess froze in place, her glass halfway to her
lips. “Excuse me what?”

Intriguing. Provocative. Surely meant to be
so. Nadia maintained her poise. “Go on.”

“I would like to announce your presence here
to the world,” Pravin said.

“We don’t want or need that kind of
attention,” Tess said at her side.

“I understand that impulse, but my aim is to
expose the crimes of Auktoris Global Funds. The crimes of your
family,” Pravin said. “You were unjustly imprisoned, in my opinion.
Both of you were merely trying to expose the atrocities being
committed, yes? Very noble of you.”

That wasn’t…entirely true. Nadia didn’t
correct him.

“The research your mother was directing…”
Pravin said, tsking and shaking his head. “Groundbreaking,
yes, but so heartless. So needlessly cruel in its methods.”

Something odd about his tone. Something off.
Nadia felt herself blink, realizing all at once that Pravin wasn’t
looking at her. It was the first time since they’d sat down that he
had turned his eyes to Tess, addressing her directly.

And she hardly seemed to notice. Tess took a
long pull at her glass of water, putting it down and slouching
casually in her chair as if Pravin hadn’t said anything.

“And so jealously guarded,” Pravin said,
still looking at Tess. “I understand, of course. Competitive
advantage. But think of all the good that could be done if that
research was made available. Released to people with better
intentions.”

He hadn’t said all he wanted to, yet. It was
obvious to Nadia. But she would prefer it if he left Tess alone,
thank you very much. “What exactly are you asking of me?” she said,
pulling his attention away.

“A press tour. You, interviewed live. A
chance to tell your story,” he said. “I think it would do quite a
bit of good. Raise awareness for your mother’s victims. Imagine all
the donations that would come in?”

“And it would make Auktoris look terrible,”
Nadia said.

“Ha! Yes, most assuredly. A win-win, I’m sure
you agree.”

“This is stupid,” Tess said. “You don’t need
to—”

“I’ll do it,” Nadia said.

“What?! Why?” Tess sat up in her chair,
blinking at Nadia.

“Excellent! We have details to discuss,
then,” Pravin said. “And here, perfect timing!”

One of his endless succession of flawless
assistants placed a plate in front of each of them. A small, juicy
filet stared up at Nadia, flanked by a carefully arranged trio of
broccolini stalks, drizzled in a thin golden sauce.

It did, in fact, look incredible.

 


* * *

 


People kept staring at her.

Jackson was walking along one of the peaceful
streets of Haven. Taking advantage of the few short hours of
daylight they had. She was still near the Himata Biotech arcology,
had only wandered a block or two away from the base of it. It grew
up into the sky, a sloping spire that dominated the buildings
around it, like a giant glass tree.

Like a city all on its own, honestly. She was
supposed to be meeting Chris, and he’d suggested a few spots. All
in the arc.

But Jackson was curious about what was
outside. So she was wandering through what seemed to be Haven’s
downtown. The road was wide enough for cars, but there were none.
All pedestrians, and plenty on bicycles, taking over wide lanes
made of some kind of brick rather than stark pavement.

The trees lining each side of the street
were…odd. They were some kind of evergreen, like a Christmas tree,
but the branches didn’t start until they were a story or so up. As
if they’d been pruned bare. Jackson couldn’t see any marks where
branches used to be.

Another couple that passed by her stared,
very obviously. She had civilian clothes on, for the first time in
a long time. Nadia had been overjoyed to pick something out for
her, although they’d settled on something surprisingly subdued,
just jeans and a navy blue tank top.

Another one, this time a guy on a bike. Like
they’d never seen someone wearing a rig before. Jackson couldn’t
really blame them, she supposed.

A store caught her eye. All elegant glass,
soft white light inside and pale wooden tables. A simple, stylized
logo of a rising sun glowed over the entrance, no words or signs or
anything to explain what it was.

But she knew. The Himata Biotech logo was
unmistakable, so Jackson was pretty sure she knew what this place
was.

A clinic.

She stopped walking, staring at it. Glanced
side to side, as if she was checking for cars before crossing a
street. She’d heard about these places. It didn’t look like any
kind of doctor’s office she’d seen before.

Could still feel people staring. It was going
to take a bit to get used to that. Her first impulse was to scoff
and walk away. Jackson did not like talking to doctors. She did not
like begging for help. Did not like struggling to convince some
asshole to give her the treatment that she knew she needed.

But this didn’t look like a doctor’s office.
Or a hospital. It didn’t even look vaguely medical. Couldn’t hurt
to poke her head inside, right? Just to have a look around.

Soft carpet. An odd silence filled her ears
the moment she stepped inside. No plants, strangely. Just a few
rows of clean tables, tall enough to stand at, each with a smiling
employee in a pleasant suit waiting.

She wasn’t the only customer. A woman stood
at one of the tables nearby, talking in a way that seemed loud. It
looked loud. Jackson couldn’t hear a word of it.

“Welcome!” a man at a table said. “What can
we help you become today?”

“Uh…” Jackson said, more uncomfortable than
even she had realized. “This is a binder clinic, right?”

“Indeed it is,” he said. “Are you interested
in cosmetic or functional modifications?”

“Just browsing, I think,” Jackson lied. She
held up one arm, turning it so he could see the implant scars
running up the inside of her forearm.

“Ah, cosmetic,” he said. “Unfortunately,
existing scarring is somewhat difficult to erase with just a
binder, but we can—”

“I don’t care about the scars,” she said. “I
have a, uh…a condition.”

“I see,” he said, glasses lighting up. “Let
me just pull up some records, Andrea.”

Andrea?

Right, a fake name. Seemed silly, when they
were letting her walk around in a rig with tats in full view.
Jackson was curious what these records he was reading in his
glasses even said. Probably some generic made-up nonsense.

“Enhanced tissue regeneration would alleviate
your issues,” he said. “Although we would recommend having your
faulty implants surgically removed. Their function can be easily
replicated with one of our performance packages.”

“Oh,” Jackson said, blinking a few times.
“Let’s just, uh…keep it simple, I guess. For now. How long is the
treatment?”

“Should only take about fifteen minutes.”

Jackson blinked again at him, hard.

“Apologies for the wait, I know. Each kit is
tailored to your genome. We’ll just need to do a quick scan and
then it takes the machine about ten minutes to modify a base
package for delivery.”

“And this is something you can just…do?”
Jackson said. “Right now?”

“Well, you’d have to sign a few things here
and settle the issue of payment,” he said. “But yes, then we would
take you in back and be done shortly.”

She felt an aching tear along her arms and
legs, a low dull burning. As if to remind her. Still felt it
sometimes, not so bad as before, not a sharp yank that made her
limbs give up on her.

But it was there.

“Sure, ring me up,” Jackson said, quickly,
surprised at the words coming out of her mouth.

“One moment.”

“Oh, and, uh…” She checked over each
shoulder, mumbling a few more words.

“Pardon?”

Jackson grunted words out, quietly.

“There’s no need for caution, ma’am. Nobody
but me can hear you.”

Right. Jackson glanced again at the other
customer nearby, well within hearing range. Not a sound.

“HRT,” Jackson said. “Do you have something
so I won’t have to take…”

“Oh yes, it’s one of our standard packages.
Shall I add that to the check?”

Jackson’s mouth hung open. Just like that.
Simple and easy. “Sure. Yeah. Please.”

He typed on an invisible interface. A display
lit up in the air over the table, small and low, for Jackson’s eyes
only. Discreet. She had to shift to the side a little, the letters
blurring to nonsense unless she was staring straight at them.

“Let’s see,” he said, still typing. “Ah,
unemployed?”

“New arrival,” Jackson said.

“Well unfortunately your standard citizen’s
stipend isn’t going to cover much,” he said. “We have a variety of
payment plans and contract opportunities available.”

Jackson’s eyes bugged out. There were dozens
of line items on the bill, a long list of miscellaneous little
charges under her two treatments.

The HRT alone was listed at several
hundred thousand vouchers.

“Let me just pull up a few options for
you.”

One of the good things about becoming an
international criminal—Jackson had left behind a serious pile of
debt, no longer worried about paying back an enormous bill to
Auktoris Blue.

She wondered how much Nadia’s platinum
package would have covered.

“Now, I’m supposed to try to sell you on the
loans,” he said, leaning in a little closer over the table, “but
between you and me, the employment agreements are a much better
deal.”

“Never mind,” Jackson said, waving her hand
and taking a step back. “Just browsing. Curious what you had.”

“I see.” The display over the table
disappeared. “Is there anything else in particular you were curious
about?”

His tone had shifted, just barely on the edge
of annoyed now. Probably had figured he was about to make a good
chunk on commission. Jackson made a few polite apologies and
scrambled back out to the street, gauntlets shoved deep in her
pockets.

She let out a long, shaking breath. Figured.
Shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up.

A ping rang out in her comms implants.
An incoming message. Jackson had her goggles in a back pocket, a
bulky military pair that probably would have drawn stares all on
their own. She held them up to her eyes, not bothering with the
strap. Chris was waiting for her down the street.

It was still a pleasant walk, at least. He
was standing on the corner of a busy intersection, eyes closed and
staring up into the warm sunlight, holding his blazer hanging over
one shoulder.

“Never thought I would see you wearing suits
all the time,” Jackson said.

He smiled and nodded, not opening his eyes.
“Same. Looks good though, right?”

Jackson didn’t say it, but he did look good.
She glanced up at the sky with him, brilliant blue with a few
pleasant wisps of clouds. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t get out of the arc enough,” he said.
“It’s nice to feel the real thing.”

“The sun?”

“Yeah. Soakin’ it up while I can. Feels like
I’m not gonna see her for a while.”

It did feel nice. Sure. But Jackson felt
herself growing restless. She noticed an arch nearby on the
sidewalk, a covered entrance for a dark staircase leading down. A
subway, sure. Something about that seemed off to her, though.

“She’ll be back,” Chris said, finally opening
his eyes and looking at Jackson. “Well, that’s a look you’ve got
going on there.”

“Fuck off,” she said, smiling.

“Naw, I like it. Looking tough, girl.”

Jackson ignored that, still trying to figure
out why the subway seemed odd. She’d seen raised tracks on her
walk, a monorail level with most of the rooftops. Even passed a
station for it, long sloping ramps leading up.

“Is that a subway?” she asked, nodding at the
stairs.

“Yeah, not the way you mean it though.”

“What does that mean?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Monorail’s
free for all citizens. Come on, I got something I think you’ll
like.”

He led her around the corner, following the
main road for a few short steps before it stopped being a road.
Stalls filled each side and crowded in the median, much more
bustling for sure. A market, but nothing like the ones she was used
to.

“You said you were born on a farm, right?”
Chris said, strolling on in as if this was perfectly normal. “I
think you told me that, once.”

Food. Everywhere, surrounded by it, great big
piles of vibrant produce on every table. Jackson stared, unable to
really handle what she was seeing, what she was smelling. There
were piles of fresh ripe tomatoes, mounds of bundled lettuce, rows
upon rows upon rows of onions, some of them still sporting dirt on
their skin.

Dirt. Real dirt. Jackson hadn’t felt
even the least bit hungry moments ago, but her mouth was watering
now.

“Speaking of sunshine,” Chris said, stopping
at a table full of oranges. The man behind the counter started
bagging a dozen before Chris even said a word. “Something about
these beauties makes me think of summer. Keeps me going through the
winter, you know?”

Jackson wasn’t listening. She kept looking
around, couldn’t stop. Where were the scavenger booths, full of
salvaged parts? The long rows of rude and harried merchants fencing
anything they could? The prostitutes and killers for hire, hanging
out around the edges?

Where was the spicy meat, sizzling over a
trash barrel grill?

“These things are gonna knock you over,”
Chris said. “Fresh off the damn vine.”

Jackson caught her breath, finally. She had
known Haven was one of the world’s breadbaskets, sure.

It was different, seeing it like this.

“Thank you!” Chris said, nodding at the guy
behind the table.

“Is he…” Jackson started to say, waving at
the guy to get his attention. “Do you grow these?”

He scoffed at her, shaking his head. Chris
gave him a quick look, the briefest of narrow glares.

“Yes ma’am!” the guy said, perking up and
smiling. “We take pride in our crops! The finest Himata
oranges!”

Chris handed her the bag. “Get a load of
these things. Heft ’em.”

She did. They were heavy, she supposed. The
bag was thin plastic, Omniplant Manufacturing Services
printed all over it in small red letters. Jackson tried not to
think about it.

“How about a coffee?” Chris said, leading her
past more stalls to an open cafe. Small tables were laid out all
over a patio, cute striped umbrellas sticking out of each one.

Chris pulled one of the chairs out, but
didn’t sit at it. He stood, waiting.

“Oh. Right,” she said, sitting down.
“Thanks.”

Pulling a chair out for her. This guy. Nobody
had pulled a chair out for her since…well, since Andrew Vicks.

Poor dead Andrew Vicks. Dead before he hit
the ground.

“Huh?” Jackson said, looking up. Chris had
said something.

“Hand me one of those,” he said again. Chris
sat down across from her, draping his jacket over the back of his
chair.

She tossed him one of the oranges, leaving
the bag near her feet. He rolled his sleeves up before he started
tearing the peel off, revealing the scars running up the inside of
each arm.

Jackson stared at them. They didn’t pop out
on his arms the way they did on her skin. She’d never talked to
anyone else with the same implants, not after she’d left the army.
Long before the awful side effects started to make themselves
known.

“How do those feel?” she said, nodding at his
arms.

“They felt terrible. Before I got them
removed,” he said.

“Really?”

“All of ’em,” he said. “Was not a fun set of
surgeries.”

“Couldn’t have been worse than getting them
put in.”

He shrugged, handing her an orange wedge. She
knew what it was, had eaten plenty of orange-flavored things. But
she was pretty sure that she’d never actually tasted one before.
The wedge looked odd to her, plump and bright with juice beading on
the outside.

She took a bite off the end and the thing
practically exploded in her mouth, juice spilling out and running
down her chin.

“Ha!” Chris chuckled as Jackson swore and
wiped at her mouth. “Yeah, watch out for that. Here.”

He pulled a handkerchief out of his jacket
pocket and handed it over. Jackson wiped herself off but the juice
was sticky, tacky on her skin like soda.

“Can I get you some napkins?” a waitress
said, appearing far too late.

“Yes, please,” Chris said. “And two
coffees.”

She nodded and disappeared. Jackson popped
the rest of her orange wedge in her mouth, stomach roaring for it,
thrown off by how unbelievably fucking good it tasted. Sweet
and complex and real in a way she couldn’t describe.

“Real presumptuous of you to order for me,”
she said.

“You always take it black. I remember,” he
said.

She tried to pass the handkerchief back to
him. Chris held a hand up, shaking his head. “What, after you
slobbered all over it? Keep it. Pravin gives me a pile of those
damn things every year for my birthday, I’m trying to get rid of
them.”

Jackson shrugged and crumpled it up in one
gauntlet. The corner was monogrammed. CJR.

“Not that it isn’t extremely cool of you to
stomp around in that rig all the time…”

She almost told him to fuck off again. They’d
both spent enough time in rigs. He knew what a pain in the ass they
were.

“…but we should talk about getting you
treated,” he finished.

Jackson nodded, in a rueful kind of way. “I
actually stopped into one of the clinics on my way over.”

“Oh, no. You didn’t?” Chris said. “As a
walk-in? No, you’ll get robbed that way. I’ll set you up with a
real appointment.”

She wasn’t sure if she wanted to thank him.
This was all starting to feel like too much. Chris handed her
another orange wedge, popping one into his mouth with a thoughtful
pause.

“That guy back there wasn’t a farmer,” he
said. “It’s all big grow operations, all streamlined. Himata owns
pretty much all the land around the city.”

“Yeah, I figured,” Jackson said. “Why’d you
give him a hard time, then?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged and let out a
long sigh. “You all just got here, you know? Don’t need to be
worrying about Haven’s bullshit.”

Jackson supposed he had a point.

“Got enough on your plate, I think,” he said.
“I heard you ran into the old crew?”

That was an interesting way of putting it.
Jackson was sure he knew at least some of the details already.
“Bloodhound is dead.”

“I heard,” he said, nodding. “Good riddance.
I never liked him.”

“Yeah. I know.”

The waitress brought over their coffees. Dark
and steaming, in clean white mugs resting on elegant little
saucers.

Chris pulled a flask out of his pocket and
poured some into his coffee, holding it up at her after. Nice to
offer, but it felt far too early, even for her. Jackson shook her
head and took a sip without fanfare, and again, it had
flavor. She sucked down more, knowing it was burning her
tongue a little and not caring in the least.

“Real beans,” Chris said. “We grow those
here, too.”

“Mmm.” Unbelievable. She tried not to let it
show on her face, but it wasn’t possible. She loved it.

“How’s Ellen doing?” Chris asked. “Still a
complete fucking psychopath?”

She could almost hear Captain Dunn’s voice in
her ears again, taunting her. “Don’t feel much like talking about
them right now, actually.”

“Right, fair enough,” he said. “One last
thing?”

Jackson raised an eyebrow at him.

“Thanks. For taking him out.”

“Don’t look at me,” Jackson said. “Nadia did
that.”

This gave Chris actual pause, stopping to
raise his eyebrows at her over his coffee. “That I hadn’t heard.
She doesn’t strike me as the type.”

Jackson chuckled, not rueful at all this
time. She’d underestimated Nadia once, too. But she’d seen the girl
punch far above her weight enough times by now.

“Alright, I’ll remember that,” Chris said.
“Don’t fuck with Nadia.”

Goddamn right

He handed her more of the orange and God, it
was good. Jackson couldn’t remember the last time she’d actually
relaxed like this. Talked to somebody. At length. Somebody that
wasn’t Tess, anyway.

“What are you doing tonight?” she asked.
“Tess is taking us to meet some friend of hers, you should tag
along.”

“I mean I’ll have to see if I can clear my
schedule.”

“What, you on call for Pravin?”

“Naw, I’m just living that Haven playboy
lifestyle, you know?” he said, smiling again. “Arctic beach
parties, VIP at all the best clubs in the arc, exclusive invites
from the rich and powerful.”

Jackson snorted at him. “Didn’t realize
smartasses were such a hot commodity up here.”

“I think it’s the only thing Himata Biotech
doesn’t grow.”

Jackson laughed and nodded. Seemed that way,
anyhow. They sipped coffee quietly for a few long moments, watching
people buying produce. Sitting in warm light as the sun sank low,
sneaking in under their table’s umbrella.

“Hey, hand me another one of those
oranges?”

She did, and took one for herself. They sat
in the sun and tossed pieces of orange peel back and forth over the
table, not even laughing about it. Just smiling.


Chapter Eleven: Bramble




It was dark outside by the time they left.

Nadia was sitting on another train. A
monorail they had boarded in a station built into the base of the
Himata Biotech arcology. Very convenient. She stared out the
window, watching rooftops sail silently below, each of them covered
in small trees and gardens.

Tess sat at her side, arms crossed, fuming.
Her legs were crossed as well, one foot bouncing with anxious
energy.

Adorable. Nadia continued to say nothing,
waiting, letting Tess come to her. There were a few other
passengers, and it struck Nadia how attractive they all were, each
a physically flawless specimen. Minding their own business, either
absorbed in their personal displays or staring into space, in that
special way public transport seemed to induce.

Tess took a deep breath. She turned to Nadia,
still glaring, and opened her mouth.

…Yes?

But said nothing, going back to glaring at
the floor. Her foot bounced faster, her arms creaking as the
plastic shells flexed against each other.

Nadia took a deep breath herself. She was
being unfair—this was supposed to be Tess’s night now, plans that
she had been excited about earlier. This simply would not do.

“Tess—” she said, cut off immediately.

“You always do this!” Tess said, throwing up
her arms. “You always go off all half-cocked on your own little
plans, making it up as you go along, just…ugh!”

Nadia said nothing, hands in her jacket
pockets, attempting to look apologetic.

“It’s not worth it,” Tess said. “It isn’t
worth it to put your face out there publicly just to piss off your
mom.”

“This isn’t about that.”

“It’s always about that with you.”

Nadia drew in a sharp breath, thinking it
would come out with an appropriately sharp retort. Nothing
came.

“…Sorry,” Tess said. “I didn’t really… Ugh.
He’s just using you.”

Yes, obviously.

“Just using you, and I get why you’re gonna
go along with it but I still don’t like it,” Tess said, deflating a
bit, her crossed arms relaxing ever so slightly. “I don’t like
him.”

“Regardless, he is our patron here,” Nadia
said. “It can’t hurt for him to think I am playing along.”

“We don’t need his help to survive here,”
Tess said.

“Am I to assume then that you have some kind
of cash reserve we can live on?” Nadia said. “A nest egg saved up
from all our heisting?”

“…No.”

“And I can also assume you don’t have another
destination ready for us to escape to?”

“…Not yet.”

“Then will you forgive me for merely
navigating the situation as best I can?”

“This isn’t really helping,” Tess said.
“You’re just making me want to go hack a bank.”

Nadia smiled at the thought. Perhaps that was
what they needed. The two of them against the world again.

She closed her eyes. They had barely made it
here alive.

“…I really missed you,” Tess said, quietly.
Distant. “I mean, like…all that other stuff, yeah, but I missed…you
know, you and me. Working together.”

Nadia opened her eyes, feeling her heart
swell up, threatening to choke her. The sore ache deep under her
ribs grew harder for a moment.

Me too, she didn’t say.

“Yes. But still,” she said instead. “Perhaps
it would be nice to have a bit of a vacation here before we become
wanted criminals again?”

Tess chuckled. “Right, yeah. Just lie low.
Incognito.”

They rode in silence for a few long moments.
It couldn’t be a bad thing, to have a bit of breathing room. A
well-deserved break.

Nadia carefully placed a hand on Tess’s arm.
“I’m…I apologize,” she said. “I should have talked it over with you
before I agreed.”

Tess heaved a long, heavy sigh. “It’s your
decision. I’m being a baby about it. Pravin still sucks, though.
Not taking any of that back.”

“Fair enough,” Nadia said. “But I would take
him over my family any day.”

“Low bar,” Tess said. “No offense.”

There was no need for Nadia to say none
taken out loud.

“And you know he just wants to get his hands
on your mom’s research, anyway,” Tess said. “Steal that and make
money off of it just like he did with the binder kits.”

One of Nadia’s eyebrows popped up, sliding up
her forehead as she realized that she had been assuming things
again. “You didn’t sell all you found off to anonymous buyers?”

“Not a single one,” Tess said. She only
seemed proud for a moment, sinking sheepishly into a pout and
looking away. “I don’t really know what to do with all that,
honestly. He’s not wrong that it could be dangerous. But knowledge
should be free. But it’s…I don’t know. I haven’t figured out how to
handle that yet.”

She turned to Nadia, purple eyes soft over a
small, hopeful smile. “I was kind of distracted for two years, two
hundred and fifty-four days.”

Nadia’s heart fluttered so hard that it
strained against the ache still hiding in her chest. She managed to
hold herself together anyway. “You could sell it to him,” she said.
“Set us up for life, I am sure.”

“No way!” Tess said instantly, which was
deeply pleasing to Nadia. “Absolutely not! I don’t want anyone like
him coming anywhere near it! Not even over my dead body!”

Nadia felt both of her eyebrows climb up this
time.

Tess slouched down low again, glancing
cautiously up and down the train car. “That was the only plan I did
make, honestly,” she said, whispering low as she leaned in close to
Nadia. “I’ve got a bunch of repositories set up on kill switches
checking against my vitals. Anything happens to me, all that neural
data goes public. If it gets out, it gets out. No exclusivity.”

“You think Pravin would stoop to something
like that?”

“I wouldn’t put anything past that asshole,”
Tess grumbled, “talking to me about the holocaust. Talking to
me. My great great great…” She paused, counting on her
fingers. “Great? Granddad was in one of those camps.”

Nadia hadn’t known that. She didn’t know
anything about Tess’s family, she realized. Not a single thing.

Ask her about it, you loathsome coward.

“This is us,” Tess said before Nadia could
say anything. The train sounded gentle chimes, reading out the
station name in a long and rambling variety of languages.
“Okay…party time. Social time. Gotta get in the right headspace
here.”

Nadia followed her out into a bright and
clean station, descending long, curving ramps down to street level.
There were no turnstiles, no ticket counters or obvious scanners or
so much as a gate keeping anyone out. The monorail was free to all,
apparently, and it felt very peculiar to Nadia.

“Social headspace,” Tess repeated quietly at
her side. “Fun party talking time.”

Tess had her hands crammed deep into her
jeans pockets, hunched over as she walked. Staring at the
ground.

Nadia slid a hand into the crook of Tess’s
arm. “I’m excited to meet one of your friends.”

“Yeah…yeah,” Tess said. “Lots to catch up on.
I think you’re gonna like them.”

This would be the first time for Nadia.
Meeting a friend of Tess. Unless Brutus and Aleksa counted? What
had ever become of them, she wondered? Nadia looked over to ask,
but Tess was muttering quietly to herself, still staring at the
ground.

Too risky. Nadia wanted to pull her out of
whatever mental hole she was in, not bury her deeper. “I can’t
remember the last time I actually went to a club.”

It was a lie. She remembered it exactly. The
night before her father was euthanized.

“I know, right?” Tess said. “But I have a
feeling maybe this isn’t the kind of place you went to in
college.”

“I suppose I shall have to follow your lead,
then.”

They strolled for a few more minutes in
silence, down quiet streets lined with trees full of soft lights.
The street crossed a canal, a blast of cold wind cutting through
them as they walked over the water.

Nadia was just thinking to herself what a
damnably pleasant place this was when they saw siren lights ahead.
A police car was pulled over, although its sides were labeled
Haven Peace Patrol. Two men in khaki uniforms stood beside
it, arms crossed and watching a commotion farther on.

They were nowhere near as intimidating as the
faceless Domes. Or the city police back home, come to think of it.
Both officers were incredibly athletic, though, tall and lean and,
again, attractive in a way that was beginning to be unsettling.

But unarmed, Nadia noticed immediately. Their
belts were cluttered, with cuffs and pouches and a flashlight. But
not a firearm to be seen. Not even so much as a stun gun.

More of them clustered along the side of the
road, a few of them straddling bicycles, all standing and glaring.
Glaring into a plaza that grew off from the street, a plaza that
was filled to bursting with a crowd of people.

“This is our city!” a man with a loudspeaker
called out to the crowd. “Not Pravin’s! We do not belong to Himata
Biotech!”

Cheering and clapping. It seemed a lackluster
affair to Nadia—no stage, no signs, no banners. Back home they
would have been beaten down before a single word was blared, cuffed
and hooded and disappeared.

But the police—no, the Peace
Patrol—merely stood and watched.

“Join the People’s Council!” a man near them
said, approaching Nadia as she walked by. “Join the People’s
Council?”

He was holding out one of a stack of flyers.
Paper. Almost as dirty as cash.

“No thank you,” Nadia said.

“Yes please,” Tess said, taking one and
scanning it with her eyes.

Nadia didn’t even look at it. Something
peculiar caught her eye instead. The opposite of her odd feeling
looking at everyone else here. The man handing out flyers looked
perfectly normal. And that was the thing—he was very much not tall
and muscled and attractive.

“Ooh, reading groups,” Tess said, sounding
actually excited.

Nadia rolled her eyes. “Incognito, Tess.”

“Right, right,” she said, folding the paper
up and cramming it in her pocket.

“We aren’t asking for much!” the loudspeaker
blared on. “Our demands are so small! Just that we can have enough
to live! Just that we can…”

Too faint to make out, dying out as they kept
walking. They passed one more cluster of Peace Patrol officers,
quietly observing. Tess muttered and glared, keeping herself at bay
until they passed.

“Change the name all you want. Still cops,”
she said.

Nadia said nothing. Her leg was aching again,
her steps slowly degrading into a slight limp. So much walking. She
sniffed in a breath and forced her head up high. This was Tess’s
night. No need to be ruining it with silly complaints.

“Sorry,” Tess said, taking a deep breath.
“I’m not angry. I’m happy and social and excited to have fun. We’re
almost there, and I am ready to party.”

“That’s the spirit,” Nadia said, squeezing
her arm.

Music. It started low, building as they got
closer, turning a corner onto a main drag with a bit more life to
it. Cute coffee shops and bars passed them, all cozy and subdued,
none of them the center of attention. Ahead of them, a long line
filled the sidewalk, leading to a building so bright and
ostentatious it threatened to blind Nadia.

There was no name, no sign that she could
see. Just sparkling lights running up an old storefront, ending in
spotlights on the roof, shining into the sky. A thumping beat from
inside shook the air around her, and many of the people waiting in
line were dressed…“provocatively” was the only word that came to
mind right away.

Tess didn’t slow down, not even pretending to
get in line. She led Nadia toward the doors directly.

“There they are!” Jackson said from farther
down the line. Still wearing her rig, over the clothes they’d
picked out together. Nadia found it deeply endearing, in a rugged
kind of way.

Chris was standing with her, which Nadia
hadn’t expected.

“Oh hey, it’s Chris. Great,” Tess said, flat
in a way that sounded very not great. “Sorry we’re late, Jackson,
we were stuck talking to his boss.”

“I dropped his name and it got us nowhere,”
Chris said, seeming impressed. “Never in a million years thought
I’d have to be let into a place by you. Here, in my own damn
city!”

“You don’t get out of the arc enough, huh?”
Tess said.

“Guilty. Never even heard of this place,”
Chris said, wearing the same clever smile he always seemed to have.
But Nadia thought he was lying, somehow, could see something in his
eyes.

The bouncer was enormous, a man bigger than
Jackson with muscles that bulged, ridiculously so. Inhuman,
impossible-looking, a parody of a bouncer. Tess walked up to him
and didn’t even get a word out before his eyes scanned her.

“Ms. Tanaka,” he said, quiet and respectful
as he opened the door. “These three with you?”

“Uh…yeah,” Tess said. “Don’t worry about the
rig, she needs to wear it, it’s…”

He waved them through. Didn’t seem concerned
in the least.

“Oh?” Tess hedged for a second, but then
stood up a little taller, leading Nadia inside. It was dark at
first, a tunnel that opened up into a huge space overflowing with
color and sound and energy.

Nadia stared, feeling her mouth drop open. It
wasn’t that she had never been to a gay club before. But she had
never seen anything this extravagant. A huge bar and hundreds of
tables stretched out before them, a riot of shadow and neon. Beyond
that lay a dance floor, packed to the brim, with a stage that Nadia
couldn’t even see through all the lights and glitter. Holographic
projections filled the air above them, writhing, dancing bodies as
sweaty as those on the floor, flickering every few seconds from
voguing poses into barely glimpsed frames of what Nadia was almost
certain to be hardcore pornography.

Tess pulled her along, following a new
bouncer as gigantic as the first. He led them up the side of the
club, climbing sloping ramps up to terraced balconies with private
booths, one waiting empty just for them.

“This place is awesome, right?” Tess yelled
in her ear, straining over the music.

The bouncer showed them a panel built into
the table, fiddling with a few dials until the music around them
was suddenly a bit more conducive to conversation.

“Well that’s kinda handy,” Jackson said,
sliding into the plush booth seats across from them. Chris sat down
next to her, staring out into the crowd.

“Welcome to the Bramble. Your order’s on the
house,” the bouncer said, pointing at the panel. “Someone will
bring it over.”

He walked off, leaving them staring at the
panel. And then at Tess.

“What?” she said.

“Who are we meeting here, exactly?” Jackson
asked.

“I…we were friends in college,” Tess said.
She reached over to the table’s panel, straining to pick it up
before realizing it slid instead, stuck fast to the surface.

“Does your friend own this place?” Nadia
said.

Tess shrugged, fiddling with the panel,
already looking like she wanted to dismantle it. “I mean they just
said to meet…”

The music blared in their ears again,
drowning out Tess for a few words.

“…and we haven’t really talked in a long time
but…”

Too loud again, Tess sliding a dial up and
down absent-mindedly.

“Give me that,” Nadia said, sliding the panel
over. She turned the music down and punched in an order, tonic with
something called lime, the only item under “non-alcoholic
cocktails.” Tess had ordered something called an “untrimmed muff,”
which Nadia stared at for a long moment before sliding the panel
across the table.

“They must take that thing off to clean,”
Tess said. “Electroactively bonded, somehow. I bet.”

“Yes, surely,” Nadia said, staring out at the
club laid out before them. Again, everyone was an unbelievable
specimen, scantily clad and showing off. But something was
bothering Nadia about the spectacle, something she couldn’t put
words to yet.

Jackson and Chris were having a quiet
conversation on the other side of the table, nodding out at the
rest of the club. Conferring. Scheming, perhaps? Jackson noticed
her staring, and said something to Chris that made him turn to
Nadia.

“Binder kits,” he said. “You’re wondering how
everyone looks so damn fine?”

That was it. Nadia squinted into the dark
commotion of the dance floor, picking out what had been bothering
her now—so many of the men had the same perfectly sculpted torso,
so many of the women had identical sultry proportions.

“The range on sale isn’t all that big,” Chris
said. “For the cheaper kits, anyway. Custom looks cost more
cash.”

“Wait what?” Tess said. She’d taken the
display after Jackson punched in an order, only now tearing her
eyes away from it.

“Unless you get into off-brand stuff, but
that’s a whole other game. Some of it’s wild, yeah,” Chris said.
“Black market, though. Unregulated, illegal. And risky as all
hell.”

“Like the bouncers?” Nadia said.

Chris nodded, tapping his nose. “Bone damage
from that much muscle, for sure. And probably a heart attack after
a year or two. Binder writers always miss that long-term
stuff.”

“Ugh, this place,” Tess said, sliding the
display away in disgust. “Always some capitalist catch. Can’t just
have nice things.”

Their drinks arrived, carried on a tray by a
woman wearing virtually nothing. That wasn’t what caught Nadia’s
eye, though. She was slim and lithe and attractive, yes, but she
also had a pair of perfectly life-like cat ears sticking out of her
hair.

She bent over to give them their drinks, a
cat’s tail twitching up in the air behind her.

“Whoa,” Tess said, half-climbing over Nadia,
sitting in her lap and leaning over. “Those are great
prosth…wait.”

The waitress smirked down at her. “Nothin’
fake about these.”

She took Tess’s hand and pulled it closer,
resting it on her chest, snug against the inviting swell of her
breasts. Nadia scoffed and huffed and threw her hand onto Tess’s,
meaning to pull her away. Something stopped her though—she could
feel deep vibrations through Tess’s hand, rising out of the
waitress’s chest.

She was purring.

The waitress giggled and walked away,
throwing her tail into Tess’s face as she went with a flirty little
flick.

“That is a black binder kit,” Chris
said, beaming. “A damn good one, too.”

Tess was still in Nadia’s lap, face blank.
Staring. “I take it all back, I love it here.”

Nadia pushed Tess back into her seat, not too
rudely, just a bit rough so as to convey a hint of jealousy. It was
those meaningful little gestures that kept a relationship alive,
after all.

“Oh, right, sorry,” Tess said, turning a
delightful shade of red in the darkness of the club. “I just…you
saw her tail, right?!”

Nadia leaned in close, breathing into her
ear. “You’ll be making that up to me later.” She gave Tess a quick
bite for good measure, sinking her teeth into the cartilage.

“Aah! Oh. Oh! Okay, okay, haha, geez…”

“Ahem?” Jackson said. Actually said, not
bothering to be coy about it.

Ah, yes. Other people exist.

Jackson and Chris were waiting, only a bit
awkwardly, holding their drinks up for a toast.

“Welcome to Haven?” Chris offered.

“I’ll take it,” Jackson said. Nadia and Tess
caught up, raising their glasses and clinking. Nadia had barely
begun to take a sip when another voice rang out across their
table.

“Tanaka-chan!”

“Aah! Don’t call me that!” Tess yelled,
beaming as she leapt over Nadia, literally, climbing partially over
the table to launch herself into hugging the new arrival. They
hugged and laughed and spun in a circle, planting a single quick
kiss on each other’s cheeks.

“Everyone!” Tess said, still laughing. “This
is Holly!”

Holly was slim, and dashing, and excellently
wearing a sparkling suit of a deep and alluring blue. “Everyone, I
am Holly. Welcome to my club.”

“Holy shit what,” Tess said. “For real?”

“I think you were the only one who hadn’t
figured it out, dear,” Nadia said.

Holly lit up, bending forward in an elegant
bow and taking Nadia’s hand. “Enchanté, mademoiselle. Nadia,
you are twice as fabulous in person. So delighted to have you
here.”

“Delighted to be here,” Nadia said, not
having to fake it.

“You I know,” Holly said, pointing at Chris.
He seemed surprised, but before he could respond Holly moved on.
“And you I desperately need to know. Is this Alice Jackson in my
actual club at this very moment?”

“Not supposed to be using that name,
actually,” Jackson said.

“Oh, please. You can use any name you want
here,” Holly said.

Tess sat down, gently nudging Nadia to move.
The two of them slid over to make room for Holly.

“He’s very…” Handsome, Nadia started
to whisper in Tess’s ear, but she wasn’t quite sure if
beautiful would be more appropriate. “She?”

“They. Don’t embarrass me!” Tess
hissed back.

“When I heard my girl Tess was coming to
visit, I knew I had to roll out the red carpet. I heard you all are
staying in an arc?” Holly said.

“Yeah, we’ve got her a place in the Himata
tower,” Chris said.

“Mmmmmmm, beautiful up there. But a little
much, yes?” Holly said, “You ever get tired of being up there with
the wannabe king, you let me know. We can set you up with a place
down here with us unwashed degenerates.”

Holly said it with carefully measured sass,
giving Chris a look that dared him to say something. Chris just
chuckled and nodded, seeming to concede the point.

“But oh Tess! What are these arms?” Holly
said. “Base models? On my Tess?!”

“Haven is a safe place,” Tess said, mockingly
waving her hands.

“We can at least put a little dazzle on
those. Just doesn’t feel right seeing you like this.”

“I know!” Tess said, throwing her arms
up.

Nadia had many questions. She leaned in over
Tess, not subtly at all grabbing her thigh. “So how did you two
meet?”

Holly laughed and placed a hand on Nadia’s, a
most-unexpected advance. “First of all, my dear, you have nothing
to worry about. Don’t balk, I can read it all over your face.”

“But…I…Hmm,” Nadia sputtered. She had not
been balking. Nothing of the sort.

“College friends,” Tess said, “I thought I
told you that?”

“When I first met Tess, believe me, you were
the only thing she would talk about,” Holly said. “You really did a
number on this poor gay mess here.”

Nadia shrank a little on her seat, narrowing
her eyes.

“Holly!” Tess said, sounding more than a
little embarrassed.

Holly didn’t take their eyes off Nadia.
“Don’t get me wrong, I love my little Tess. To bits. But she’s not
really my flavor, if you get my meaning? And even if she was, I’m
not about to get in between you two. Your relationship has a
body count, honey.”

“Whoa. Cool,” Tess said. “I’d never thought
of it like that.”

Neither had Nadia. Holly squeezed her hand
and gave her a few friendly pats. “Besides, I just love your work.
So fierce! That suit. Those eyes! Such class.”

Fully disarmed. Nadia felt silly for that
little spike of jealousy, yes, but…in a way that she didn’t feel
ashamed of, for once. Just…it was fine. Somehow. Something about
this person put her at ease, whether it was their soft, sensual
eyes or their flawless taste in suits, she wasn’t sure.

Whatever it was, Nadia decided at that moment
that she very much liked Holly.

“You’re bringing that act to our humble
little town, I hope?” Holly asked.

“Ugh, I wish,” Tess said.

“We are attempting to lay low,” Nadia
said.

“Oh, I hope that doesn’t last,” Holly said,
smiling like a fellow conspirator. “You ask me, Haven could use a
little shaking up.” They gave Chris another look, their smile
fading to a neutral, cold glare. “Hypothetically, I mean. In a very
peaceful and law-abiding manner.”

“Hey, I’m not on the clock,” Chris said. “And
I don’t give a fuck what your staff does on their own time with
their own bodies.”

“But you are still one of Pravin’s lap dogs,”
Holly said. They nodded toward Jackson. “And the only reason you’re
sitting here right now is because you came in on her arm.”

Jackson stiffened up, drink halting halfway
to her mouth. “We’re not—”

Chris stuttered as well, shaking his head.
“Yeah, we aren’t, you know—”

“Oh is that so?” Holly said, instantly
ignoring Chris. “Careful with that, Ms. Jackson. Word gets out
you’re a free agent, you could have half this club throwing
themselves at your feet.”

Jackson scoffed. “Yeah I doubt that.”

“Mmm, well you know what they say. ACAB,
baby,” Holly said.

“For the love of—” Jackson said, glaring.
“How many times…I’m not a cop anymore.”

“Oh I didn’t mean it like that, sweetheart. I
just meant ‘all cocks are beautiful.’ Especially the female
ones.”

Jackson choked on her drink, snorting bourbon
out her nose. Nadia felt herself freeze up as Jackson blinked and
sniffed and carefully set down her glass. That seemed…rude, at the
very least.

“Oh, you are adorable,” Holly said, yanking a
silky handkerchief from their lapel pocket with panache. They
handed it to Jackson, who gratefully took it to wipe her face.

Nadia hadn’t even realized quite how incensed
she’d been, for a split second. But Jackson was laughing, quietly
at first but growing quickly, smiling and shaking her head.

“Oh my God, Holly!” Tess said.

“I know, I know. I’m bad,” Holly said.

Somebody was yelling down on the main floor
of the club. Loud enough to be heard over everything. Holly’s eyes
went wide, and they shot out of their chair, leaning over the
railing to look down below.

“Everything okay?” Tess said, getting up
too.

“Ugh…this messy bitch,” Holly said, gesturing
down at the bar.

Nadia joined them, staring out where Holly
was looking to see a wiry young punk standing on a table, cleaned
up nicely in a suit with nothing but a scarlet bra on underneath
her jacket. Her hair had been dyed a wild red, and huge shades were
covering her eyes.

“Free drinks for this table!” Raekell
screamed, pointing to every other table around her. “And this one!
And you! And them too! Fuck yeah! Fuck it, a round for the whole
goddamn place!”

“She tore this spot up last night,” Holly
said, shaking their head. “Partying like it’s the end of days.”

“No way,” Tess said.

“Trouble, that one,” Holly said, shrugging.
“But her money does spend.”

Raekell was very popular very quickly,
surrounded by a small crowd of cheering party people expressing
their thanks. She came out of a sloppy, drunken kiss with a random
man at her side and looked around, grinning like an idiot.

Holly gave her a subdued wave. Raekell gave
it back, her jaw dropping when she saw the other two people at the
railing.

No fuckin’ way, Nadia read on her lips
from all the way across the club.

“Oh, God,” Tess said, “oh, she sees us. Oh
God, she’s coming over, oh no, oh noooooooo…”

Raekell sprinted through tables, pushing and
shoving her way toward the ramps leading up to their level.

“Well I know she’s not coming up here for
me,” Holly said, giving Tess a hell of a look. “Is this one of your
projects?”

“Oh my God no. She did some work for us,
that’s all.”

“Holy shit it’s you guys!” Raekell yelled,
running up and grabbing Tess and Nadia around the shoulders, one in
each arm. “What the fuck are you girls doing here? I didn’t know
you were cool!”

“Yes, good to see you too,” Nadia said,
quietly.

“Oh damn them too!” Raekell said, noticing
their booth. “Pitbull in the house over here!
Pitbuuuuuuuuulllllllllllllllll!”

Jackson grimaced, looking extremely
unamused.

“Aw, relax you big bitch!” Raekell climbed
into Chris’s lap, which he didn’t fight, and threw her arms around
Jackson, who did. It was only cursory resistance, though. Raekell
grabbed the struts of the rig on her arms, shaking Jackson with
glee. “Come on, lemme buy you a drink! You know what, drinks for
all you bitches!”

“We’re already paid for—” Jackson tried to
say.

“All night, on my tab ladies!” Raekell said,
climbing over Jackson to sit at the back of the booth. “You guys
are up here in the VIP too? I fucked a couple on this table last
night.”

“She’s not lying,” Holly said, shaking their
head.

Raekell pulled something from inside her
jacket and laid out a line, right there on the table. “This place
is fucking amazing. I gotta thank you guys for bringing me here,
seriously.”

“Yeah…” Jackson said. “Really making the most
of it, huh?”

Sniffffffff. “Woo!” Raekell screamed,
leaving some out. “Nadia, come on, get in on this. Just like when
we were on the run, yeah?”

“Whoa, you did drugs with her?” Tess said. “I
thought you were all like…?”

“Not…it wasn’t…” Nadia pouted, scrunching up
her nose. “No, thank you.”

Raekell didn’t skip a beat. “Tess? Cheshire?
Come on kitty cat, party with me!”

Tess shrugged. “Yeah, why not, I’ll do a
bump—hey!”

Nadia had yanked her back to the railing.
“Are you serious?”

“Why not?” Tess said. “It’s actually legal
here, you know.”

She had not known that. As for why not, Nadia
couldn’t think of a single actual reason.

“Listen, I’m…” Tess hovered in close to her.
“I didn’t think that would upset you.”

“It didn’t. Sorry, I’m being silly,” Nadia
said. “Go. Have fun.”

Tess shrugged and did so, saving Jackson from
Raekell desperately trying to goad her into joining in.

“Rowr. So protective. I love it,” Holly said
at her side.

Nadia didn’t say anything, taking a long sip
from her non-alcoholic drink.

“I’ll admit, when my Tess first told me she
was hooking up with that stuck-up rich bitch that broke her heart,
I didn’t have nice things to say.”

“My Tess,” Nadia said, not looking at
Holly. Watching intently as Tess shook off a bump and washed it
down, Raekell whooping and cheering next to her.

Holly chuckled, a warm and playful sound.
“And listen to you now.”

It sounded like Holly was complimenting her,
surely meant it to be so. But acknowledging that meant
acknowledging other things. The way things were.

And there it was. Sweet, familiar
self-loathing.

“Thank you,” Nadia said, staring down into
her glass. “For being her friend. I wasn’t…I wasn’t a particularly
good friend to her.”

“Oh, honey, please,” Holly said. “Don’t be
like that. Leave it behind. Be who you are now. That’s what this
club is for. That’s why I love running this place.”

Nadia stared at the people sitting in the
booth. Jackson was having a quiet little conversation with Chris,
chuckling over tumblers of straight liquor. Tess was beaming in her
seat, shaking with excitement and stripping her jacket and hoodie
off, revealing the plain plastic shells of her prosthetic arms. And
Raekell was…Nadia scowled, trying not to watch but unable to look
away. Raekell smeared the last of the powder from the table onto
her fingers, standing up and cramming it down the front of her
pants.

Classy, Nadia thought, rolling her
eyes.

“…Classy,” Holly said, rolling their
eyes.

Raekell was distracted now, at least. Leaving
Jackson alone. She and Chris were laughing again, low and quiet,
talking only to each other.

So much eye contact. Sitting so close, side
by side. Nadia had to fight to keep a huge smile reasonably
subdued.

Oh my what is THIS?

Chris was making eyes at Jackson, there was
no doubt about it.

Yes yes YES

Nadia only barely kept herself from clapping
and squealing and bouncing in place. If anybody deserved a little
attention from someone special, it was Jackson. Brave, heroic
Officer Jackson.

“Oh, you see it too?” Holly said, voice
dripping with disgust. “I mean they’re not exactly being
subtle.”

Jackson was making eyes back at him, Nadia
was sure of it. She couldn’t hold it in this time, letting out a
quiet little eeeeeee! and clapping a hand to her mouth.

“Oh, honey, no. Ugh. He works for Pravin,”
Holly said. “She can do better. And yes, I am biased.”

Nadia waved them off. This had to happen. She
would die to see this happen.

 


* * *

 


Jackson was drunk.

She could admit that. Being in the club made
it worse, honestly, the dark shadows and the bright lights and all
the pounding noise. Walking outside made her feel instantly more
aware, instantly traveling back in time to before one drink too
many.

“Let me call you girls a cab,” Chris said,
his eyes flickering as he made a few swipes in thin air.

“Yeah?” Jackson asked, something vague in the
back of her head. “You said the dang train is free, right? I can
walk ’em to the station.”

“No!” Tess yelled. She was long gone, only
barely held up by Nadia as they stood on the sidewalk outside
Holly’s club. “No more walking for Nadia! Cab!”

“It’s coming,” he said.

“Many thanks, Chris,” Nadia said, giving Tess
gentle pats on the head.

Tess wasn’t wrong. Even in her current state,
Jackson could tell Nadia was worn out. Perfectly sober, still, but
there was too much strain around her pretty eyes.

Poor girl. She’d fucking died just a few days
ago. Poor dead Nadia Ashpool.

“I’m sorry,” Jackson said, not even realizing
she was saying it out loud. “God, Nadia I’m so sorry.”

Nadia gave her an odd look, vaguely
panicked.

Jackson felt a strong hand on her arm. “You
uh…you alright there?” Chris asked her.

Tess started yelling again, thankfully. “Ugh,
you’re so pretty!” she said, flailing with her prosthetic arms
until she was stroking Nadia’s cheek. “You’re so ridiculously
pretty I just wanna rub my face on your face.”

“Please, Tess, relax, you are quite
inebriated,” Nadia said, rolling her eyes with a huge smile. “But
do go on.”

“I love your butt,” Tess yelled, loud
enough that people still waiting in line for the club started
laughing. That made Nadia smile quite a bit less.

A dark sedan pulled up to the curb in front
of them, practically silent. There was no driver. Just a plush
interior. The door opened for them, politely waiting. Jackson and
Chris stood aside, letting Nadia half-carry Tess in.

“You girls have a good night,” Chris said.
“Rest up.”

Something vague again. Jackson didn’t get in,
standing on the curb and squinting until she remembered. “You live
in the arc, right? Come on, hop in.”

“Naw, my ride’s coming,” Chris said. “I drove
down earlier, my car’s on its way.”

His car. Jackson chuckled. Weird. She
couldn’t remember the last time she’d heard somebody say they owned
a car.

“Oh, you shouldn’t drive back alone!” Nadia
said, poking her head out of the car with a chipper, eager little
smile. “Jackson, keep him company!”

“What?” Jackson said, still feeling a little
slow. She had to stay with Tess. Had to stay with Nadia. Keep an
eye on them, keep them safe, watch their backs.

“We’ll see you back at the arc, don’t wait up
for us have a good night have fuuuuun!” Nadia said, rushing the
words out as she closed the car door. The taxi pulled away, still
silent.

“Hmph,” Chris said, nodding and chuckling.
“Subtle.”

“Yeah she’s real dang clever,” Jackson said,
shaking her head. Silly kid. Her and Tess, having their fun, all
swept up in each other.

“Don’t worry about her,” Chris said. “I don’t
mind the company.”

She felt his hand on her arm again. That’s
all it was. Good company. Two old soldiers, keeping each other
company. He knew her, after all.

He knew her. And she knew him. Or at least
thought she had. She turned to him and looked him in the eyes,
unsure of what she was even about to say.

Things started happening very quickly, all of
a sudden. He grabbed her by the front of her jeans, rough knuckles
grazing the skin low on her belly. They were kissing, Jackson
realized, still feeling a little slow, not sure how it started.

Her back was slammed up against one of those
funny trees, his other arm slapping against the bark as he shot it
over her shoulder. She could hear Tess in her ears, of all the
goddamn things to think of right now.

GASP. The kabedon!

Fucking Tess. It was impressive, though. Not
often a man was tall enough to pull that one on her, grunting a
little into her lips, hot and forceful with his goatee tickling on
her…

Wait hold the fuck up

Jackson shoved him back. “Chris! What are you
doing?”

His face went slack, blinking at her in
surprise. He nodded and cleared his throat, taking a step back.
“Sorry, I thought you, uh…thought you were giving me signals, you
know?”

Was she? Had she been? Maybe. Jackson
couldn’t…it just hadn’t seemed like an option. Hadn’t occurred to
her.

“I’m drunk,” he said, holding his hands up.
He blinked and shook his head, like he was disappointed in himself.
“No excuse, I know. Forget I said anything.”

“I’m drunk,” Jackson said. As if that
explained things. She leaned back against the trunk of the tree,
trying to muddle through a lot of new things very quickly.

It just…hadn’t occurred to her. Hadn’t
occurred to her that he would want her. And he wasn’t bad on the
eyes, after all.

And goddamn if it hadn’t been a long goddamn
time.

“Should I call you a cab?” he said. “I can
call you a cab. You don’t have to ride back with me.”

“Hang on, it ain’t like that,” she said. “You
just spooked me, I think.”

“Yeah?” he said, drawing closer to her.

This is stupid.

He placed a firm hand on her hip, gripping
hard against the bone with his thumb. She tried not to let out a
little gasping moan, but it wasn’t possible.

This is dangerous.

He hovered in close to her again, breaths
away from their lips touching. Stinking of hard booze and sunblock
and sandalwood cologne.

You shouldn’t trust him.

They’d been through hell together. Over and
over and over. And fuck if it hadn’t been a long goddamned
time.

Someone in the line catcalled them, making a
few naughty little whoops. Jackson started to turn, glaring, ready
to bark at them to mind their own business.

Chris grabbed her chin and yanked her back,
forcing their eyes together. “Don’t look at them,” he said. Didn’t
even have to bother saying “look at me.” He kissed her again, and
she grabbed his shirt, pushing back, not to stop him—just to get
herself on even footing. He pushed back twice as hard, pinning her
up against the tree.

“Not to make this weird or anything,” he said
into her ear, “but I’ve wanted to do this to you ever since I found
out you became…”

Ugh no don’t say it, please don’t be a
chaser don’t ruin this

“…a goddamn terrorist killing your way
through Auktoris’ goons,” he said. “So hot.”

Oh. Huh.

Jackson figured she was okay with that. Okay
enough, anyway. Another sedan pulled up silently to the curb next
to them, waiting politely.

“How, uh…how long’s the drive to your place?”
she asked.

“Doesn’t matter. It drives itself.”

Exactly what she was hoping to hear. Jackson
grabbed the front of his shirt again, pushing him back and into
another rough kiss. He didn’t fight her this time, letting her take
him over to the car.


Chapter Twelve: Favors




Wait, where are you right now?

Nadia didn’t type anything back right away.
She was trying to be polite. Not totally absorbed in the display
built into her glasses.

“Just a few more moments,” Pravin said. He
was sitting at his desk, looking over a small spread of paperwork.
Signing things. Signing actual paper. With an actual pen.

“A bit old-fashioned, is it not?” Nadia
said.

“Oh, I know. I’m very troublesome that way,”
he said. “It is an imposition I make on my poor assistants.
Printing things, scanning things. Nothing quite like working on an
actual, physical surface, though.”

Nadia could relate. Another message from Tess
popped up in her display.

Are you not wearing earpieces?

She was not. They were in her jacket pocket.
Again, trying to be polite. Engaged.

“Ah, here we are!” Pravin said. He handed a
stack of documents off to one of his identically dressed
assistants. Julie again. She gave Nadia a slightly less hostile
glare this time.

Nadia turned to see two odd-looking chairs
being wheeled over to them. Very much like a dentist’s chair, with
arms coming off each side and a slick, clean set of boxes attached
to the base.

“Two?” she said.

“I will admit I am a bit of a tinkerer,”
Pravin said, standing up. He was dressed almost as casually as
Nadia this time, immaculate jeans and a pressed t-shirt under
another shimmering blazer. She followed his lead, each handing
their jackets off to a waiting assistant.

Wait what seriously you’re up there with
HIM?

Tess must have accessed the video feed from
her glasses. Nadia paused a moment before sitting down, typing out
“You said I needed a medical examination” and hitting send.

I MEANT A HOSPITAL

Nadia sighed. What was the point in going and
waiting at an institution when this was being offered freely to
her?

You could’ve woken me up

Out of the question. Tess had been out cold,
groaning and mumbling in her sleep, slightly worse for wear after
last night. And besides, she was only likely—no, guaranteed—to
antagonize Pravin the entire time they were here.

How are you feeling? Nadia typed.

I’M FINE. I am also now mad at you.

Little emoji crowded around the message,
glaring angry faces. She didn’t think Tess would understand, and
that was fine. Somebody needed to handle this situation. Someone
with diplomacy and grace, someone who knew how to navigate the
pitfalls of spending time around the upper crust.

“Everything alright?” Pravin said, already
reclined in one of the chairs with an odd device clamped to his
arm.

“Yes, very much alright, actually,” Nadia
said. Messages from Tess were crowding her display now, swarms of
booing icons and angry meme faces and even a hissing Cheshire,
making it difficult to see her chair.

Blow that dude off and come back down
here

Nadia took off the glasses, slipping them
into her pants pocket. She knew Tess wasn’t going to understand.
She would make it up to Tess. There was no question about that.

“Settling in alright so far?” Pravin asked
her. “Sampling any of what Haven has to offer?”

“Not as much as I would like. Not yet,
anyway,” she said. One of Pravin’s assistants pulled a sort of
clamp out of the base of the chair, a wireless sleeve like the one
wrapped around Pravin’s forearm. Nadia waved the assistant to her
other side, showing off the gauze still covering her left forearm.
Protecting the long slashes where Bloodhound’s knife had cut
through her suit.

Her right forearm it was, then. The assistant
wrapped the sleeve snug around Nadia’s arm and asked her to
relax.

“Well, you have nothing but time. As for your
big debut, on the other hand…” Pravin said.

Her attendant handed Nadia a small tablet.
The screen was already crowded with numbers and readouts,
everything from her height and weight to her blood sugar level.

“I don’t want to rush you, but I think I have
an excellent opportunity lined up tomorrow,” Pravin said.

That did seem too soon. Much of the data on
the tablet wasn’t exactly meaningful, not to Nadia’s untrained eye.
Helpful summaries began to scroll up from the bottom, pleasant
little green lines of text assuring her that her body’s various
systems were in good working order.

The assistant at her side—another striking
young woman, blonde this time—was reading through a display
flickering in her eyes. “Clean bill of health, aside from your
injuries of course. You’ll just require time to heal.”

“And we can do something about that,” Pravin
said, scrolling through a tablet of his own. “What do you think,
Nadia? Do you feel up for hobnobbing with the Board?”

She half-ignored him, pulling up an x-ray
image of her leg. Her right femur still had a visible crack in it,
filled in with a bright white blur. An osseointegrative compound
busily trying its best to mend the bone.

“I’m sorry, did you say the Board?” Nadia
said.

“Yes, the elected body that governs Haven,”
Pravin said.

“Elected?” Nadia said, honestly surprised.
“And you managed to get me an audience with them on such short
notice?”

“Well, I do happen to be the Chairman.”

That surprised her much less. She didn’t show
it, pretending to be graciously impressed instead.

Pravin made a thoughtful little “hmm,”
tapping around on his tablet.

“Everything alright?” Nadia asked him.

“Oh, just fiddling with my metabolism,”
Pravin said, handing the tablet back to an assistant. “I think I’d
like to feel hunger, at least now and again. Makes me feel alive,
if that makes sense?”

It did not. Again, Nadia did not show it.

“Speaking of which,” Pravin said, looking at
the assistant minding Nadia’s chair, “set her up with the full
package, please. It’s breaking my heart to see her limping every
few steps.”

Nadia scowled, briefly. It had not been every
few steps. She’d caught herself doing it here and there, yes, fine.
She’d taken more painkillers just that morning, and she wasn’t even
feeling all that poorly.

“A bit presumptuous of you, Pravin,” Nadia
said.

“Oh, my apologies. Merely an offer on the
table,” he said. “You’ll love it though, trust me. Tunes your body
into the highest-functioning shape possible. You’ll barely sleep,
only when you feel like it. Sharpened senses. Heightened reflexes.
Extended lifespan. So many little things, Nadia, I could go on for
hours.”

That much was clear.

“Oh, and of course the big one. Enhanced
tissue regeneration. Your injuries need not bother you any
further.”

Intriguing. Nadia took in a breath to ask
questions, feeling a stinging ache deep under her ribs again. “You
said all of this was completely reversible?”

“It is. Not that you’ll want that, I assure
you.”

Very intriguing.

“All configured,” the assistant at her side
said. “Would you like any cosmetic options?”

Nadia practically tore the tablet out of the
poor girl’s hands. The interface was surprisingly simple, a short
series of sliders under a Hair Color header. She slid every
one of them far to one end, seeing a color sample next to them
darken to a perfectly solid black.

She handed the tablet back before she could
read anything else. Too deep of a possible rabbit hole.

“A few moments, miss,” the assistant
said.

Pravin’s was ready. His attendant handed him
a small chip, looking for all the world like one of Tess’s remote
transmitters. Odd. Nadia had expected an injection or maybe a pill,
something more…medical.

It seemed to be adhesive on one side. Pravin
lifted one sleeve and stuck it to his tricep, smiling and nodding.
“I won’t badger you for an answer right now, of course.”

“Pardon?”

“Meeting the board,” Pravin said. “Think it
over. Sleep on it, even. Let me know by morning, either way. I’ll
need some time to make proper preparations.”

Nadia’s attendant held up a plastic tray,
white and sterile. A small chip rested on it, waiting for her. A
BINDR kit.

“Thank you. I think I will sleep on it. And
this, as well,” she said, reaching for the kit.

“Ah!” Pravin said. The attendant stepped
back, pulling the kit out of Nadia’s reach. “My apologies, Nadia,
but those contain extraordinarily sensitive materials. Easily
reverse-engineered. I’m loath to have them wandering around out in
the wild, even used ones.”

“I see.”

“As we discussed, very potentially
dangerous,” he said. “We can keep that one here ready for you, if
you would like?”

She supposed he had a point. Again, Nadia
thought of her mother, eagerly getting her claws around one of
these kits. Sending it off with a team of lackeys to dissect and
analyze and replicate.

She hadn’t seen her mother in years, she
realized. Two years, two hundred and fifty…nine, was it now? Nadia
had already lost track.

Not that she missed her mother. The old
matriarch would probably be enraged to know that Nadia was sitting
with the infamous Pravin right now. Being freely offered something
that the head of Auktoris would happily kill for.

“No, that won’t be necessary,” Nadia
said.

Nadia took the chip, not really thinking
about it, not really pausing to let herself consider what might
happen. It was reversible, after all. She took a deep breath,
sticking it to her upper arm just as Pravin had.

She felt the tiniest of pinches, after a
moment. That was all.

 


* * *

 


Jackson’s eyes popped wide open. She was naked, in an
unfamiliar bed. A more unfamiliar bed, anyway, not the one she’d
slept in at Nadia’s new place the night before.

Hungover, too. Not much, a gentle piercing
headache, her mouth dry and slow.

She pulled herself up, finding her clothes
scattered all over the floor. Her rig was standing in place,
staring. Not judging, no, that was a dumb thought. The room was
nice. Very nice. Large, but spare in a spartan, restrained way.
Bird song and gentle breeze drifted in through windows full of
soothing light. Definitely in the Himata Biotech arcology, although
Jackson had only foggy memories of ending up here.

No…no, she remembered. She sat down on the
bed once she was dressed, staring at her rig and taking a few long,
deep breaths. This was always a scary moment, now that everybody
had sobered up. Out the bedroom door, down a long hallway, she
could hear running water. Dishes clinking together.

A good sign. But still. She wanted to just
stroll down the hall and say good morning like it was nothing. She
strapped herself into the rig anyway, just in case. Ready to leave
if the conversation turned sour.

Jackson gave the window one last look before
leaving, wondering how hard it would be to climb out that way. Nice
and quiet, nobody the wiser. She snorted, once, a quiet laugh.
Stealth had never been her strong suit.

No, Alice Jackson preferred to face things
head on. Doomed or not.

Clunk clunk clunk down the hall, the
boots of the rig sinking into expensive carpet. She came out into a
long, narrow kitchen. Chris was frying something on the stove,
shirtless and wearing last night’s khakis.

Jackson paused in the doorway, staring.
Hesitating. Chris had let himself go, a little. He was still big,
clearly lifted on the regular. But he had love handles now, and a
small gut poking out over his waistband. His hair was undone, a
long, dark mane that hung wild around his shoulders, trailing down
and bleeding into the black tattoos on his arms and chest and back.
Lots of horses, and some kind of tribal design she wasn’t familiar
with.

But his right shoulder matched hers. A hound
breathing fire, with DOBERMAN running down his bicep.

“Morning,” he said, not looking over.
“Dressed already? Should’ve known you were a hit it and quit it
kind of girl, I guess.”

“Yeah, you know me. Conquest done, on to the
next victory,” she said. He’d set out a glass of water for her,
which she knocked back all at once. Much better, her mouth much
less full of sandpaper.

“A shame,” he said, killing the burner and
serving out a massive mound of scrambled eggs onto two plates. “I
could use some help with all this.”

There was coffee, too. The smells all
swirling together, mouth watering and stomach grumbling and
maddening in how good it all looked. Chris’s kitchen had a tall
island, a perfect place to stand across from each other and
eat.

A few bites helped. Much better, much more
awake, feeling nearly human again. Jackson took refuge in the food,
not looking up, not meeting his eyes yet.

“So how long’s it been for you, anyway?” he
asked.

That got her to look up.

“No offense,” he said, holding his hands out
in apology. “Just, you know, you said some stuff last night that
was…”

Oh. Fuck. Ugh.

“A while.” She shrugged. Jackson let that
hang for a good minute or so, not saying more, concentrating on
food and caffeine. But she did have to say what was on her mind,
eventually.

“This isn’t gonna be weird, is it?” Jackson
said.

Chris seemed to think about it for a second,
shrugging. “Doesn’t have to be anything. Shit just happens
sometimes, right?”

Jackson nodded. She was pleased with that
answer.

“I mean, it was pretty good shit,” he said.
“Hot shit. You don’t mind me saying so. I may perhaps be glad that
it just happened.”

Jackson smiled, but she was still on edge.
Could feel it, hovering in her senses, not going away. “I guess I
kinda feel weird about it,” she said, realizing out loud.

“I mean…I wouldn’t blame you.” Chris said.
“Being around you kind of brings some stuff back, you know?”

She couldn’t tell if she did know—her time in
the Hellhounds was fresh in her mind for a lot of reasons,
sure.

“I was fucked up in the head about it for a
long time. Still am,” he said. “I don’t know how I would handle it
if I saw the old crew like you did. Hearing Dunn’s voice in my ears
again.”

He shuddered. Not for comedic effect,
although it could’ve been mistaken for that. But Jackson knew.

“But we’re both different people now,” he
said, almost immediately wincing. “I meant like…you know, not
the—”

“I know what you meant,” Jackson said. “I
mean, look at you. Guard dog to the richest, most powerful man in
Haven. Who woulda guessed?”

He held his hands out, showing off the
gorgeous apartment all around them. “A well-paid guard dog. Seems
to be working out for me, right?”

“That it does,” Jackson said, finishing off
her coffee.

Chris’s eyes lit up, the flicker of implants
active again. “Wow, Pravin didn’t waste any time. He’s setting up a
meet and greet for your girl, getting her in front of cameras.”

Jackson snorted at that. Tess had mentioned
it. After all the theatrics of the Sapphire Shadow, it figured that
she would end up in front of a camera, glad-handing with
celebrities.

“Speaking of your girl,” he said. “I got
something for her, actually. You have any plans today?”

Jackson stared down at her empty cup. Still
feeling a quiver of that high-strung tension in her chest, still
feeling balanced on a tightrope.

It was fine, though. Everything was fine.
Strangely enough.

“Not really,” she said. “Still figuring
things out, I think.”

“Alright, we should go fetch the little
lovebirds then,” Chris said. “I’ve got a badass idea for a
tour.”

“…Yeah?” she said. “Yeah, okay. You’re gonna
top off this cup first, though.”

“Sure thing. You got your goggles?” Chris
asked as he poured her more coffee.

Jackson pulled them out of her pocket,
holding them up to her face.

Chris shook his head, smiling as he sent her
something. “We have to take you shopping, girl. Those things are
no bueno.”

Pictures popped up before Jackson could scoff
at him. “Oh, wow,” Jackson said. “Is that…?”

“Not the real thing, no,” he said.

It didn’t matter. Jackson chuckled and
nodded, flicking through a few more of the pics. “Yeah…yeah, Nadia
is gonna fucking love this.”

 


* * *

 


Nadia felt fantastic.

She’d fallen asleep after her meeting with
Pravin. Meeting, as if that was the right word. Just a casual
little chat that had changed her life forever. The penthouse had
been empty, and Nadia had taken another dose of painkillers before
settling down in her new bed.

Just for a moment. Just to rest her eyes,
catch her breath.

She was sleeping now. She knew she was
sleeping, could feel herself at rest. Like a lucid dream.
Just…lying there. Recharging. But vaguely conscious, sharp and
aware and alive.

I would like to wake up now.

She did. Her eyes slid open, already focused.
Awake. No bleary blinking, no creakiness, no aching need for some
kind of caffeine. Nadia sat up in bed and took a deep breath,
savoring the taste of the air.

Her chest didn’t hurt. She held it in,
breathing in even deeper, practically thrumming with energy.
Nothing hurt. Nothing ached. Quite the opposite, actually.

She looked down, at the gauze all over her
left forearm. The dull throb was gone. She tore off the bandage,
seeing only faint lines where deep cuts had been before, still
coated in dried-out remnants of medical gel.

Enhanced tissue regeneration. Enhanced, he
had said. Such understatement.

Nadia leapt out of the bed, running to the
bathroom on stable legs, not a single limp or hitch in her step.
The mirror made her gasp out loud—sure, her hair was still blonde.
But the scattered web of ugly scabs on the right side of her head
had healed over, pale and also crusted over with old gel.

She ran her hands through her hair, parting
it and taking a close look in the mirror. No change at all. It
wasn’t a miracle, not magic. But she could already imagine her new
permanent color growing in from the roots. She thought, for a
fleeting moment, about shaving it all off. Starting anew.

No, too close to her prison haircut. That
wound hadn’t magically healed. Nadia sighed aloud, vowing again to
dye her hair as soon as she had the chance. Couldn’t wait.

Another gauze pad, on the side of her throat.
She peeled it off, greeted again with unmarred skin. She stared,
mouth hanging open, carefully and gingerly touching herself on the
neck where she’d only hours ago felt a stinging little jolt every
time she talked or swallowed or moved at all.

Healed. Completely healed. How long had it
been? Hours, maybe? Nadia glanced out the window, at the dying
light of another early Haven sunset.

Tess had to see this.

“Tess?” she called out. The bedroom they had
claimed was empty. Nadia opened the door out to the rest of the
penthouse. It was an odd thing, a sort of solid curtain that became
firm the moment it was closed. She slid it aside and stepped out
onto the gently sloping staircase that wandered down.

“Tess?” she said again, leaning over the
railing. The main room was empty, slightly less peaceful and
idyllic. Stacks of boxes were crowded onto the middle of the floor,
Tess’s luggage from the train finally delivered to them.

Minus Nadia’s suit. Bloodstained and torn and
pockmarked with shrapnel. Nadia had been informed, very politely of
course, that it would be locked away for safekeeping with her
companion’s weapons.

She didn’t even care right now. Nadia rushed
downstairs, still not seeing anyone else there. Glasses and
earpieces, of course, still in her clothes. Back upstairs.

The front door opened before Nadia could rush
back to get them. Jackson walked in, Chris right behind her.

“Hey, Nadia! You weren’t answering your
messages, we…oh,” Jackson said, stopping in place.

“Jackson! Look!” Nadia said, rushing over to
them. It wasn’t as if she was completely naked. Still wearing a
shirt, at least. That wasn’t important right now. “Look, look,
look!”

She swept a hand over the side of her head,
craning her neck to show off the conspicuous lack of injury there
as well.

“What the hell?” Jackson said.

“Oh hey, you got that done,” Chris said,
politely keeping his eyes up. “Was wondering what was taking so
long.”

“I feel amazing,” Nadia said, unable to stop
herself. She grabbed Jackson by the harness of her rig, bouncing up
and down on the tips of her toes. “I feel incredible!”

“Heh, yeah, it’s a hell of a rush your first
time,” Chris said.

“First time?” Jackson said, blinking rapidly.
“Holy shit, you took a binder.”

Chris nudged Jackson on the shoulder. “See,
this is what you’re missing. I’ve got an appointment ready for you,
anytime you’re ready.”

“Yes!” Nadia gushed, still unable to stop
herself. “Oh, Jackson, you simply must! Look at me! Look at this!”
She pointed at her arm, and then at her leg, where her last patch
of gauze was still hanging around. Nadia tore it off as well,
showing off the pale skin of her thigh where an ugly bruise used to
be.

Jackson stared, obviously a little shocked.
She shook it off very quickly, though.

“Yeah, very incredible,” Jackson said,
shrugging and not sounding impressed. “Go get your pants on
already, we gotta show you something.”

Nadia felt herself floating back down to
reality, if only slightly. She immediately felt embarrassed.
Gushing at them like some kind of star-struck little girl. Most
unbecoming.

“Ahem. Yes. Of course,” she said. “One
moment.”

She went back upstairs, trying to maintain
poise in her step. Suddenly very uncomfortable, being so exposed in
front of a man she didn’t know. She hadn’t caught him staring, but
still. At least Jackson was there. Jackson could stare all she
liked, Nadia decided.

She got dressed quickly, taking a minute in
the bathroom to wash away the crusted remnants of medical gel. She
couldn’t stop staring, couldn’t stop feeling her newly healed skin.
Rubbing gently along her neck long after it was clean.

“My apologies,” she said, descending back out
into the main lounge again, much more composed now. “Jackson,
Chris, good afternoon. How was your—”

How was your night, she didn’t finish
asking. Nadia’s eyes shot open wide. She’d been so caught up in her
wounds disappearing that she’d completely forgotten. Jackson had
most definitely not been in the penthouse that morning, which meant
that she had most definitely not come home last night. Which meant
that…ah, yes! Delightful!

Most importantly, it meant that Nadia had
been right.

“How was your night?” Nadia said, overflowing
with smugness, giving Jackson a barely contained smile.

“…Fine,” Jackson said.

“Fine, was it?” Nadia said. She couldn’t stop
grinning.

Chris, again, maintained a polite and neutral
silence. Jackson grimaced at her, waving her on toward the door.
“Come on, daylight’s wasting.”

They walked out to the elevator, skirting the
edge of the arcology’s park again. It had been pleasant and
impressive before. It was almost overwhelming now. Every color,
every little shuddering leaf, every bird huddled on a branch, so
obvious and close and real. Nadia slowed down, marveling
around her with open-faced wonder.

“You okay?” Jackson asked as Nadia caught up
to them at the elevator.

She didn’t bother answering that. Chris had
his back to them for a delicious moment, keying the elevator. Nadia
poked Jackson in the ribs, gently, over and over, pointing at Chris
and unable to hold back a naughty grin.

Jackson slapped her hand away, silently
mouthing stop it, shut up, shut UP.

Nadia was undeterred, poking again until
Chris turned around. Today was turning out to be a very wonderful
day, indeed. They’d been standing in the elevator, going up, for
several long seconds before Nadia realized that she had no idea
where they were going. She asked Jackson, surprised when Chris
answered her.

“Tour of Haven,” he said.

“Why do I get the feeling that is
misleading?” Nadia said.

“Trust us,” Jackson said.

Intriguing. Very well then, some kind of
surprise. The elevator doors opened into a much different space
than the park they’d left. Indoors, most definitely. Still a wide,
arched hallway full of gentle earth tones, each wall lined with
benches and long planters full of lush foliage, vines climbing
toward the ceiling.

There were doors stretching off in either
direction. Nothing written anywhere.

“How do you even tell which door is what?”
Nadia asked.

“All virtual signage,” Chris said, his eyes
lit up. He led them to a nearby set of double doors. “Haven is big
on the aesthetics, you know?”

Of course. Nadia hadn’t seen any kind of
advertisements, she realized. Not so much as a billboard.

“Welcome to my garage,” he said, opening the
doors and stepping aside.

Hangar may have been more appropriate.
It was a wide-open room, over a dozen feet tall. The wall ahead of
them didn’t exist, or at least had been left open, looking out over
the rest of Haven.

But nothing else about the room caught
Nadia’s eye.

A line of a half-dozen bikes waited for them,
all parked on landing skids. A few were covered, but the one
closest to them was gorgeous. Bright red, in beautiful condition,
the fairings polished until they shone. Nadia rushed over to it,
unable to help herself.

“This is a Fumitsu, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Yeah, the GX…” Chris started.

“Eighteen hundred,” she finished. “May
I?”

Chris gave her a by all means nod. She
ran her hand over the seat and up to the handlebars, caressing the
ignition button before resting on the throttle. It wasn’t her
favorite line of models. She preferred electric, skimming through
the sky much more quietly.

But she had ridden one of these, in the past.
Remembered it fondly. Powerful enough for her satisfaction,
indeed.

“That’s my main ride,” Chris said. “You
should check out that one on the end, though. Just picked her up.
Think it might be perfect for you.”

Curious. She looked up at them, probing for
answers. Chris said nothing, and Jackson was biting her tongue,
fighting to hold back a smile.

The bike at the end of the line was covered,
but Nadia could already tell she liked it. Something sleek and
femme about the shape, surely brimming with understated class. She
walked over and pulled the cover off, gasping out loud the moment
she laid eyes on it.

It was beautiful. Matte black, custom-built,
what was once a Metro PD cruiser model stripped down to its mighty
engine and rebuilt.

“It’s not the original, obviously,” Chris
said. “Custom replica.”

Nadia barely heard him, covering her mouth
with her hands. Her heart wouldn’t beat. It was a little blurry
through a sudden abundance of water in her eyes, but she was sure
there was even writing on the side. Theseus II, in her own
florid cursive, punctuated with a crimson lipstick kiss.

“Bought it when they found you again. Just in
case,” Chris said. “Doesn’t have the cool electronics package Tess
made, of course. Probably not as tuned up, too. Maybe she can take
a look at it?”

Nadia scrambled to get her glasses out,
slamming her gloves on. She snapped a flurry of pictures, fumbling
at the virtual controls to send them to Tess.

Tess was set to Do Not Disturb. An
away message popped up for her.

Hey I saw you were sleeping and that is good
and I let you stay that way haha, you need to heal

Nadia felt another smirk as she read those
words.

Gotta do some stuff with Holly, I’ll find
you later

A shame. It would have felt very appropriate
to take an inaugural ride with Tess on the seat behind her, arms
wrapped snug around Nadia’s waist.

But she also knew she couldn’t wait. Nadia
was only barely keeping herself from hopping on and revving it to
life as it was. Something opened and shut loudly, at the back wall
of the hangar. Chris grabbing something from a set of lockers and
bringing it over.

A helmet. And a jacket. Both in her size,
both black, the jacket sleek but still thick with armor
padding.

“A little welcome gift,” he said, holding
them out to her.

Nadia felt herself make an excited little
squeal, quickly clearing her throat and taking them. “Thank you,”
she half-whispered, half-gasped, trading him her old jacket and
suiting up without another word.

He had other clothes, more helmets at the
lockers. Chris and Jackson went over to them, talking. Saying
something. Nadia didn’t listen, it didn’t matter, nothing else
mattered but how badly she needed to be riding. Right
now.

She mounted the saddle, flipping a few
switches and testing the throttle. Everything was exactly where it
used to be, from the multi-purpose display to the air brake
handles.

They’d even recreated the words etched above
the display. BE CAREFUL, with a little heart next to it.
Nadia took one glove off so she could touch the words, sliding her
fingers over them.

Smooth. Not a perfect recreation. Tess had
carved them onto the original Theseus by hand, rough little
scratches that caught on the skin of Nadia’s fingers every
time.

But whoever made this couldn’t have known
that. Probably painstakingly recreated from pictures and security
feed footage. No matter. Nadia lit up the engine, filling the
hangar with a low whine as she gently tapped one of the pedals. Her
steed lifted up a few feet, landing skids folding silently up into
place.

“Hey, hold up!” she heard Jackson yelling
behind her. “Still getting suited up here.”

Nadia absolutely did not hold up. She blasted
off into the open, shooting out of the side of the Himata Biotech
arcology, cold wind beating against her chest. Clear skies, empty
air, just for her.

Chris had been correct—it wasn’t quite as
perfectly tuned as the original. The first Theseus had been
carefully calibrated to her weight with the suit on, as seamless an
extension of her as the suit itself.

But this was still an impressive beast, a
light racing frame perched on an incredibly powerful engine. Nadia
banked hard into a turn, grinning ear to ear under her helmet as
she took off in a long curve hugging the side of the arc. Jets were
landing and taking off on helipads stories above her, and sloping
terraced parks were spread out for many stories below.

She braked and turned sharp in the other
direction, leaning into it, slaloming into a wide loop back around
to Chris’s hangar. The quiet sprawl of Haven stretched out below
her, ending at a port where the ocean sparkled endlessly under the
setting sun. The other, lesser arcologies sprung up here and there,
green light glowing at her through the foliage of their parks.

Chris’s voice crackled to life in her helmet.
“Not so close to the arc, come on. There’s other hangars all around
the side, you don’t wanna catch somebody on their way out.”

Coward. Nadia giggled to herself, seeing her
two companions slowly taxiing out the hangar door. Chris was indeed
on the red Fumitsu, and Jackson was riding a blue beast of a
machine, a model Nadia didn’t recognize.

It was as if she’d never stopped riding,
every control at her fingers like instinct. She pinned the throttle
and roared right at them, kicking the air brakes on and sliding
into a stop at the last possible moment. The brakes made a
squealing hiss as she coasted in close to Jackson’s bike.
Maybe a bit closer than she had meant, coming in almost close
enough to touch.

Jackson didn’t budge, not shaken in the
least. Her chest shook like she was chuckling, shaking her head.
Nadia could only barely see her green eyes through her visor.

“Told you it was a bad idea, giving her a
bike again,” Jackson said in her helmet.

“Yeah, you know it just occurred to me that
she used to get up to no good with one of those,” Chris said. “I
don’t know how you girls do it back home, but there is a legal
altitude limit here. And a speed limit. Fair warning.”

Nadia ignored him. She clicked one of her
directional jets on, rotating so she was pointed the same way as
Jackson’s bike. Facing the coast.

It was breathtaking. Nadia stood up on the
stirrups, her heart trilling a little at hovering out in the open
air again. Taking a moment to just stare. Jackson seemed to be
doing the same at her side, relaxed and letting her elbows rest on
the handlebars.

“Jackson?”

“Yeah?” she said, sitting up.

“Race you to the ocean?”

“Hey!” Chris said. “Ha ha, very funny
ladies.”

Still ignored. “Straight shot?” Jackson
asked, revving her engine a little. “You’re gonna lose, this
thing’s gas-fired. Probably got twice the EPR of that little
thing.”

That little thing. Nadia scoffed,
feeling a wicked smile on her face.

“I suppose I shall need a head start, then,”
she said, taking off into a shallow dive. She pulled into a barrel
roll as she went, corkscrewing through the air, holding on tight
with her thighs. No reason other than the thrill of it.

“For Christ’s sake,” Chris said, “I’m gonna
have to pull rank and get you two out of tickets, aren’t I?”

“I imagine this is under the altitude limit?”
Nadia said.

Jackson was already gaining on her. “Yeah,
and I don’t think that prissy little ride of hers can even break
the speed limit. Right?”

Nadia felt herself sputter a few indignant
gasps, pushing the handlebars down into a breakneck dive. She was
skimming the tops of the terraces now, hugging her body close to
the bike, speedometer ticking up at a blur. Jackson was still
gaining on her, screaming along behind in the same breakneck
dive.

Which suited Nadia just fine. It wasn’t fun
if it wasn’t a close chase, after all.

 


* * *

 


“Where are you right now?”

Tess didn’t answer her right away. Nadia’s
new helmet had been linked, added to the glasses and earpieces Tess
had given her. She was flying—still flying, drifting around above
the streets of Haven, long after Chris and Jackson had called it a
night.

Not that Jackson hadn’t tried to stay out
with her. Nadia had to practically beg her to go home with Chris,
insisting over and over that she would be fine.

It was getting cold up here. She was enjoying
hovering up here in the dark, watching the lights of Haven come
alive below. But even she had to admit that a break would be nice
now.

“Oh, hey,” Tess said in her ears. “I told
you, at the Bramble with Holly. What’s up?”

Nadia didn’t answer her right away. She knew
she was close. A quick query in her helmet’s display had given her
a beacon to follow. But she didn’t really need it. The Bramble was
its own beacon, spotlights shooting up into the sky.

She tilted the nose of her new bike down,
revving the engine and swooping lower toward the city. The wind bit
her knuckles, even through the gloves. Probably just as well to
call it a night, then.

Not that she really wanted to. Nothing could
really compare to blasting around on one of these at night,
swooping through the canyons of a city skyline, wind blowing
through her hair. Reveling in the pure, delinquent joy of it.

The roof of the Bramble was oddly bare
compared to the buildings around it. It would have made a lovely
little bar all on its own, if it were renovated. But it was also
missing the gardens and solar panels that seemed to grace every
single other rooftop in the city.

Strange. Nadia landed, killing the engine and
taking off her helmet. She could hear the music from the club
below, feel it really, a dull thumping creeping up into her shoes.
Nothing around her but buzzing HVAC units and vent openings.

But there was a stairwell, with a door.
Somebody had to get out here occasionally to work on the gigantic
spotlights, after all.

“Can you come up to the roof?” Nadia
said.

“Uh, what?” Tess said. “Of the Bramble?”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “Hurry.”

It would take Tess a minute or two to find
her way up here, surely. Nadia rested her helmet on the seat behind
her, taking a quick moment to fuss with her hair. Adjust her pose.
Standing atop her new ride, straddling it, waiting in front of the
stairwell so that the first thing Tess would see when she opened
the door would be worthy of a pin-up.

It worked. Extremely well, by the look on
Tess’s face when the door finally opened. She halted mid-step, jaw
dropping open.

“Good evening,” Nadia said, leaning over the
handlebars and giving her a smoky, sultry smile.

“Holy fuck,” Tess said, running over and
immediately ignoring Nadia, crouching down to run her hands over
the chassis of the bike instead. “Where did you…where did this come
from?”

Nadia rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t blame
Tess. “Chris had it made. Some place called Arctic Coast Customs,
he said.”

“Aww, they even did your lipstick,” Tess
said, her eyes lit up as she scanned it all over. “Theseus the
Second. Heh, I get it. Wow. Cool. Very flattering, seeing somebody
copy my work. Clearly inferior to the original, though.
Obviously.”

“Obviously,” Nadia said. “Chris gave me full
access to his garage. This is mine now.”

Tess stood back up, looking much less
excited. “That’s…suspiciously cool of him.”

“Oh, leave him alone,” Nadia said. “He seems
quite nice.”

“I’m scanning this thing for tracking
devices,” Tess said. “Right now.”

“Tess! Relax,” Nadia said, taking her by the
arm and pulling her close. She swung one leg over the seat, sitting
sidesaddle to face Tess. “He took Jackson and I for a ride today. I
wish you’d been there, it was quite fun.”

“Knowing the way you drive?” Tess said,
pulling away from her with a cheeky smile. “No thanks.”

Tess had not been kidding. She ducked down
again and started scanning with her eyes, no doubt connecting to
the bike’s onboard systems. “I put every piece of the first Theseus
together myself. These guys are joking if they think they can sneak
some bullshit past me on this one.”

Nadia sighed. Tess hadn’t even noticed
today’s other big change yet. Again, not surprising. “We got pulled
over.”

“What?!” Tess’s head popped back up slightly.
“Lying low! Remember?”

“Chris took care of it. Let off with a
warning,” Nadia said. “Sometimes it is helpful to have friends in
high places, Tess.”

“Mmm,” Tess said, like she was frowning. She
stood back up, still warily staring at the bike. “It’s clean. Not
even a mic on it. I guess it’s cool, then.”

But Tess also couldn’t stop grinning, giving
the new bike a few affectionate little pats.

“See? Chris isn’t so bad,” Nadia said. She
prepared an exquisitely smug little smile, deeply pleased with this
next part. “He and Jackson spent last night together.”

“Ugh! I was afraid of that,” Tess said,
groaning. “I wanted to set her up with Holly.”

“I suppose I win, then,” Nadia said, still
exquisitely smug.

“This is not okay,” Tess said. “That dude
works for Pravin, very closely, and we should be careful about how
close we—”

Tess stopped mid-word. Staring at Nadia now.
Finally noticing the conspicuous lack of scabs on the side of her
head.

“Wait wait wait what,” Tess said.
“Hang on, why are you flying?! What happened to your—”

Nadia attained heretofore-unheard-of levels
of smugness, craning her neck to show Tess where a bandage had been
stuck before.

Tess looked utterly shocked, taking a
wobbling step back. “You took a binder?”

“The full package,” Nadia said. “Tess, I feel
amazing. Everyone should take one of these! We have to get one for
you as well!”

“Eww, no!”

That hurt. More than a little. Tess was
recoiling from her. Actually recoiling.

“What is wrong with you?” Nadia said.

“Wrong with me?!”

“Yes, you’re looking at me like I…” Nadia
glared, crossing her arms with a dainty little harumph. “How
is it any different from you and your arms and all your
implants?”

“That’s not it. At all,” Tess said. “Pravin
just gave you one, didn’t he?”

“…So what if he did?”

“Ugggh!” Tess groaned, long and loud and
shouting it up to the skies. “And what does he expect in return,
huh?”

“Just my appearance at some silly little
spectacle tomorrow,” Nadia said. “Relax, Tess, I can handle
this.”

Tess crossed her arms as well, still standing
a grumpy distance away. “I still don’t like this.”

Nadia had thought they had settled this
little conflict last night on the train. “This is my decision.”

“It affects me,” Tess said. “And it’s still
stupid.”

Nadia made an indignant little gasp, a
ladylike display of offense. “I am buying us good will from the
most powerful man in Haven. That is something potentially useful, I
should think?”

“You’re accepting bribes from a narcissistic
plutocrat!” Tess said.

“You brought me here!” Nadia said. “You put
us under his protection!”

Tess started to say something, but caught
herself, sliding into an angry little pout instead.

“Oh, Tess…” Nadia said, easing her voice
down. “I didn’t mean it like that. Honestly? I think I love it
here. Haven is wonderful.”

Tess scoffed. But she seemed…relieved,
perhaps? It was hard to tell. Still haunted by something.

“I’ll admit I am a little embarrassed to say
it out loud, but it’s true,” Nadia said. “I’m so grateful you
brought me here. I never imagined I would…I don’t know…be happy? To
be in a place?”

It sounded so trite. So silly. She reached
out with her hands, beckoning Tess to come closer again.

“We could be very comfortable here, you and
I,” Nadia said.

Tess did not come closer. She looked away,
off to the side. Guilty. Like her heart was breaking.

“…Tess?”

She let out a long sigh, steeling herself up
to admit something. “Listen, uh…I may be engaged in some very
illegal activities with Holly.”

Nadia felt some incredibly indelicate words
threaten to spill out from her mouth.

“I see,” is all she let out. “I suppose
neither of us is all that good at lying low then, hmm?”

“Yeah…” Tess said.

“What do you need from me?” Nadia said.

“Nothing!” Tess said, instantly,
apologetically. “No, no, you don’t need to worry about it. I think
it’s safer if you do your thing. You know, schmooze it up with
Pravin for a minute. Keep him distracted.”

That also hurt. Also more than a little. For
some reason.

“You…don’t want me involved?” Nadia said,
surprised at how quiet she was being.

“No, not like…we just have to be careful,”
Tess said. “We don’t want Pravin coming after you. You do that dumb
thing tomorrow, get it over with, and I’ll work on getting you a
new place.”

“Us. Getting us a new place,” Nadia said.

“Yeah! Right, yeah,” Tess said. “And I might
be…out of touch, here and there. Radio silence.”

Nadia gave her a confused look.

“Busy. And it’ll be easier for you that way,”
Tess said. “Plausible deniability. It’s safer if you don’t know
anything for now, right?”

Nadia disagreed. Vehemently, in fact. But
this seemed to be what Tess wanted.

“Very well,” Nadia said. Still very quiet.
“For now.”

“Right,” Tess said, not meeting her eyes.
“Just for a little bit.”


Chapter Thirteen: Publicity Tour




“Thank you again for doing this,” Pravin said.

Brushes kissed the skin of her cheeks,
feather-light and tickling. Nadia didn’t laugh, staying perfectly
still as the woman finished, adding a bit more powder here and
there for good measure.

So much makeup. Very much not her usual
style, but the camera had very specific demands. She opened her
eyes, squinting at first against the harsh glare of vanity lights.
The mirror showed her something she very much approved of, even
with the overdone cosmetics.

Freshly dyed that morning. Inky black again.
Finally.

“You’re sure you wouldn’t like to take a look
at the wardrobe selection?” he asked.

Nadia scoffed at him, standing up with a sure
little smirk. She was still wearing the biker jacket Chris had
given her. Yes, she was there at Pravin’s request. But she would
draw the line at certain things, and she would certainly not be
dressing anything like one of his little stable of assistants.

She popped her collar at him. “Feels
appropriate to maintain a bit of a rakish image, does it not?”

“I suppose that’s what you are famous for,”
Pravin said, still full of a warm smile. “A good eye for your
brand. I see it now. Dressed as if you’d just arrived, barely made
it here.”

“Made it with your help,” she said,
graciously, smoothing it over. Stroking his ego a little. Letting
him feel as in charge as he wanted to feel.

“I very much have no idea what you mean,” he
said, throwing her a wink. “How are you feeling, by the way?”

“Wonderful, actually!” she said, unable to
hold it in. She came close to tapping him on the arm, catching
herself just in time.

“Changes everything, doesn’t it?”

“It does!” she said, openly gushing now, not
having to fake it.

“I still remember my first time,” he said,
with a dreamy sigh. “Unlike most of the fossils you are about to
meet, I am sure. Are you ready?”

She nodded and tried to follow Pravin back
out into the hall, but he made a big chivalrous show of ushering
her out first. They were instantly surrounded by a gaggle of his
assistants, flanking them on either side as they walked the short
few steps to the boardroom.

A set of large double doors awaited them.
Nothing quite so extravagant as Pravin’s office—

Lair

As Pravin’s office upstairs. These also bore
the Himata Biotech logo, a simple stylized rendition of a rising
sun in gold.

“Couldn’t help but overhear that you’ve
already had a run-in with the Peace Patrol?” Pravin said.

Nadia smiled again. “Merely a
misunderstanding. Haven’s traffic laws are quite confusing for a
simple girl like myself.”

Pravin laughed. “Yes, yes, a
misunderstanding, of course. Chris sorted things out?”

“Very helpfully,” Nadia said. “Do you
ride?”

“No, no, not for me,” Pravin said, giving her
an odd, knowing look. “But we all have our indiscretions, don’t
we?”

They came to a stop at the doors before Nadia
could think of an appropriate response.

“I would tell you to be careful what you say
around these vipers,” Pravin said to her, quietly, “but I have a
feeling this isn’t your first rodeo, so to speak.”

It was not. Nadia steeled herself up.

Chin up, back straight, show no
weakness.

The doors opened. “Ladies and gentlemen, I am
pleased to introduce Nadia Ashpool,” Pravin said.

It was a boardroom, yes. But smaller than she
had been expecting. Modest, by her standards anyway. Two men and
three women in suits were standing there, eager smiles on their
faces. Along with a row of what Nadia assumed to be journalists
crowded against the far wall.

“Welcome to Haven!” a man said, stepping
forward to shake her hand. There were no clicks or flashes as
cameras went off, the lighting in the room already arranged just
so. But every person along the far wall was watching obediently,
eyes or glasses lit up.

“Rex Woods the Third,” the man said, “CEO of
PetroNorth. I can’t tell you how happy we are to offer you asylum
here in Haven. Haven welcomes all!”

“Haven welcomes all!” the rest of the board
answered.

“You poor girl,” one of the women said,
approaching for a much more gentle handshake. “So brave of you to
expose your family’s crimes. I’m Elizabeth Sackler-DeVos, Executive
Director of Polar Horizons.”

She pronounced it oddly to Nadia’s ears.
Eliza, pause, Beth.

“A pleasure to meet you all,” Nadia said, a
fake smile stuck on her face. “I do feel welcome here in
Haven.”

More handshakes, each one pausing and looking
over to the photographers. Perfect little snapshots for the news
feeds. A few more names Nadia wouldn’t bother remembering,
long-winded titles that she instinctively hated.

“Is this all of you?” she asked after the
fifth greeting.

“Yes, all six of us,” Pravin said, posing for
a picture with her. “You are looking at all of Haven’s Board of
Supervisors.”

Eliza, pause, Beth put a hand on her
shoulder. “We want you to know that you’re safe here, now. I’m sure
it will take some time to really feel that way after being so
cruelly imprisoned for three years.”

Two years, two hundred and fifty-four
days

Nadia didn’t say it. This woman didn’t look
much older than her.

“Oh, dear, it must have been awful. You’re so
strong, to make it here today.”

Nadia had never met her grandparents, not a
one of them. She couldn’t put her finger on it, still, but the
board members all seemed far older than they looked. That same
ineffable something she kept detecting on Pravin.

“You know I hadn’t really looked into your
story?” Rex said. “But I’ll admit I’m a bit of a fan now. You
really gave it to those Auktoris thugs, didn’t you?

She was sure it was all empty flattery, but
it was still being performed for her benefit. Performed genuinely
enough. “Thank you, all of you,” she said. “Pravin had not prepared
me for such a warm reception.”

“Of course he didn’t!” Rex said, laughing
with a huge good-old-boy smile. “Keep your eye on that son of a
bitch. There’s a reason he’s been chairman for…what’s it been,
thirty years now?”

“I serve at the board’s pleasure,” Pravin
said with a bow. “Nadia, I believe there was something you wanted
to say?”

Yes. Yes of course. They’d spent all morning
on it. There was a lectern set up in the room already, waiting for
her. Positioned to frame the Himata logo on the wall behind it,
setting the speaker up in front of the blaze of a rising sun.

Alright. Here we go.

Deep breath. She settled in behind the
lectern, keenly aware of the many eyes on her. She was being asked
to perform, yes. Uncomfortable. But she would make the most of
it.

Chin up. Back straight. Show no…

Well, show a little weakness. She was a
prisoner of conscience, after all. A victim of injustice. Nadia
forced a smile onto her face. A sad smile, appropriate for the sad,
heartbreaking tale of the Ashpool clan.

Back home, in her youth, she had been
cautioned by her mother to never engage with the public. Do not be
on camera. Do not bandy your name about. You owe them nothing, not
even your words.

But she was not under her mother’s thumb any
more. Never again. Nadia cleared her throat and opened her mouth to
speak.

 


* * *

 


Protests here seemed almost pleasant, in a way.

Jackson kept herself far to the edge of the
sidewalk, hugging the faces of buildings. As out of sight as
possible. The march was taking up the road beside her, a thick
crowd of people chanting and holding signs.

It almost felt like a big party. There were
drums, a tangled mess of different voices over loudspeakers,
whistles and laughing and energy in the air, nothing like anything
she’d felt back home. A wide line of people in the road nearby were
carrying a banner together, an actual cloth banner.

Dissolve the Board! The People’s Council
Serves US!

It all felt nice. Too nice. Jackson was
all-too-aware of the jet far above them, doing wide lazy circles,
no doubt scanning every face in the crowd. A pair of Peace Patrol
officers were hovering much lower, watching from atop bikes.

The crowd had stalled a bit, too. Jackson
craned her neck, zooming with her goggles. Far down the road ahead
was a blockade, cute little temporary barricades and a line of
officers in khaki uniforms, green riot armor thrown on.

Still no guns, that she could see anyway.
Jackson couldn’t quite wrap her head around that one. The Peace
Patrol appeared to be armed with nothing but clubs, everything from
long staff-like weapons to short truncheons to old-school
nightsticks. They didn’t even have shields.

She was supposed to be meeting Tess at the
Bramble. Up ahead, past all this mess. Should’ve just taken one of
Chris’s bikes. She typed out a quick message, attaching pics from
her goggles.

You seen all this?

It took Tess a few seconds to respond.

Take the subway

Something pinged in Jackson’s HUD. She had to
turn around and backtrack, swimming upstream against the mob. She’d
seen several of them now, the subway entrances. Pleasant little
archways, just like everything else here. The stairs led down,
below the sidewalk. Oddly dark.

Quiet, too. Jackson stomped her way down the
stairs, the boots of her rig clacking against bare cement. The
chanting behind her faded, dying down to nothing as she took
U-turns around half landings. When she reached the bottom, she had
to pause for a moment to really take it in.

The tunnel was dim. Her goggles adjusted
quicker than she did, staring for a bit. It was a simple open
roadway, crowded with cars this time. Well, cars maybe
wasn’t the right word. Silly little open-top things, looking for
all the world like golf carts. They zipped back and forth in front
of her, crammed with people, some of them overflowing with workers
sitting on the hood and off the rear.

Uniformed, almost all of them. Cheap suits.
Brightly colored polos. Or crisp white shirts with simple black
pants, the garb of a server. The sides of the tunnel were crowded,
pedestrians trying to squeeze past makeshift vendor stalls, cobbled
together out of folding tables.

Jackson couldn’t smell any spicy meat
sizzling over trash barrel grills. But it might as well have been
there.

One of the carts screeched to a halt in front
of her, empty except for the driver. “You need a ride?” he
asked.

“Uh…” Something was very odd about his head.
His hair looked…Jackson wasn’t sure what was going on there.

But she did need a ride. “I’m going to the
Bramble?”

His face lit up, nodding like he approved.
“Hell yeah, that’s on my way anyway. Hop in!”

She did, and he took off before she’d even
finished sitting down. The seats were cracked and falling apart,
little bits of foam crumbling out onto the floor.

“You new in Haven?” he said.

“That obvious?” she said. “What is all this?
Monorail is free, right?”

“That shit’s for citizens,” he said, shaking
his head. “Ain’t gonna find any of those down here.”

Figured. Jackson tried not to stare, but she
realized that his hair was not, in fact, hair. His head was covered
in short fleshy tentacles, swept back sort of like a hairdo. She
wasn’t a fan, tried instead to look at the tattoos on his arms.
Something else to talk about.

But those were odd, too. Dark patterns
running through his skin, shifting like ink blots every time he
moved. She looked out at the tunnel, noticing for the first time
the many doors and entrances carved into the sides. They had
physical signs, businesses announcing their presence. But not
storefronts. Just simple little doors for the help.

“How long you lived here?” she asked.

“Pfft, almost ten years.” He pulled them into
a sharp turn down another tunnel, blaring the cart’s weak little
horn as he dodged around traffic. “Still doing this gig driver
shit, too.”

“Where you from?” Jackson said. “If you don’t
mind me asking, that is.”

He shrugged, giving her an easy smile.
“Vancouver.”

Jackson hissed, gritting her teeth.
“Sorry.”

He shrugged again, with less of a smile this
time.

“Hey, at least you made it out.”

“Yeah. Haven welcomes all, right?” he pulled
over, screeching to a stop. Or at least as much screeching as the
little cart could pull off.

“What do I owe you?” Jackson said as she
climbed out.

“On the house.”

“What? No, come on.”

He waved her off. “You ride for free,
killer.” He raised one hand, pointing his finger at her like a
gun.

Bang

Jackson blinked, a little startled. Almost
like he’d really shot at her. He pulled back into traffic without
another word, leaving her at an unmarked door on the side of the
tunnel.

There was no knob. Jackson knocked on it a
few times, the metal of her gauntlet loudly thunking each
time.

Another message popped up in her goggles.

One minute

Stuck waiting. The road traffic was lighter
here, not jam-packed with golf carts. Something like a mini box
truck rolled past, this one without a driver. Made sense, Jackson
supposed. Wouldn’t want trucks like that up on the surface all the
time. Not when Haven was all about the aesthetics.

The door opened inward, Tess’s head poking
out around the edge. “Hey! Come on in.”

Jackson followed her into a bare hallway,
electrical conduits and pipes snaking all over the ceiling. It
smelled vaguely damp. Stale. Like old mold.

Felt like they were back in their element, in
a way. Jackson had been living with Tess in various squats and safe
houses for almost three years there, planning and plotting and
training. Scraping by, surviving only on whatever they could steal
or capture.

She thought back, unexpectedly, to the first
time she’d ever seen Tess. Hadn’t thought much of her then—just a
snarky little brat in a scrap shop, giving Jackson a hard time
about her implants. Long, long before she would learn the name
Tess Tanaka.

Felt like a long time ago.

“Neat, right?” Tess said, holding her hands
out to a rambling set of open rooms. The basement of the Bramble
looked more like one of their old safe houses than it probably
should have. Bare concrete walls and floors, covered here and there
by faded oriental rugs. Part of the space was filled up with work
tables and computers and glassware, a clunky old centrifuge
whirring away. It wasn’t unlike some of the drug labs Jackson had
seen over the course of her career.

Another corner was already being taken over
by Tess, her boxes from the train crammed up against the wall. “I’m
still getting settled in. Need to get my hands on some printers,
though.”

“Yeah? What needs printing?”

“New parts for these, first of all,” Tess
said, wobbling her prosthetics in the air. “Don’t know how long
it’s gonna take, though.”

“For printers?” Jackson said. They were one
thing Tess seemed to always have around. “Holly can’t hook you
up?”

“Strictly regulated,” Tess said, in a bad
impression of Chris. “I hate to quote Raekell, but this place
really is no fun.”

Jackson smiled, looking around at what would
soon be another in a long series of Tess’s temporary workshops. No
doubt also soon to be full of illegal contraband. “Couldn’t wait
more than a few days to be a criminal again, huh?”

“Look who’s talking,” Tess said, giving her a
sly look. “Out getting tickets already.”

“Oh, Nadia told you about that?’

“Couldn’t wait to brag about it,” Tess said.
She nodded at a chair over in the lab corner. “Speaking of breaking
the law, let’s get you sorted out.”

It was most definitely an old dentist’s
chair. Jackson was pretty sure the rig would get in the way, so she
took a minute to unhook the harness and drag her limbs out of the
exoskeleton. Felt weird, walking without it these days. Weak.
Vulnerable.

She settled into the chair, putting her feet
up and grunting a little when Tess kicked a lever on the side to
recline it.

“Relax,” Tess said, pulling an overhead light
into place. “Holly will be down in a minute.”

Jackson wondered what it would have been like
if she had gone into the back of the official Himata clinic.
Sitting low in a reclined chair like this, harsh light stinging in
her eyes. She tried and failed to relax, too uncomfortable.

Tess was rubbing something against Jackson’s
arm. An odd little scanner made of white plastic, the material old
and faded into a sickly beige. Her pupils were glazed over,
eyebrows scrunched in concentration. “You want the good news or the
bad news first?”

Jackson grimaced. “Dealer’s choice.”

“Wearing the rig seems to be helping. The
tearing has slowed down. Looks really close to when you started
wearing it all the time, actually.”

It only barely qualified as news. Jackson
could feel that already.

“I mean, it’s not my area of expertise, for
sure,” Tess said. “But these scans look good.”

“What’s the bad news?”

Tess sighed. “Holly doesn’t think they can do
anything to help with it.”

Jackson started to get up. “Then what the
heck am I doing here?”

“I lied, that first part wasn’t actually the
good news,” Tess said, holding Jackson down with a gentle push of
her hand. “There they are!”

“Hello, hello, welcome to my dark and dirty
secret,” Holly said, walking into Jackson’s view. They took off
another brilliant suit jacket, hanging it up over in the corner and
rolling up their sleeves. “Ms. Jackson. Such a specimen in my
office today. Feeling hale and healthy and fine, I hope?”

Jackson nodded and waved. The waitress from
the club, the catgirl, walked up to her side. Wearing a little more
than she had been the other night.

“Can I get you anything from upstairs?” she
said.

She rested one hand on Jackson’s arm, tracing
fingers up her bicep. Her eyes were multi-colored, an odd prism of
rainbow light that shifted and shimmered.

“No, thanks,” Jackson said. “What am I in
for, here?”

“Well, we have a wide variety of genetic
modifications in our library,” Holly said, sitting down in a chair
and rolling over to Jackson’s other side. “But unfortunately we are
missing the one you need.”

Holly reached for Jackson’s hand. Jackson let
them take it, not flinching when they clamped a device to her
fingertip that clicked and stabbed a needle into her skin, stealing
a drop of blood.

She’d been through this kind of thing enough
times. “I don’t understand.”

“It’s not quite like your friend Pravin makes
it sound,” Holly said. “They don’t write the code themselves. They
just copy from existing mutations. Usually, anyway. It’s extremely
difficult to write them from scratch.”

“And they don’t let the best ones get around
much, I’m guessing?” Jackson said.

“Brilliant deduction. I didn’t know you used
to be a detective?” Holly said.

Jackson laughed a little. The catgirl was
still resting her hand on Jackson’s arm, tracing her fingernails
around the crest of Tactical Team Bravo tattooed on her left
shoulder.

“Enhanced tissue regeneration is one of their
most closely guarded binder packages,” Holly said. “I’ve been
trying to recreate it myself, but it turns out there’s a very fine
line between miraculous healing abilities and tumorous overgrowth.
Not something I’m comfortable administering to a human yet.”

They clicked the little device with Jackson’s
blood into a larger machine, putting on a pair of glasses and
swiping at a private display.

“If I could get my hands on the blood of a
recipient, though…” Holly said.

Jackson looked over, her eyes meeting Tess’s.
She knew they were both thinking the same thing.

“I need to steal some of Nadia’s blood,” Tess
said.

“That is not what I was gonna say,”
Jackson said. “Just ask her for some, you freak.”

“That would be nice,” Holly said. “We tried
scraping DNA off your new beau’s glass from the other night…”

“Beau is a little strong,” Jackson
said.

“Good!” Tess said. “I’m Team Holly, all the
way.”

“Down, girl,” Holly said. “There was
something very…off about that man’s spit. The cells broke down
quickly. We couldn’t get anything useful out of it.”

That gave Jackson pause.

“I swear I’m not just trying to put you off
him,” Holly said. “I suppose you two do look quite the item
together.”

Jackson scoffed again, but she couldn’t help
smiling a little. Holly wasn’t even looking over at her, kicked
back in their chair with their legs crossed. Completely absorbed in
whatever they were typing in their glasses.

Wait a minute…I’m getting treated by someone
who runs a club?

“Hold on,” Jackson said. “No offense, but…how
do you know about…I don’t know, all of this?”

Holly smirked at her. “Questioning my
qualifications?”

“Head of Genetic Research at Himata,” Tess
said, a huge Cheshire-like grin on her face.

“Former,” Holly said, cold and serious. “And
I sure as hell wasn’t called Holly there.”

“I told you, old college friends,” Tess
said.

“Oh, your girl is live.” Holly waved at the
catgirl, nodding at a display hanging from the ceiling nearby.
“Sweetness, can you click that on for us?”

She did, scratching Jackson a little with her
nails as she left.

“…next question, please?” It was Nadia.
Standing at a podium, looking extremely at home in front of dozens
of journalists. Practically glowing in the spotlight.

“How did you escape from your
incarceration?”

Nadia smiled graciously. “I am afraid that’s
a bit of a longer story than we have time for. Suffice to say that
I wouldn’t be here without the support of Pravin.”

Suck-up. Jackson smirked, logging that away
to make fun of Nadia for later. Expected, though. They’d talked
briefly about it this morning. Cheshire and Jackson
were officially persona non grata here, and were not to be
mentioned on air.

“Oh, Tessie-chan,” Holly said, tsking
and shaking their head. “Your poor girl, prostituting herself out
like that.”

“Leave her alone,” Tess said, looking away.
“She’s doing what she needs to do.”

“You should hide her away here,” Holly said.
“She is such a precious thing.”

“I don’t want her anywhere near all this,”
Tess said, crossing her arms and looking away even harder. “She’s
been through enough already because of me.”

Jackson raised her eyebrows at that. It
wasn’t something they’d really talked about before. It seemed like
something they should probably talk about, though. Holly spoke
again before Jackson could get around to it.

“Ready to go,” they said, pulling something
very small out of the machine.

“What’s ready?” Jackson said.

“We may not have something for your muscle
implants,” Holly said, sliding over close again. “But I thought I
might help you out with something else.”

Holly held a small chip. An exposed circuit
board with a funny-looking plastic tube on it, like a little fuel
tank.

A homemade BINDR kit.

“What?” Holly asked. “Did you actually expect
it to be black?”

Jackson reached out for it, stopping herself
before she actually touched it. “You’re just giving me this?”

“Any friend of Tess’s is a friend of mine,”
Holly said. “Besides, without that you’re gonna be stuck blowing
half your stipend on Himata’s hormone pills every week.”

“Yeah, your implant’s running low,” Tess
said, stepping up closer to Jackson’s side. “I should disable that,
actually. Gonna be obsolete in a minute, right?”

There was a small dispenser hiding under the
skin on Jackson’s shoulder. She didn’t think about it every day
anymore, not like she used to. Only felt it occasionally.

“Yeah, okay,” Jackson said, sitting back in
the chair again. “Thanks.”

“One second. You’ll feel a pinch,” Holly
said.

Jackson braced herself. She assumed it would
be quite a bit more than a pinch. She’d had quite a few surgeries
in her life, now. Most of them traumatic in one way or another. How
could this one not be? Her genetic code was about to be rewritten,
remade from the inside out. Torn apart and forged into a new
person, burning away the old and…

“There you go. Done,” Holly said.

“What?” Jackson said, sitting up again. She
hadn’t even felt it. The chip was still stuck to her forearm. Empty
now. A used-up shell. “Was that it?”

Holly peeled the chip off Jackson’s skin.
“Welcome to the brave new world, sister.”

She didn’t feel any different. It was
supposed to take a few hours at least for the change to work its
way through her body, she remembered.

But then again, she supposed she wouldn’t
feel all that different then, either.

 


* * *

 


“So where’s your date?”

It wasn’t anything so grand as a ball. A
little cocktail hour meet-and-greet, just a few hours of being
complimented and fawned over by all of Haven’s premium citizens.
Maybe a hundred people, in gowns and tuxedos and assorted
finery.

Nadia herself was standing near the edge of
the whole thing, taking a breather. She’d had time to change into
an exquisitely cut dress, long and slim and sparkling. But now some
man was bothering her. Tall and broad and handsome, fine. But still
bothering her.

“Where is your date?” she asked
Chris.

He smirked and took a long sip of something
clear from a tumbler. “Touché. This isn’t quite her scene. Tess’s
either, if I had to guess.”

“Oh I don’t know about that,” Nadia said.
“You’d be surprised at how well she cleans up.”

“I would be surprised,” Chris said. “Can’t be
half as good as Jackson would look at something like this,
though.”

Nadia’s heart practically stopped at the
thought. She managed to keep it out of her voice. “I have not had
the pleasure of seeing her in formal wear.”

“God it would be hot,” Chris said, taking a
deep pull from his glass.

She didn’t say anything back, but she was
picturing it all too clearly—Jackson, tall and regal in a cocktail
dress, tattoos on her bare arms giving her such roguish allure.

Chris had said something. Nadia cleared her
throat, blinking her eyes back into focus. “What was that?”

“So you didn’t even invite Tess?”

“We spoke of it,” Nadia said. “We both agreed
that she may not be able to control certain impulses of hers in
this kind of environment.”

“Probably smart,” he said. “Some of these
people knew Carlos Bennet.”

“Who?”

“You’ve seen the clip, right?” Chris said.
“The damn thing was practically trending for a few days there.”

The clip. Carlos. Something sounded familiar
about all of that.

“Shit, I think you were still…you know what,
never mind,” he said, tossing back more of his drink. “Quite the
performance you put in today.”

It was being played for their enjoyment, on
giant screens here and there around this lavish hall. Herself at a
podium, waxing at length about how Auktoris Global Funds were
murdering people. Intercut with clips of her smiling for the
cameras, shaking hands with Pravin, sitting for an interview.
Holding back a solemn tear as she mentioned the abuses carried out
by the Ashpool family.

She hadn’t meant for that moment to happen.
She’d rehearsed it just fine. No embarrassing displays of emotion
during the dry run.

Pravin had been overjoyed, of course.

“As much fun as this has been,” Nadia said,
glaring at herself on the screen, “I don’t think I will be giving
any more interviews.”

“Can’t blame you,” Chris said. “All that
strutting around in front of the cameras looks exhausting.”

“Your boss seems to enjoy it.”

“Our boss, technically,” Chris said. “You are
officially listed as a consultant, you know.”

Nadia hadn’t known that, and her face clearly
showed it. Chris raised his glass at her.

“Congratulations, coworker.”

“So generous of Pravin,” Nadia said, glaring
even harder now. “I must admit that I am starting to feel a bit
smothered by his generosity.”

“She said, conspicuously not bleeding from
the side of her head anymore.”

Nadia turned on Chris with an indignant
little ugh! “Why do you try so hard to defend him?”

“Why are you so suspicious of him?”

Nadia gave him a look, a very loud look,
holding her hand out to encompass…well, everything around them.

“Right, right, yeah,” Chris said, nodding
like he knew what she meant. “I know how it all comes off. I told
you, though, he’s fine once you get to know him. Seriously.”

She merely rolled her eyes in response. The
man they were discussing was far off on the other side of the
party, sitting alone at a railing looking out over the shining
lights of Haven in the dark.

“He’s taken good care of me, Nadia,” Chris
said. “No complaints.”

“I mean no offense, Chris,” Nadia said, “but
a dog that does not mind his leash is still, nonetheless, a dog on
a leash.”

He laughed at her, roaring out a belly laugh
up to the ceiling. “God, you are a little firecracker, aren’t you?”
he said. “You know what? Do me a favor, go tell Pravin you won’t do
interviews for him anymore.”

Nadia actually stepped back from him,
surprised.

“Go ahead,” Chris said, pointing with his
drink hand. “Go tell him, ’Pravin, I’m sick of this shit. I’m over
it. Thanks for all the stuff, goodbye.’”

“Perhaps I will?”

“You should.”

“You know what?” Nadia said, all wound up in
an indignant huff. “I think I shall.”

“Shall you now?!” Chris said, overwrought,
mocking her as she walked away. “Very well then, good show!”

Nadia scoffed and scowled as her heels
clacked angrily on the floor. Such a boorish lout sometimes. Didn’t
know what he was talking about. She passed a small group of
partygoers who tried to catch her eye, forcing her to wipe
everything away and put on a polite smile. Polite, but busy.
Already engaged.

Still so similar, all of them. More variation
in body types than she had seen at the Bramble, yes, but all slight
alterations on the same idealized male and female forms. All in
perfect shape, all oppressively healthy and tanned and tall. Part
of Nadia had been enjoying all the attention and flattery, she
would admit, but it was wearing thin surprisingly fast.

That moment played on a big screen above her
again. Seeing her own face, recorded, on camera, showing a bit of
genuine emotion for a moment.

“Yes, of course, and the way our mother
treated—” she heard herself say. She paused, on the screen, choking
up for a moment. Apologizing and accepting a tissue.

“The way my mother treated me,” she heard
herself go on. “Nothing compared to the rest of her crimes, of
course, but I just could not go on like that.”

Embarrassing. Mortifying. She felt personally
attacked, by herself of all people. This wasn’t all her fault, of
course. Pravin had put her in this position, so innocently asked,
the unspoken quid for a rather large amount of pro
quo.

She stopped at his table, where the man
himself was sitting alone. Still staring out over Haven’s port,
watching the slowly moving lights of ships drift about.

“May I join you?” she asked.

“Please,” he said, only barely looking over.
He waved his hand, and a server approached holding two champagne
glasses. Elegant flutes filled with amber, bubbling drink.

“Oh, no, thank you,” Nadia said.

“Merely sparkling cider,” he said, taking one
for himself. “I am told you abstain?”

Fine, then. She took the glass without saying
thank you.

“A wise decision, foregoing alcohol,” he
said. “I’ve long done it myself. I suppose I could have a binder
whipped up that would negate the ill effects, but I would much
rather merely keep my body clean. I have a feeling you
understand?”

Something like that, she supposed.

“To your magnificent debut?” he said, raising
his glass.

Nadia did not make a move. “I wish to
respectfully resign from my position with Himata Biotech.”

Pravin nodded, setting down his glass. “It
was only ever a formality, my dear. Something to make it easier to
process your citizenship.”

“Regardless.”

“I’ve offended you in some way? You seem
quite upset,” Pravin said. “Whatever it was, I do apologize.”

“I will not be doing any more
interviews.”

Pravin nodded again, reaching up to undo the
bowtie of his tuxedo. He let it dangle around his throat. “I only
ever requested the one.”

“And that is all you will be getting.”

“I caught that moment as well,” he said. “I
had a feeling you weren’t faking that.”

Nadia felt a fleeting and intense moment of
that rising scream in her gut, unhinged and violent and mad. She
stomped it down. “You seemed pleased.”

“It was exceedingly perfect for my purposes,
yes,” he said, sighing and looking sad. “I had no idea that it was
affecting you quite so much.”

Very true words. He had no idea, indeed. He
could never have any idea.

“In retrospect, I see it now,” he said. “My
deepest apologies, Nadia. Honestly, I should have known. It’s
something we have in common, after all.”

Nadia crossed her arms and leaned back in her
seat, glaring at him.

“I, too, had to break away from my family,”
he said. “It was nowhere near as dramatic as your departure, of
course. But it was necessary. I was suffocating. Penned in, nowhere
to grow. Stunted.”

Nadia felt her glare soften, slightly,
despite her best efforts.

“I’ll spare you the gory details,” Pravin
said. “I met your parents, once. I don’t know if you knew
that?”

She had not. “I only knew that they were not
fans of yours.”

“Believe me, the loathing was quite mutual,”
he said. “I’ve made it a point in my life to forge alliances where
I can, but in the case of your parents the personal and political
were both very fraught, I’m afraid. If it was up to your mother,
Haven would be a very different place.”

Nadia glanced out to the lights on the
horizon, oil platforms in the distance. “You certainly don’t seem
to have any qualms about openly trading with Auktoris Global
Funds?”

“Yes, and the federal government. And the
cartels. And the New Confederacy. And occasionally even what’s left
of the Western Pact. All in turn, carefully balanced and
ever-shifting,” Pravin said. “We have a strong position here in
Haven, but a tenuous one. You haven’t seen our military presence,
have you?”

She had not. Nadia was not aware of anything
about Haven’s military, come to think of it.

“A respectable fleet, I am proud to say. But
nothing on the ground to compare with AGF’s contracting services.
Or the sheer might of the federal army. We sell our crops and our
oil, and none dare molest us because of it. For now. I have
millions of people here under my care, Nadia. I am walking a
tightrope best I can.”

“And you think antagonizing my mother with my
presence is in any way wise?”

“I happen to be very secure at the moment.
The federal government needs my support rather more than usual,” he
said. “But you are right, yes. I suppose I just couldn’t resist the
chance to rub something in your mother’s face for once.”

Nadia could not sympathize, she told herself.
Not one bit.

Pravin held up his hands, conceding. “You are
right, of course. This has all been quite foolish of me. Overly
impulsive, honestly. And I will terminate your employment
immediately. Nadia Ashpool shall be a free agent in Haven.”

She felt herself sigh, long and loud. “Your
apology is accepted. Still not doing any more interviews.”

“Fair enough for me,” Pravin said. He raised
his glass again. “To being a thorn in your mother’s side?”

Nadia laughed, once, wry and a little mean.
She raised her glass as well. “That, I will drink to.”

They clinked glasses, and Nadia took a
cautious sip. It did, indeed, taste like nothing more than
cider.

A peal of static cut through the air around
them. Nadia turned to see the large displays playing her clips
interrupted, flickering and distorting.

She almost imagined the grinning face of
Cheshire appearing out of the mess. Instead, a plainly dressed man
in a dark room appeared. He was shaved bald, dark skin shining
under poorly arranged lighting. A huge, fuzzy beard poured out over
the collar of a rough worker’s coat.

“Good evening, people of Haven,” he said.
“Yes, I said people. Not citizens. I address all of you, but
especially the vast majority of people living in and around Haven
not lucky enough to bear the title citizen.”

“What is this?” Pravin said, his warm smile
gone. He stood up out of his chair. “What’s happening?”

“My name is Nestor, of the People’s Council,”
the man on the screen said. “A truly democratic body, not a result
of sham elections like the Board of Supervisors. They are a
criminal body. Yes, criminal. They enable war crimes against the
Red Leaves, aiding the United States in a campaign of
genocide.”

Pravin scoffed, laughing a little. But there
was an edge to his voice, his warmth cracking around the edges.
“Julie!” he yelled. “What is this nonsense?”

He was immediately surrounded by assistants,
moving away from their table and demanding to know how and why his
show had been hijacked.

“Join us. Join us in making these simple,
reasonable demands,” Nestor said. “First, the dissolution of
Haven’s Board, to be replaced by immediate free and fair elections.
All new elected officials will be required to have term limits. All
new elected officials will…”

Nadia stopped listening, looking out over
Haven again. This recording was no doubt being broadcast and
distributed and jammed into the feeds of any device in Haven a
certain hacker could get her digital claws around.

“What we need is numbers. Because numbers are
all we have,” Nestor said. “You, the people of Haven, are all we
have. We have each other. Join us. Rise.”

It clicked and paused for a few moments, and
then began playing again. “Good evening, people of Haven…”

The premium citizens of Haven were watching,
all murmuring amongst themselves. Some were scoffing and mocking,
jeering at the screens. But most of them looked very, very
unamused.

She had only been in Haven a few days.

Then again, Tess had contacts. Tess had been
making calls. No, no, she wouldn’t put herself at risk like that.
Wouldn’t put all of them at risk like that. Illegal activity
could mean a lot of things. She wouldn’t go this far. Not without
saying something. Without warning Nadia.

And yet. Nadia knocked back a fair amount of
her drink, staring out over the city again. Feeling another long,
tired sigh escape her lips.

There was no denying that there was something
very familiar about this.

 


* * *

 


Nadia let herself into their penthouse, still not
feeling tired somehow.

Not until she saw what had become of the main
lounge, anyway.

There were holes punched in the walls here
and there, ragged chunks ripped out with wires left trailing. About
a half-dozen of them, scattered around seemingly at random. One was
even high up on the domed ceiling, something they must have
required a ladder to reach.

Tess was sitting cross-legged in the middle
of the floor, surrounded by wires and bolts and pieces of something
and who even knew. Busily working on…something rather large in the
middle of it all, a haphazard collection of robotic parts Nadia
couldn’t parse.

“Hey!” Tess said, looking up and immediately
giving her a wolfish grin. “Ooh, looking snazzy!”

Jackson was sitting on one of the couches
nearby with a beer. She gave Nadia a quick wave, sort of lazily
watching whatever Tess was doing.

Nadia walked closer to them, unable to speak
yet. Still breathlessly marveling at how they had managed to ruin
the lovely main room already.

“No, no, not that one,” Jackson said,
pointing at Tess’s work. “That bigger one, for sure.”

“What, this one?” Tess said, holding up an
odd prosthetic limb. It looked too small for a human. The wrong
shape, as well. “That’s not gonna match at all.”

“Yeah, exactly,” Jackson said, taking a swig
of her beer. “All mismatched. He’ll look cool.”

“Mmm. Ah, yeah, I see what you’re going
for.”

“What happened in here?” Nadia said.

Tess paused and looked up at her, blinking.
“Oh, the walls. Yeah, this place is now completely bug free,” she
said, holding her arms out proudly. “You’re welcome.”

Part of Nadia died inside. She felt deflated,
letting out a long, simmering groan. “Good. Wonderful. Now I can
engage in illegal activity in here, unrestrained.”

“Hell yeah!” Tess said, almost completely
absorbed in whatever she was building. A squat little body was
taking form, with hideously mismatched legs. A bit larger than the
average cat. “Eh, I dunno though. That balcony is waaayyyyyyyy too
open. Easy to peek in here.”

Something about that made a few things click
together in Nadia’s mind. Large, open windows. Illegal
activity.

Carlos Bennet.

The way they’d talked about it, these two.
The way Jackson had dragged the man around in cuffs, shoving him
down to his knees. Tess’s deft eye with the camera angle all the
while.

It hadn’t been their first time doing
that.

“Can I ask you both a question?”

Tess stopped what she was doing, looking up.
“I didn’t watch your stuff from today yet. Only caught like a
second of it. Figured we were gonna watch it together.”

Nadia ignored that. “You executed a man. I
saw the video.”

Jackson sat up on the couch, all serious now.
“Do you know anything about Bennet? He plenty deserved it.”

Nadia believed her. That wasn’t the point.
“You had him cuffed. At your mercy. And you executed him.”

“It was justice,” Jackson said, calm and
final. “What were we supposed to do? Walk away so his goons could
uncuff him a few minutes later?”

“How many times have you administered such
justice?”

“Oh geez,” Tess said. “Gosh, Jackson, how
many C-suite jerkoffs did we take out?”

“Ugh, I don’t know,” Jackson said, talking
quietly to herself and counting on her fingers. Nadia watched the
numbers tick up, growing slightly horrified.

Five. No, six? Seven?!

“That’s the Auktoris ones,” Jackson said.

“And we were up to four in the U.S., right?”
Tess said.

“Don’t forget that one lady,” Jackson
said.

“Right, right, the one that wouldn’t stop
crying,” Tess said. “Ugh, that was brutal.”

Nadia looked at them both in shock, unsure
what to even say.

“Oh hey, that reminds me,” Tess said. “Can I
have some of your blood? It’s for a good cause, I swear.”

Nadia shook it off, or tried to anyway,
sincerely regretting having asked the question. “I assume you are
aware of the cyberattack happening all over Haven right now?”

Tess went back to working on her project, in
an extremely suspect way. “…No,” she said.

Nadia turned to Jackson, who was shrugging
and staring out at the balcony as she took another drink.

“When you said illegal activity,” Nadia said,
“I did not think you meant inciting revolt! We are still supposed
to be lying low!”

“You just spent all day announcing to the
world, on camera, that you’re in Haven!” Tess said.

“That is different, and you know it,” Nadia
said. “I have Pravin practically eating out of my hand! Can you
please not go out of your way to obviously antagonize him quite so
much?”

“Hey, I didn’t do anything,” Tess said,
shrugging with her hands up.

“Tess.”

“I mean yeah, maybe some people asked me how
to do a few things,” Tess said. “And maybe I answered questions.
Knowledge belongs to all.”

“I told you to cool it,” Jackson said.

“You knew?!” Nadia said.

“Not the specifics,” Jackson said, “but I can
tell when Tess is up to shenanigans.”

“See, this is why I didn’t tell you,” Tess
said. “Plausibly deniable. Remember?”

Nadia pinched the bridge of her nose, trying
to remind herself of Tess’s many wonderful qualities. When she
opened her eyes, Tess had pulled something very familiar out of her
pocket. A small, crystalline chip. Bright white, perhaps a tinge of
blue. She slotted it into the back of what was now obviously an
oddly scrapped-together robot cat.

Its eyes lit up blue, shuddering awake and
rising on mismatched legs.

“Hey! Welcome back, LC!” Tess said, laughing
and clapping her prosthetic hands.

“Mrow?” it said, tinny through speakers in
its head.

“Missed you, little guy,” Jackson said,
reaching out to pet the thing.

It ignored her, taking a few startled steps
back. Its head was oddly blank, featureless but for small glowing
eyes and a simple, hinged jaw of a mouth. It seemed scared. Lost
and confused.

“Aw, what’s wrong, buddy?” Tess asked. “Come
on, I know you don’t remember what happened to your last body.”

It crouched low against the ground, sneaking
past Tess and over to Nadia instead. The thing butted its head into
her shins, surprisingly hard.

“Ow!” Nadia said, taking a step back. “What
is this?”

It was walking tight circles around her feet
now, rubbing its side against her. The sound of purring was coming
out of its little body, but there were no vibrations.

“Nadia, this is LC. You’ve met before,
actually,” Tess said. “You rescued his brain way back during heist
number two.”

This did not make Nadia any more comfortable
with the thing currently knocking its head against her legs. She
still did not consider herself to be an animal person. “That’s
nice. Why is it so enamored with me? You’re making it do this,
aren’t you?”

“She’s really not,” Jackson said. “I think
you just put out that I hate cats vibe that drives them
nuts.”

“Alright, alright, leave her alone,” Tess
said, raising her hands. Her pupils started flickering, in time
with LC’s eyes changing to purple. The robot’s whole demeanor
changed, suddenly stiff and obedient, trotting over to Tess and
hopping up into her arms without hesitation.

“That’s a good boy,” Tess said, crooning down
at it and kissing it on the head. “Good little robot boy, yes you
are!”

Alright, fine. It was a little cute. Watching
Tess baby the awful little thing was cute, anyway. Nadia walked
over closer to them, sitting down next to Tess. Carefully in her
dress, legs gracefully folded in close at her side.

“What happened to its last body?” Nadia
asked.

“Mmm. Crushed pretty bad,” Tess said, giving
the robot another kiss.

Jackson raised her beer at it. “Took one for
the team. Good little guy.”

Its eyes turned blue again, awkwardly
clambering down out of Tess’s arms and standing for a confused
moment in the middle of their lounge. Cobbled together, the poor
thing. One of its back legs had Omniplant Manufacturing
Services stamped all over it, which Nadia found
distasteful.

Jackson leaned forward in her seat to try and
pet it again. LC took off running, disappearing into one of the
side rooms.

“Yeah, yeah,” Jackson said. “Right back at
ya, buddy.”

Tess took Nadia’s hand, holding it and
resting on her thigh. The weird plastic of her new prosthetic was
oddly firm compared to the old exposed strands of artificial
muscle.

“Sorry,” Tess said. “I mean, do you really
want to know what I’m getting up to in my free time?”

Nadia wasn’t sure how to answer that.

“You’re still safe here,” Tess said. “I’m not
gonna let anything happen to you.”

Part of Nadia wanted to protest, yes. But it
was a flattering sentiment. Coming from Tess it was flattering,
anyway.

“Yeah,” Jackson said. “Nobody hurts you
again. Not if I have anything to say about it.”

That was reassuring, yes. Coming from
Jackson, especially so. Nadia squeezed Tess’s hand back, feeling a
bit better.

Haven was the safest city in the world, after
all.


Chapter Fourteen: Diplomacy




The video had been broadcast live. Multiple people in
the shot, Nadia shaking hands with each of them in turn. Showing
her face in public, no shame or guilt. There were multiple angles,
filmed by multiple people. Perspectives shifting in real time as
they moved in a way that would make faking the whole thing very
difficult.

It was not fake. Nadine had ordered several
of her subordinates to have the footage analyzed, over and over.
Calmly but firmly telling them to run their tests again, not sure
herself which result she wanted to hear.

“Yes, Auktoris Global Funds has run rampant
over the rights of those living in their autonomy zone,” her sister
said in the footage. “As a former member of their leadership, even
I cannot help but condemn what they have become.”

Nadine scoffed, loudly.

“I am happy to join you in calling for a
return to democracy. And together, with the support of the citizens
of Haven, we can raise awareness of my family’s crimes.”

Crimes? Crimes? Nadine fumed, stomping
one heel into the deck. What business was it of theirs, what her
family did with their property? As if the subjects of her mother’s
experiments hadn’t been volunteers? Yes, volunteered in exchange
for promises of lessened sentences. If that seemed unfair, then
perhaps they should not have become criminals in the first
place.

And democracy. Ridiculous! The AGF
autonomous zone was the only truly free place in the world, free
from the tyranny of the federal government, free from the whims of
the mob, free from—

Nadine stopped herself, taking a deep breath.
This was a moment of celebration, and her sister was, once again,
ruining what should have been Nadine’s moment to shine.

“Yes, of course, and the way our mother
treated—”

Us. The way our mother treated
us. Say it, you heartless traitor!

She felt some kind of blockage in her throat.
A moment of choking, glared down as Nadine felt an indignant scowl
on her face.

“The way my mother treated me,” her sister
said.

How could she? After all Nadine had done for
her? After Nadine had shown her mercy, intervened, begged for her
life? Nadine closed the video, still scowling. This was her moment.
Not Nadia’s. For once. She looked up, breathing in sea air. Free
air.

She had been wrong, moments ago. The Auktoris
autonomous zone was not truly free. Still tied to a vestigial
government, if only in formalities. Still at the mercy of the
rising oceans. Still stuck in one place, inflexible, archaic.
Obsolete.

Nadine looked out over her ship, standing on
a balcony many stories above the water. The Galt was like
nothing the world had ever seen before, a floating city thousands
of meters long. Cruise ship and aircraft carrier and floating
command center all in one.

Her new home. Brave dreamers had long thought
that humanity’s future waited on the open ocean. But even the
seasteaders had thought too small. Now Nadine Ashpool would stride
forward, unbound, unlimited, unmatched.

Captain Dunn appeared at her side, the skull
on her helmet staring. No reaction at all to the splendor before
them. Not surprising—Nadine didn’t expect Dunn to understand. Dunn
was a woman of action, after all. Which was fine. She had her time
and place. Nadine relied on her, after all.

But Dunn was only a woman of action. Nadine
was a woman of vision.

“You called, ma’am?” Dunn said.

“Your target is in Haven,” Nadine said,
sending the footage over to her helmet with a disdainful flick of
her wrist.

Dunn was silent for a few moments, watching.
“We’ll leave immediately,” she growled, turning to go.

“You will not.”

That got a reaction. A silent one, a
quizzical little tilt of the helmet.

Nadine held the railing of the balcony tight,
turning her attention to the ships docked around her. A fleet,
brand new, state of the art in every way. Support ships full of
autonomous factories. Mini-versions of her flagship, to house what
few employees she needed. Warships, to secure her interests. All
powered by beautiful fission reactors that could operate for years
with little input.

They were ready. Nadine had ordered
heretofore unheard of measures to make it so. Crunch on a scale
that would be spoken of in awed tones for years. Workers had gone
mad with exhaustion. Machines had fallen apart mid-cycle. Every
spare fabrication bay in the Omniplant was thrumming at maximum
capacity.

And after all that, finally. Even the last
excruciating delay was finally behind them, her mother finally
satisfied. Ensconced in her own private laboratory deep in the
Galt’s lower decks. Busy enough to not be badgering Nadine
with new requests every few minutes.

They were ready. She was ready. That pompous
fool Pravin. So self-righteous. Offering asylum. Sanctuary. Showing
Nadia off like some kind of prize, clearly so taken in by her
shallow charms.

Everyone was always so taken with her. Love
or hate, all the attention went to Nadia. Nadine had always been
the smarter of the two of them. And yet she was always the quiet
one in the corner, always ignored, always forgotten while Nadia
took center stage.

Nadine made up her mind. She had had quite
enough of that, thank you.

Dunn joined her at the railing, raising the
face shield of her helmet. She stared out at the fleet, eyes
lingering on the warships. Sleek white frigates bristling with
missiles and railgun turrets. Again, not a woman of vision. The
real power of this fleet was housed right here in the Galt,
a dozen nuclear missiles bought from the United States at an
unbelievable bargain. So desperate for cash that they were
practically giving the weapons away.

No one would dare oppose her now. Auktoris
had finally taken its proper place among the major nations of the
world. Inviolable. Mutually assured. Power in dire need of
demonstration.

“I have always wanted to go on a cruise,”
Nadine said. “We will be going to Haven.”

“I see,” Dunn said, nodding slowly, finally
seeming appropriately impressed.

Her sister thought herself so safe in Haven.
So secure. Enough to show her face in public, to flaunt her
presence, announce to the world where she was with sanctimonious
lectures at her superiors.

Coming from a woman who had murdered her own
father. Had murdered their father. Disgusting. And Haven
seemed happy to harbor such a criminal.

The situation needed…correcting.

“I think it’s long past time we set out on a
diplomatic mission,” Nadine said. “Wouldn’t you agree?”


Chapter Fifteen: Ghosted




It had been almost a week since she had last seen
Pravin.

“You must forgive me, Nadia,” he said. He was
sitting across from her at a little table set up for them in his
office. Much like the day after she’d arrived, almost in the exact
same spot her and Tess had sat. Sitting here and biting her tongue
while Tess attacked Pravin relentlessly.

No Tess this time. Chris sat beside her
instead, happily cleaning his plate.

“I’m sure you can imagine that I’ve been
quite busy,” Pravin said. “Unfortunately it seems that you have
come to Haven at a bit of a troublesome time.”

“Hasn’t been this way in a while,” Chris
said, mouth still full. “Couple years back, yeah?”

“These disturbances,” Pravin said, heaving a
heavy sigh. “They break my heart.”

He finished off his glass, handing it to a
waiting assistant. Still no solid food on his side of the
table.

Nadia picked at her plate, wanting to eat
more but not wanting to appear indelicate. It was some kind of
risotto, savory and satisfying in a way she didn’t usually ascribe
to food. Whether it was the change in her senses or the quality of
Haven’s produce, she couldn’t really tell.

“I just wish I could know what would assuage
all this anger,” Pravin said. “All this violence.”

She felt her eyebrows raise. The People’s
Council had a very clear list of demands, one that had been popping
up on virtual signage and taking over news feeds more or less
continuously for the past week. Nadia didn’t want to think Pravin
was quite that ignorant or deluded—it didn’t serve her to
underestimate him, to become complacent.

But the answer to his question was
exceedingly obvious. She smirked, serving herself a dainty little
forkful of risotto. “You could dissolve the Board.”

Pravin gave her a blank stare, blinking a few
times. Chris stopped mid-chew. It didn’t last long, both of them
scoffing and laughing and nodding at her.

“Good one! Very witty, my dear,” Pravin
said.

“I keep telling you, she’s funny,” Chris
said.

“You don’t think holding elections would calm
things down?” Nadia asked.

“And buy into their spurious accusations?”
Pravin said, much less amused now. “Our elections are perfectly
legitimate! When a child is throwing a tantrum, you do not just
hand them whatever they are demanding!”

“I didn’t know you had children?” Nadia
said.

Pravin laughed and shook his head. “Perhaps
one day. I’ve been rather busy building an empire first,” he said.
“Something worth bequeathing.”

Nadia stared out toward the balcony. At said
empire. The sun was already sinking again, their short few hours of
daylight slipping away.

It had only been a few days, but a kind of
rhythm had already set in. Things seemed to pause during daylight,
everyone catching their breath. In another few hours, parts of
Haven would be shut down, the streets flooded with workers as the
subway tunnels were barricaded.

She hadn’t even been aware there was a subway
in Haven. Hadn’t seen it herself.

“And the rest of the Board,” Pravin said, his
voice dripping with tired resignation. “Going on and on about
Russia. As if the Russians would challenge us like this.”

Chris nodded. “They’ve got plenty of their
own mess to worry about.”

“You know what this is?” Pravin said. “What
this actually is? It’s those damn Red Leaves. Funding all of this,
I assure you.”

Chris pointed a fork at Pravin. “I agree.
Much more likely.”

That name had been mentioned quite a bit in
the propaganda. Almost as much as the domestic demands of the
People’s Council. Nadia had even seen their standard now, a
tattered red maple leaf on a black flag.

“I will admit I am not familiar with the
political situation,” Nadia said. “Whatever have you done to bring
the wrath of these Red Leaves down upon Haven?”

“Built a prosperous city!” Pravin said,
holding his hands out to encompass the glory of Haven. “Extremists.
Terrorists. Claiming this land. There was nothing here when I
brought Himata Biotech up north, Nadia. Nothing! Virgin thawed
land, as far as the eye could see. And now that I have built
something out of it, these Red Leaves are suddenly making all
manner of claims.”

“They’ve been killing a lot of innocent
people,” Chris said, as an aside to Nadia. “They claimed the
bombing that delayed your train here, actually. It’s a wonder they
have time to attack us in between throwing suicide bombers at the
Feds.”

“Mmm. Sounds dreadful,” Nadia said.

“You know,” Chris said, finally finishing his
meal. “She’s got a point, boss.”

Pravin looked intrigued. He glanced back and
forth from Chris to Nadia, eager to hear more.

“Basic counter-insurgency stuff,” Chris said.
“Diminish their base of support.”

“What do you suggest?” Pravin said.

“A round of stipend increases. Forgive some
debt agreements. Grant more citizenships,” Chris said.

“We’ve done all that before,” Pravin said,
seeming tired with the idea.

“Open up voting to non-citizens, maybe?”
Chris said.

“Are you really suggesting we let newly
arrived migrants vote?” Pravin said. “Let them get some skin in the
game before they have a seat at the table, I say.”

“Do you want things to go hard, or do you
want things to go easy?” Chris said.

Pravin sighed, holding a hand to his mouth
and turning in his chair. Not quite enough to look out over the
city. Just enough to give it a kind of wistful, sidelong glance. He
turned back to them, giving Nadia a curious look.

“What would you do, Nadia?” Pravin asked.

A most unwelcome question. “Beg your pardon?”
Nadia said, in a way that suggested she had very much heard
him.

“Were you in my position, what would your
response be?” Pravin said.

Certainly not siccing the Peace Patrol on
people.

“I’m not one for politics,” Nadia said. “I’m
afraid I don’t have any knowledge of the subject.”

“Nonsense, Nadia, you are a brilliant young
woman,” Pravin said.

“Yeah, that’s rich, considering some people
called you a revolutionary,” Chris said.

“People will say what they like,” she
said.

Pravin nodded in approval, as if he was
conceding the point.

“I was under the impression that this was a
social call?” Nadia said. “And I do have another engagement,
unfortunately.”

“Of course, of course, my apologies,” Pravin
said. “I am sure by now you have realized that I’m a bit of a
workaholic. Can’t turn it off, as they say. And here I am, treating
you like one of my consultants.”

“Other engagement, huh?” Chris said.

“Yes, a bit of a date, actually,” Nadia said,
relishing the raised eyebrow that got out of Pravin. “A date with
your girlfriend.”

“Ha!” Chris said, always seeming very
impressed with Nadia. “Girlfriend might be a bit
strong.”

“Good,” Nadia said, giving him a smug,
haughty look.

“Ah, speaking of Former Officer Jackson,”
Pravin said. “She was quite an experienced soldier herself, yes?
Perhaps one or both of you could inquire about her joining us some
time. A knowledgeable perspective is always welcome at my
table.”

“I’ll inquire,” Nadia said.

Never in a million years, she didn’t
say.

Nadia exchanged a few more pleasantries with
them, eventually extracting herself from the table and showing
herself out.

More paranoid than before, though. Neither
Pravin nor Chris had tipped their hand. Somehow the three of them
had managed to be seated through a long lunch without mentioning
what was on all of their minds. Both of the men putting on this
silly little charade for Nadia’s benefit.

A long, cordial lunch, dancing all around the
name but never once saying it. Tess Tanaka.

Or Cheshire, more appropriately.

 


* * *

 


Strike, and strike again. Block, and block again.
There was a simple, pleasing rhythm to it.

Nadia shot out another punch, her small fist
sinking into the foam pad with a satisfying little
thwack.

“That’s good. Good hit,” Jackson said. She
was holding her hands up, both encased in hilarious foam pads, the
backs bulging around the gauntlets of her rig. “Get some body shots
in, come on.”

Jackson lowered the pads, down near her
hips.

“That isn’t quite a body blow,” Nadia said,
short of breath, throwing out a pair of strikes anyway.

“I mean, it is for you.”

Yes, she was short. Fine. No need to be like
that about it. “And how often have I found myself fighting an
opponent my size?”

“Fair point.” Jackson raised her hands
higher. Nadia threw her weight into an elbow strike, stepping
through into a kick at Jackson’s thigh.

“Ah!” Jackson slipped her leg out of the way,
easily dodging. “Going off script, huh?”

The Himata Biotech arcology had a sprawling
athletic complex built into its lower levels. This room in
particular had quickly become a favorite place of Nadia’s, a bright
and open multi-use studio with tall ceilings and few visitors. They
currently had the place almost to themselves, spoiled a bit by a
young man off in one corner, alone, working on some kind of dance
routine.

Jackson fought back with a few swinging
punches, swatting at Nadia with the mats over her hands. Not quite
so easy to dodge without a second skin of synthetic muscle. But
Nadia still felt sharper than ever before, quick on her feet,
strong and swift and bursting with energy.

Still not quite enough. Nadia slipped around
the first two strikes but caught the third. She threw her forearms
up together, elbows out front to absorb the punch—no
countermeasures, sadly. No tricks or gadgets. The force sent her
skipping backward, light on her feet but sinking right back into a
ready stance.

It hadn’t hurt. Even with Jackson wearing
extra strength in the metal struts running up each limb. Nadia
rubbed her right arm, where she used to feel little twists of pain
on occasion. “Going soft, or going easy on me?”

Jackson scoffed, sliding back as Nadia threw
more punches, easily catching them all with her pads. “It’s funny,
you and Tess both do that. Trash talking. I swear neither of you
can just shut up and fight.”

“Pardon?” Nadia paused, all momentum lost.
“You used to spar with Tess?”

“Sure, all the time,” Jackson said. “I mean…I
trained her on a lot of stuff. After you were arrested.”

“Oh.” It hurt, deep in her chest, to think
about that. For some reason. Nadia swiped it away, quickly covering
with a bit of emergency sass. “Perhaps she should have been the one
training you?”

Jackson seemed confused. “Well I mean, she
gave me a lot of reading to do on imperialism and revolutionary
theory.”

Nadia ignored that. Jackson was ruining her
line, ever disappointing her attempts at repartee. “You never
managed to best me, after all.”

That got Jackson to glare at her. “Come
again?”

“I seem to recall that Officer Jackson always
failed to apprehend the Sapphire Shadow,” Nadia said,
sinking back into a fighting stance.

“Oh, is that right?!” Jackson was gritting
her teeth, her face lit up with a hint of that rage that Nadia
missed so much.

“I believe I read it in an article
somewhere?”

“I’ll read you an article, you
little…” Jackson charged, tossing her padded mittens to the floor.
Nadia had thought she was ready, laying a clever trap. But Jackson
was faster than she ever could have been ready for, sweeping her up
in a brutal tackle and pinning her to the ground.

“Oof!” Nadia yelled, feeling most of the wind
in her lungs being knocked out. She clapped her open palms to
Jackson’s arms. “There. Zapped. Fight over.”

“Naw, I don’t see any suit!” Jackson said,
sinking her weight over Nadia and holding her arms down. “Come on,
we went over this. Kick with one leg, sweep with your arms. Do
it!”

Nadia tried, still struggling to breathe.
Jackson was too strong, too big, dominating her completely. She
couldn’t move an inch. Trapped, Jackson’s face hovering close over
her.

Misdirection. Yes, naturally. Nadia darted
her face forward, barely reaching up to plant a quick kiss on the
edge of Jackson’s lips. Jackson didn’t startle or flinch in the
least, instead staring down at Nadia with utter and complete
confusion.

“What…what are you doing?” Jackson said.

Nadia felt her face growing ridiculously hot.
“Distracting you?”

Jackson looked like she was searching for
words, completely befuddled. So it had worked. Nadia kicked and
squirmed and scrambled out from under her, crawling off to one side
of Jackson’s massive frame.

“Aw, that was cheating!” Jackson said,
grabbing Nadia by one ankle.

Nadia kicked with her other leg, completely
on instinct, landing a solid strike with her heel across Jackson’s
brow. Jackson’s head snapped back, her hand releasing Nadia’s ankle
instantly.

“Oh my goodness!” Nadia said, covering her
mouth with her hands. “I’m so sorry! So, so sorry, are you
alright?”

Jackson was holding her head, rolling back
onto her butt. But she was laughing. “Ow, ha ha,” she said, “I’m
fine, I’m fine. Good hit.”

Nadia sat in stunned silence for a few long,
breathing seconds. “Are you sure? Can I get you some ice or
something?”

“I’m fine,” Jackson said. “The day your
dainty little kick actually hurts me, we’ll see.”

Nadia lowered her hands, finally, the panic
dying down. She relaxed and let herself sit, waiting and letting
relief slowly ebb over her.

“Where is Tess, anyway?” Jackson asked.

The panic returned, slightly. Nadia crossed
her arms and turned away, loath to admit that she had no idea. “I
thought you knew?”

“I honestly don’t,” Jackson said. “She keeps
disappearing on me, too.”

Nadia took a long, deep, annoyed breath. She
rolled to her side, collapsing and flattening out until she was
lying on her back again.

The floor was probably disgusting, covered in
the dripping sweat of however many people had trained in here
today. Nadia tried not to think about that, staring instead at the
arched dome of the ceiling far above.

Jackson laid down on the floor, too, making a
few ridiculous clunk-CLUNKs as she did. They both laid there
in tense silence for what felt like a long time.

“How was lunch?” Jackson said.

“They were most definitely probing me,” Nadia
said. “I like Chris much less when he is around Pravin.”

Jackson let out a bemused little chuckle.
“Yeah, I bet. Funny though, Tess said the same thing about
you.”

That one actually hurt quite a bit. Nadia
narrowed her eyes at the empty ceiling. “I am navigating a delicate
situation.”

“So is he.”

“Oh, listen to you!” Nadia said, sitting up
and giving Jackson a saucy look. “Completely compromised. At least
I am not literally sleeping with the enemy!”

Jackson glared at her. “We hooked up
once!”

Nadia gave her a skeptical look.

“…Okay, twice.”

Nadia gave her an even more skeptical look.
She knew exactly how many nights Jackson had spent not
sleeping at the penthouse. And Jackson was a terrible liar
anyway.

“Shut up,” Jackson said, resting her hands
behind her head. Nadia could swear Jackson was flexing, biceps
bulging before her very eyes. Quite the sight.

“Y’all just jealous,” Jackson said, smug and
playful.

Perhaps. Nadia tore her eyes away. There was
a lot to unpack there. Too much for right now.

“Tess said she would be out with Holly,”
Nadia said.

“Yeah, well, who knows what that actually
means.”

Nadia felt her eyes narrow again. “I think I
might stop by the Bramble after this.”

“You really think that’s a good idea?”

“It’s not as if I have other plans,” Nadia
said.

Jackson nodded, still staring up at the
ceiling. “Lemme call Chris real quick, I’ll cancel on him.”

“Oh, speaking of other plans,” Nadia said,
grinning at her. “Did you intend to be out not hooking up with
Chris again?”

Jackson rolled her eyes. “Well…yeah. And,
uh…”

She paused. Hesitating. Jackson seemed
actually nervous. Uncomfortable admitting something.

Very curious. Nadia waited with bated
breath.

“…I’m supposed to go do this thing Tess set
up for me first,” Jackson said. “Seeing a therapist.”

Therapist. A strange concept. Vaguely
hostile. Accusatory. Nadia glared at it. It took her a full moment
to process the rest of Jackson’s statement.

“I see,” Nadia said. “Is that
something…something you’ve found helpful?”

Jackson shrugged. “I dunno. First time’s
tonight. We’ll see.”

Nadia hugged her knees close to her chest.
She wasn’t sure what to feel about any of this.

“I can cancel that, too,” Jackson said. “I
don’t want to leave you alone.”

“Oh, no no no!” Nadia said instantly.
“Jackson, please. I didn’t mean to make fun of you earlier. I’m so
glad you’ve found someone here.”

“Don’t make it sound all serious like that,”
Jackson said. “You come first. For me. No matter what.”

Nadia couldn’t deny a deep, utterly flattered
swell in her chest. Hearing those words, from Former Officer
Jackson’s mouth. She practically swooned right there on the
sweat-stained floor of the gym.

“One of us should stay with you,” Jackson
said, glaring a little.

A nerve, slightly touched. Brushed against.
Nadia tried not to think about how Tess had been…busy, lately. Very
pointedly not allowing herself to be annoyed by it.

“I’ll cancel on him. Let’s just you and me do
a movie in the penthouse. Or go get a beer. Or something,” Jackson
said. “I dunno. Whatever you want.”

“Jackson, please,” Nadia said. “You
like him. I can tell you like him. Go spend time with
him!”

“How about I just invite him over to hang out
with us?” Jackson offered.

That didn’t seem fair. “Go on your date.
Please. For me.”

“Alright, fine,” Jackson said, letting out a
long sigh. “I gotta get going soon for the therapist, anyway.”

Such a pity. Nadia hadn’t yet said it out
loud, but she very much treasured these little sparring
sessions.

“You know what I do have time for though?”
Jackson said, rolling up onto one elbow. “Come on, let’s do some
shootin’.”

Jackson stood up and offered her a hand.
Nadia took it and was pulled to her feet. The athletic complex did,
in fact, include a shooting range, buried down deep in what
certainly felt like a basement. Nadia hadn’t seen anyone else there
the previous time she had come here with Jackson.

They signed their weapons out, submitting to
fingerprint and facial scans and being forced to look at a stern
warning on the display that no firearms should ever, under any
circumstances, be taken off the premises. Nadia got a sly smile
reading it. Technically, that meant she could walk out of here
armed.

Jackson set up a small paper target of a
silhouette, strapping a holster to her hip. Nadia stood at the lane
next to her, putting on ear protection that she wouldn’t need if
she came here alone. Together they stood a foam block of a target
out on the range for Nadia. They weren’t strictly supposed to do
that, but nobody had stopped them last time.

Bloodhound’s bow rested on a bench in front
of her. Odd-looking when stored, its limbs folded up tight against
the grip. She picked it up, clicking a lever and feeling a
whooshing jolt, a violent shhh-CLACK as it unfolded into
shape. It was an elegant weapon, feather-light, very appealing to
Nadia in its clean lines and quiet nature. The string was an
iridescent material she couldn’t identify, so strong and sharp that
one couldn’t fire it without a glove of graphene silk.

Tess badly wanted to disassemble the thing.
Nadia had forbidden it, one benefit of having it locked up down
here.

At her side, Jackson drew her revolver and
fired a pair of shots, CRACK CRACK, making Nadia wince
slightly. She took a deep breath, selecting an arrow from her pile.
Bloodhound’s arrows all had vicious broadheads. She’d tried to use
a simple training arrow, but the bow’s string had shattered it to
pieces. These were custom built, also of great interest to Tess.
The shafts were some manner of magnesium alloy, the nocks heavily
reinforced.

She pulled the string back, resting her hand
against her chin. Truth be told, she had only started doing this as
an excuse to spend time around Jackson. She still found the thought
of training with a weapon like this distasteful. But there was
something calming about the motions. Meditative. A striving for
unattainable perfection that spoke to Nadia.

Thunk. High six ring. Disappointing.
Jackson was still firing quick double-taps, reloading in a flash
and ripping out another pair of shots.

Nadia fired again. Low this time, but closer
to the bullseye. She wasn’t as good as she would have liked,
nothing like the tight, consistent groupings that Jackson was
currently pulling off.

She drew again, breathing deep and letting it
out and keeping it out, her lungs empty. The cams at the end of
each limb clicked into place, the string making an eerie sort of
whine as it stretched tight. Nadia aimed carefully, still and
focused and visualizing a perfect shot.

Thunk. Even worse this time, not in
any ring at all. Nadia sighed. Ranged weapons just were not her
thing, it seemed.

Jackson holstered her gun and leaned over,
nodding in a way that was trying hard to be supportive. “Not…bad?
Getting better, right?”

Nadia gave her a look, heaving another deep
sigh. The thought was appreciated, anyway.

“Hey, at least it’s cheap for you to
practice,” Jackson said. “I swear I’m gonna blow half my stipend on
ammo.”

 


* * *

 


“You’re putting me in an awkward position here,”
Holly said. “And you know it.’

Nadia smiled, full of nothing if not gentle
diplomacy. She lifted the tiny cup in one hand, still holding the
saucer under it. Blew a cooling breath over the top of her drink, a
darling little espresso. One thing she loved dearly about
Haven—real coffee beans, genetically modified to grow just outside
the city.

“And I know why you’re doing it. I
understand, dear, trust me,” Holly said. They were gracefully
reclined in a chair in what passed for an office, Nadia supposed. A
small room in the upper floors of the Bramble that looked, at first
glance, much more like a storage closet.

“Am I to assume, then, that you won’t be
divulging Tess’s whereabouts?” Nadia said.

Holly gave her a pained “really?” look,
shaking their head. The up-front pleasantries of this little visit
were well and truly over, it seemed.

“I am slightly concerned for her safety at
this point, is all,” Nadia said.

“You’re not wrong to be,” Holly said. “But I
made some promises. And as much as I enjoy your company—and I do, I
really do—Tess comes first for me.”

“Something we have in common, then,” Nadia
said, taking a final sip and finding a spot on Holly’s cluttered
desk for her empty cup. “If you are so concerned for her safety, I
would think you would want myself or even Jackson with her.”

“She can handle herself,” Holly said. “She’s
not quite the soft little desk jockey she was when you got put
away, Nadia.”

Nadia felt her look turn a little sour at
that. A slight narrowing of her eyes, the briefest little flash of
fire in her glance.

Of course she knew that. Who would know
better than herself?

“Haven’t you ever thought about why that
happened?” Holly said. “What changed in her?”

“I’ve had quite a lot on my mind since
getting out of prison,” Nadia said. “Not much time to unpack
certain things.”

“She was devastated,” Holly said. “We didn’t
talk much, for a while there. But I knew. She was completely
devastated, having to watch them drag you away in chains.”

Nadia said nothing. It hadn’t been any less
devastating to be the one dragged away. But she had done it, before
she was taken. She had found Tess, seen her face. That one last
time.

And it had festered in her heart for two
years, two hundred and fifty-four days. Driving her mad. Keeping
her sane. The only thing that had prevented her from devolving
completely into a broken, whimpering shell of a person, pushed to
the edge and teetering there instead.

Holly shook their head, letting out a long,
worn-out breath. “I told her not to bring you here.”

“She made a deal with Pravin,” Nadia said.
“It wasn’t ideal, but I understand.”

“Fuck Pravin,” Holly said. “Tess should’ve
taken his help, broken you out, and then told him to go fuck his
high and mighty self. If she really wanted you out of the thick of
it, she should have hidden you away somewhere else. A cabin out
near the border. Russia. I don’t know. Somewhere safe.”

Nadia had been afraid of just that, back
before she had been arrested. Being shuffled around from safe house
to safe house. Always hunted, always on the run.

Free. But only as long as they could stay one
step ahead.

“Excuse me,” Holly said, composing themselves
again. Re-crossing their legs and smoothing out the iridescent
material of their shirt. “Pravin and I have some personal history.
He’s been a menace to me for a long time now.”

“That is the problem, though, isn’t it?”
Nadia said. “Nowhere is really safe for us.”

“Tess thinks she can make Haven safe for
you,” Holly said. “I don’t quite agree with her trying to keep you
out of it, but I can’t really blame her.”

That hit Nadia, suddenly. All at once, quite
overwhelmingly. She let out a long, revelatory breath, burying her
face in her hands.

“Oh, Tess…” Nadia muttered. She had to
appreciate it, in a way. It was utterly romantic, a grand gesture
the likes of which Nadia couldn’t help but be a bit flattered
by.

“I want to say it’s a little extra,” Holly
said, “but I can’t lie, I would drop my pants for a girl that
fomented a revolution to impress me.”

Nadia wanted to be impressed. She wanted to
be flattered. She raised her head, wiping away the barest hint of a
tear.

“Holly,” Nadia said, “I need to find Tess. If
you know where she is, tell me. I’m begging you.”

Holly leaned back in their chair. Giving
Nadia a long, pondering look. “You don’t think we can win?”

We. We. It was the first time Nadia
had heard Holly acknowledge that openly. Something Nadia had
suspected, of course, known on instinct.

But she had seen how this kind of thing
played out before. The protesters were brave, yes. Fellow
miscreants. She wished them well, gave them all her sympathies.

But they were always swept away, in the end.
Stomped down, beaten back, shot and arrested and executed.

“I think the odds are against the People’s
Council,” Nadia said.

Holly shrugged. “Perhaps,” they said. “You
know what I always say?”

Nadia shook her head.

“Fuck the odds,” Holly said. “We have each
other.”

Nadia laughed, once, small and quiet with a
hopeless smile. She wanted to agree more. But things hadn’t always
gone her way with that attitude. There was a reason she’d been
locked away for two years, two hundred and fifty-four days.

She stayed polite. “I would drink to that,”
she said. “If I still drank.”

“I guess we’ll just have to shake on it,”
Holly said. They held their hand out to Nadia.

She took their hand, not sure what was
happening. Holly did not shake her hand, but just held it instead,
skin smooth and warm. “Do you believe in your girl?”

Nadia sputtered and dodged, trying to pull
her hand away. What kind of silly question was that?

Holly held her tight. “Ugh, Tess was right.
You are terrified of emotional honesty. You poor thing.”

A different tone rose in Nadia’s gut, still
savage and a little unhinged. But different now. Still familiar.
Still scary.

But not unwelcome.

“I don’t want her to get hurt on my behalf,”
Nadia said. “I will kill anyone who touches her.”

She growled the last sentence. Snarled it,
shocked at the sounds coming out of her own mouth.

Holly let her hand go, their face breaking
out into a devilish smile. “That’s what I wanted to hear. Ooh,
chills!” they said. They sighed, sinking down in their chair.
Defeated. “Ugh, I’m sorry, Tessie. Nadia, you didn’t hear anything
from me, but the next time you put on your glasses you might have a
few messages with locations waiting for you.”

Nadia felt her jaw drop open. Utterly not
knowing what to say, throat too full of “thank you” and “I owe you”
and “you are my hero in Haven” all fighting to get out at once.

Before she could say anything, there was a
knock on the door.

“Come in,” Holly said, beckoning with one
hand.

A man entered. Broad and scruffy, dark skin
shining on his shaved-bald head. He seemed less intimidating in
person, honestly, the intensity of his speeches nowhere to be
found.

“Oh,” he said, pausing in the doorway.
“Excuse me, I didn’t realize—”

“Relax,” Holly said. “Don’t worry about
her.”

Nadia stared, recognizing him instantly. His
face had been all over every screen in Haven for the last few days,
virtual and not.

“Nestor, is it?” Nadia said. “Head of the
People’s Council?”

He chuckled, bashfully. “Not the head. We
don’t have anything like that.”

“Yet it is your face I see in all the
propaganda,” Nadia said, unimpressed.

“I drew the short straw,” Nestor said.
“Believe me, I would have rather not painted that target on my
back.”

“I may have rigged it,” Holly said. “Nestor
just has one of those voices, don’t you think? He’s been
perfect.”

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Nestor said, “and I
regret that we’re meeting in passing like this, Ms. Ashpool. But I
need a word. Urgently.”

He was looking at Holly. They gave Nadia an
apologetic shrug.

“Thank you,” Nadia said. “Truly.” She got up
to leave, scooping her helmet off the floor.

“Oh, don’t just leave like that,” Holly said,
getting up and grabbing her in a hug. A real hug, short but meaning
it. Nadia was hit with a smell like cinnamon as they parted,
something beguiling she couldn’t find a word for.

“There. Now you may go,” Holly said, shooing
her back out into the upper halls of the Bramble. Nadia took a deep
breath, sighing it out with a little bit of hard-earned relief. A
small victory. Tess wouldn’t be able to shut her out if Nadia went
and physically found her. Hopefully, anyway.

It was a short walk back up to the roof.
Theseus the Second was waiting for her, still parked right where
she had left him. The bike was clean, by Tess’s standards. But
still distinctive, recognizable. Easily trackable by radar and
lidar and thermal, nowhere near as stealthy as his namesake. Nadia
wasn’t too worried. Chris was distracted tonight, after all. Anyone
else who may have been following her would only see a girl out and
about on the town, meeting a dear friend of hers for a drink. She
had plenty of time before the new curfew went into effect, several
hours in fact.

She lifted off, into the dark skies of Haven.
Northern lights shimmered high above her, otherworldly color
painting everything in hazy, dreamlike hues. The neighborhood now
below her was calm. A bit more empty than when she had visited
before, yes. But surprisingly normal considering what was happening
only a few miles away.

It didn’t take long for her to come across
some of the commotion taking over the city. Despite how late it
seemed after the early sunset, the city of Haven was very much
awake.

Nadia cut the throttle, drifting high above
the garden rooftops. Another familiar sight—crowded streets below
her, chants and screams and loudspeakers drifting up toward her
bike. She had passed the occasional drone on her way out, both
Peace Patrol models and not, scanning the ground and hunting each
other.

She couldn’t blame either side for wanting
eyes in the air. From up here it was trivial to see certain things.
There, for example, a group of protestors that were about to be
hopelessly kettled. They needed to fall back immediately down a
nearby alleyway.

Or around the corner from them, a line of men
and women with makeshift shields, holding their line for the moment
against officers with clubs and shields of their own. No clouds of
stinging gas drifted up to her, thankfully. Deemed far too
dangerous for the environment, apparently, the chemicals washing
away and collecting in Haven’s precious fresh water supply.

Nadia winced. A Peace Patrol cruiser had
rammed through the shield wall, scattering people all over. The
line was broken, other officers charging in and swinging their
weapons with abandon. It seemed excessive to Nadia, to put it
mildly. She supposed they couldn’t help reacting strongly. An
instinctive response, a projection of overwhelming force and
intimidation.

Because something else was very clear from up
here in the air. How vastly, vastly outnumbered the Peace Patrol
was.

It gave Nadia pause. She kept expecting to
see the protestors getting gunned down, massacred in the streets.
What was happening below her was ugly, yes.

But watching it…it wasn’t nearly so one-sided
as she had assumed.

Sirens rang out behind her. Nadia checked
over her shoulder to see a Peace Patrol officer on a bike, clicking
his lights on for a few short bursts. She lifted the nose of her
ride, turning and peeling off, flying away from all the commotion.
Back toward her home for now.


Chapter Sixteen: After Curfew




“Tess? Tess, come in please. I need to talk to
you.”

It had been over a day now. Since she had
seen Tess, anyway. Plenty of messages, here and there.

I’m okay, don’t worry

Super super sorry i’m really busy

I swear i’ll come find you later

Nadia had had quite enough of that. She was
sitting in the kitchen of the penthouse, scrolling through her
glasses. Staring at location points that had oh-so-conveniently
just happened to arrive in her messages.

All outside the city. Still within the
borders of Haven, but outside the city proper. Out in the endless
fields they had flown over on their way in from the train.

Something bumped her leg, startling her.
Nadia looked down to see LC’s oddly blank face, a pair of blue eyes
glowing above his simple toothless mouth.

“Mmrow?”

“No, please,” Nadia said, shifting to make
her lap less inviting. “Stay away.”

The thing kept rubbing against her, slapping
its fully articulated tail against her shins.

“Ugh, Tess!” Nadia said, growing less
patient. Giving her one last chance. Nothing played back in her
earpieces, not a single little crackle of static.

LC stood up on its hind legs, pawing at her
thigh. Nadia made a few distasteful little tsks, checking
over her shoulders to make sure she was alone.

She was. It was dark outside, of course, but
Jackson was surely still out with Chris. Or back at his place, more
likely, seeing as curfew was now in effect.

“Alright, fine,” she said, slowly and
begrudgingly petting the robot’s head. “You win.”

It started emitting purring sounds instantly,
ramming its head into her hand. Nadia sighed and let herself admit
that it was, at least at this moment, sort of cute. In a needy kind
of way.

LC immediately dropped back onto all fours,
seemingly happy that it had won her over. It crept away, sneaking
under the kitchen table.

Nadia typed another message.

STOP IGNORING ME

She waited. Staring at the messages projected
into her field of view.

“Tess?” she said again. “Tess, please, this
is important.”

Nothing.

Nadia took off her glasses, throwing them
onto the table in disgust. She popped the inserts out of her ears
as well, taking her gloves off and slamming it all down in a pile
next to the glasses.

How had it come to this? After all they’d
been through, after everything they’d survived? A mere matter of
days ago she’d been rotting away in the Provincetown Super-Maximum
Security Detention Center. Now here she was, in a fantastical Haven
penthouse.

And still alone.

Nadia leaned her elbows onto the table,
pinching the bridge of her nose. Not enough, still stressed and
tense and out of sorts. She rubbed the back of her neck with one
hand, letting the other absent-mindedly caress the side of her head
that had been shaved clean.

It had healed, yes. A mottled web of pale
scars remained, obvious gaps in her short stubble.

She didn’t need to sleep. It was odd, feeling
like this. Not tired, physically. But worn out all the same.

Static crackled in her ears. “…Nadia?”

“Tess!” Nadia shot up in her seat, suddenly
alert. “Tess, where have you been?”

“Busy. Really busy,” Tess said. “Sorry,
things have been the littlest bit crazy, ha ha.”

It was not funny. “Where are you?”

“Where are you?”

“At the penthouse,” Nadia said, rolling her
eyes. “I need to talk to you.”

“I know,” Tess said. “I, uh…I really need to
talk to you, too.”

Nadia’s heart melted. Something about Tess’s
tone. Shy. Bashful. Already apologetic.

“I’ve been kind of a pill lately, I know,”
Tess said. “I just really care about you and I’ve been working out
some stuff in my head the last few days.”

“Why don’t you come back here and we can work
some things out in person?” Nadia said, lacing it with a hint of
coquettish flare.

“It’s too dangerous!” Tess said. So
melodramatic. “I don’t want you getting hurt.”

“Tess, this is ridiculous. I need—” Nadia’s
throat cracked, as if she was choking on something. There was
something in her eye, all of a sudden, a bit of moisture.

No. Nadia glared at herself. She was crying.
She was crying a little. Nobody else was here. No reason to hide
from it. This had to stop.

“I know you think you’re doing the right
thing, but…” Nadia said, forcing it out. “I want you to stop it and
come back to me. They don’t need your help. You’re going to get
yourself killed, just after we’ve finally found each other
again.”

A brief pause, on the line. Nadia wasn’t sure
if she could still hear Tess breathing or not, wasn’t sure if Tess
was about to say anything back. She didn’t give Tess the
chance.

“Or at least let me help you!” Nadia said,
hopeless and desperate. “I don’t care anymore. I’ll help you, I
don’t care how dangerous it is, I don’t. I just want to be with
you.”

“…Nadia, I…” Tess started to say.

“I need you, Tess.”

Another hushed pause.

“Maybe it’s selfish,” Nadia said. “But I need
you.”

She buried her face in her hands. Made a loud
sniff, feeling her chest shake with a single sob of relief at
finally saying it out loud.

“I’m sorry, Tess.”

“Don’t do that,” Tess said. “I love you and I
miss you. I need you to keep it together in there.”

Something about her tone. Something wrong.
Something not right. Nadia’s eyes shot open wide, peeking out over
the tips of her fingers.

Her glasses and gloves were still on the
table. And next to them, her earpieces, staring back at her.

“You there, Nadia?” Tess asked. “Voice test,
check, check…”

Nadia stared at them for several long
seconds, still hearing Tess’s voice in her ears. An odd, hollow
sinking swallowed her chest, pulling her down somewhere dark and
terrifying.

She slapped a hand over the earpieces,
slamming them into her ears and putting her glasses on. No new
messages. No incoming calls. Not a single bit of comms traffic.

Nothing.

She could feel the panic pulsing through her
chest, squeezing it tight, a sharp pain keeping her from breathing.
That same peculiar feeling, like a wire was wrapped around her
heart. Being pulled slowly, tighter and tighter.

The rising scream in her gut fought it off,
chased it away. Nadia was upset, yes. Shaken to her core.

But more than that…more than that, she felt
humiliated. Raging back at the feeling, angry because she’d never
felt so foolish in all her life.

She pinged Jackson. Typed out messages to her
rapid-fire, sending them out again and again and again until
Jackson’s voice appeared in her earpieces.

“What?! What is it? Are you okay?!” Jackson
said, sounding like she was struggling to get dressed very
quickly.

“I’m fine,” Nadia lied.

“Uh…okay?” Jackson said. “What’s going
on?”

“I need your help,” Nadia said. “We need to
take a drive.”

 


* * *

 


It seemed odd to Nadia that one could still rent a
car after curfew.

Jackson had ordered one for them with a few
swipes of an app. It had pulled up to the curb outside the Himata
Biotech arc, clean and empty and eager to serve. They weren’t the
only ones out driving this late—a few other cars passed them, here
and there. Mostly the people inside seemed not to be paying
attention at all, at least in the fleeting glimpses Nadia caught of
them.

They kept to the quiet streets. Parts of
Haven were still quite lively right now, no doubt. Keeping the
Peace Patrol’s hands full. Convenient, in a way. It would have been
nice to make this a bike flight instead of a drive, but that would
most definitely attract attention.

It had been almost an hour. Drifting along on
a lonely highway. It seemed very sudden, when they left the city.
Buildings surrounded them, and then in the relative blink of an eye
there was nothing outside Nadia’s window but evergreen trees. Real
trees, not the oddly shaped ones all over the city of Haven.

They didn’t last long. Green hills gave way
to flat, open fields, mostly bare. Squat towers popped up at
regular intervals, ugly skeletal metal frames supporting giant
arrays of piercing ultraviolet light. It made Nadia’s head hurt to
stare at them.

But each one was surrounded by a small circle
of healthy crops, growing even with the lack of sunlight. Small
fractions of the fields, for sure, but apparently enough to feed
Haven. Some of the fields had people working them, tired and
sweating, backs bent over short rows of produce.

Very odd, to Nadia. She supposed it made a
kind of sense. Himata Biotech was not known for their automation
technology, after all. Not the way Auktoris was.

Still silent. Jackson was driving. She hadn’t
put anything on, no music. Neither of them had spoken in quite a
while.

“…I’m sorry I interrupted your date,” Nadia
said again.

“It’s fine,” Jackson said, a bit too quickly.
“It’s fine,” she said again, like she meant it this time.

“How are you two getting along, anyway?”
Nadia said.

Jackson shrugged. “The sex is good.”

Nadia waited a long moment, expecting more.
“That’s all?” she said. “Merely a sordid carnal affair?”

“Yeah, well…lots we don’t talk about, I
guess,” Jackson said. “Lots we can’t talk about, last few
days.”

“I see,” Nadia said. “Yes, I imagine his
position makes things complicated.”

“We make do,” Jackson said. “Mostly we just
make fun of your accent.”

Nadia blinked. Jackson had said it in an
entirely not sarcastic tone, which Nadia took deep issues with.
“Whatever do you mean, my accent?!”

“Heh, yeah, like that. Is it really an
accent, though?” Jackson said, giving her an easy, cheeky smile.
“Me and Tess have had this debate going for a while now. She says
it technically doesn’t count, but I’m still on the fence.”

“It is New American Received
Pronunciation, and you’ll forgive me if I was tutored from an
early age to…” Nadia huffed and sputtered, scrunching up her nose.
“It’s not as if I am doing it intentionally!”

Jackson responded in a husky Georgian drawl.
“Well now, miss, jus’ because you grew up with it don’t mean you
have to sound so priss all the damn time.”

Nadia held herself back from a full-on swoon.
“And why do you so rarely grace me with your accent?”

Jackson said nothing, merely smiling and
shaking her head. The fields around them had been replaced with
sprawling yards full of identical squat trailers, thrown down in
grids as far as Nadia could see.

They were almost there. Jackson took the next
exit, pulling the car off onto a wide, bare road. It stretched on
toward the horizon, gangly weeds sprouting up on either side. She
very quickly made another turn, the car’s tires crunching loudly
over gravel now.

So quiet. It was an endless sprawl of mobile
homes that stretched through the arid flats inland from Haven
proper. Nadia didn’t see a single soul as they finished the last
leg of their drive.

Jackson pulled over, throwing their ride into
park. The location Holly hadn’t given them was up ahead, still a
few crossroads away. A trailer, of course. Faded paint, stained and
dented, nestled in amongst thousands exactly like it.

A man and a woman were standing outside, by
the door. Smoking. Dressed casually, a bit rough for Nadia’s taste.
She raised an eyebrow at Jackson.

“Yeah, I see it,” Jackson said. “Appendix
carry, both of ’em.”

Not shocking. Nadia felt a bit underdressed,
honestly. No tricks or gadgets or countermeasures. Just the armored
biker jacket that Chris had given her.

“You get their attention,” Nadia said. “I’ll
make my way around back.”

“Or we could just…talk to them?” Jackson
said. “What, do you think they have Tess locked up in there?”

Nadia gave her a withering look, opening the
door and stepping outside. Hot air assaulted her, thick and
smothering. They hadn’t gone all that far inland, but it was enough
to kill the ocean breeze, trapping them in still and suffocating
darkness.

She slipped away between two nearby trailers,
quick and crouched and quiet. Nadia heard Jackson getting out of
the car behind her, heard her make a few more quiet protests. But
Nadia was not exactly feeling patient.

A single streetlight on a weathered wooden
pole buzzed and flickered. No people around, not in view anyway.
Somewhere in the distance a dog barked, but even that seemed hot
and tired and listless. The whole place was impossibly unlike the
cool, green streets of inner Haven, like an entirely different
country.

She crept on, her hand trailing along the
side of a trailer.

Crunch

Gravel. Nadia was not quite in her element.
She stepped more carefully now, keeping her feet in the dry grass
and weeds instead. The trailer was up ahead. The place where Tess
supposedly was. Allegedly.

Voices from the other side. Jackson, she was
sure of it, talking to the two guards out front.

POP

Nadia jumped in place. She knew that sound. A
loud, muffled thwack. The report of a suppressed
firearm.

She rushed now, heart pounding. The back of
the mobile home had a tiny window up above her head, cracked open.
Nadia had a panicked moment of indecision—window, or rush out to
the front of the trailer? Tess or Jackson?

Jackson was fine. She had her rig. She was
Jackson.

Nadia jumped and grabbed the windowsill,
scrambling to squirm her way in as quietly as she could. A tangy
chemical smell filled her nostrils, and that too was strangely
familiar.

She rolled over the edge and inside, making a
few silent little acks and ughs as she took a
collection of dusty cobwebs with her. Nadia crouched low again,
finding herself in a dim and cramped room. All alone.

There was barely room for more than one
person, anyway. Every spare inch was filled with printers, all
buzzing away, forming polymer parts layer by layer. They were set
up on tables, and the floor beneath was crammed with large plastic
buckets. Cables trailed everywhere, clamped onto what looked like
pipes sticking out of each bucket, soaking in a pungent chemical
brew.

POP

It was closer now. There were no raised
voices, though. No rushing footsteps. Nadia snuck up to the only
doorway, sticking her wrist around the corner and feeling very
foolish when she realized that she wasn’t wearing her suit.

She peeked with her eyes instead. An empty
hallway. She tiptoed out, still silent. The next door down was
another small room, this one with three people hunched over work
tables.

They were assembling things. An orderly line,
slapping a few parts together before passing it on. Nadia couldn’t
make sense of what they were building until her eyes found the pile
of finished products at the end of the last table.

Firearms. Small, black guns. Runty, odd
little things, not quite like any of the printed guns Nadia had
seen before.

POP

It was coming from the next room. Had to be.
Nadia crept down to another doorway, looking inside to see a tall
woman with brightly colored hair, vibrant lines of blue and yellow
and red.

Not hair. More like plumage, odd feather-like
tufts where her hair should have been. It was on her arms, too,
brilliant, somehow appearing both soft and a bit stiff. She picked
up one of the homemade guns, loading a single round into the
chamber and carrying it to the far side of the small room.

An oil drum was set up on blocks, slanted
diagonally up from the floor. The woman pointed the gun into it,
pulling the trigger.

POP

She marked the weapon with a silver felt pen,
adding it to a pile of other marked guns. Dozens of them. Dozens
upon dozens, piled up in little plastic crates that looked more
suited to carrying produce.

“Nadia?”

“Aah!” She practically jumped out of her
skin, turning around to see Jackson standing in the hallway with
her.

“How did you…what are you doing in here?”
Nadia said. She gasped out loud. “Did you kill those two out
front?”

“What the…? No!” Jackson said, looking
offended. “I asked them to let me in and they did. Come on.”

Nadia stood up straight, adjusting her coat
and calmly following Jackson down the hall, toward the front of the
trailer. Certainly not having just been startled badly. She threw
one glance back at the room where the bird-like woman had been
testing weapons, catching her staring curiously.

One of the guards was waiting for them, the
man. Gun still hidden in his holster, seemingly unbothered by their
presence. “Oh, wow! Cool!” he said when he saw Nadia. “Holy shit, I
had no idea she was in here.”

That made Nadia feel a little better.

“He was just telling me,” Jackson said,
giving Nadia a tired look, “that we just missed Tess.”

“Swear to God, she was here like five minutes
ago,” he said.

“Mmm,” Nadia said. Not buying it.

“I mean you know how Cheshire is,” he said.
“Comes and goes. It’s scary, honestly.”

“So she’s probably nearby?” Jackson
asked.

He said something back to her. Nadia didn’t
bother listening. He was clearly not in the know, or lying to them,
and either way it didn’t help her. The room around them was a kind
of cluttered entryway, depressing in appearance. Wood-paneled
walls, warped along the edges. Frayed and faded carpet, of the
indoor/outdoor variety.

Something moved. To Nadia’s side, what looked
like a toolbox nudged and bumped. Completely on its own.

Odd.

Nadia kept staring, seeing it now. She never
would have noticed if she had not seen it before, had not so
recently had the displeasure of being hunted by a man wearing the
same cloak. An odd shimmering shape, roughly a human silhouette. It
froze under her gaze, stiffening up, seemingly panicked.

Nadia stepped toward it. She reached out, her
fingers coming within an inch of touching it.

“Whoa!” Tess’s voice said. “Okay, okay, you
got me. Hang on.”

The shimmering shape flickered and morphed.
Tess faded into view, poking buttons on a device strapped around
her waist. The man talking to Jackson went silent, gasping a hushed
“whoa what the fuck?”

Well phrased, Nadia thought.

“Hi,” Tess said, clicking her prosthetic
fingers together. “You, uh…you wanted to talk?”


Chapter Seventeen: Northern Lights




It was a long, silent, awkward elevator ride.

It had been a long, silent, awkward drive
back as well. Nadia and Tess had sat in the back seat together,
chauffeured home by Jackson. Not a single word had passed between
them. Plenty of tense looks. Several halting little sounds as one
or the other of them thought about speaking, and then failed to
follow through.

The elevator doors opened. They stepped out
into the beautiful park ringing the outer layer of the arc. Eerily
quiet here this late.

Nadia and Tess stepped out, anyway. Nadia
stopped, turning to see Jackson still in the elevator.

“Are you not…where are you going?” she
asked.

Jackson nodded up. “Chris’s place. Figured I
might, uh…you know, give you two some space.”

“Jackson, that’s not necessary,” Nadia
said.

“Cool, yes, thank you,” Tess said at the
exact same time.

They gave each other a quick glare. Jackson
made a single, tired, “Mm-hmm,” and hit a button to close the
elevator doors.

“Ugh, not that I support her spending more
time with that guy…” Tess said.

Nadia sighed, not quite believing that she
was about to say this. “Oh, leave him alone, Tess. I think I may
like Chris.”

“You think you like Chris?” Tess said,
walking on toward the penthouse.

Nadia followed. She wasn’t quite sure
anymore, to be honest. Jackson seemed to like him well enough. If
that wasn’t a good enough endorsement, then what would be?

The penthouse was just as Nadia had left it.
Still marred with holes knocked out of the wall here and there. LC
was nowhere to be found. Strange. Normally the thing couldn’t wait
to catapult itself into Nadia’s legs the moment she walked in the
door.

Tess stopped in the middle of the main
lounge, looking up at the domed ceiling. Clicking her prosthetic
fingers together in front of her again. Nervous.

Nadia walked over to meet her. She placed a
hand on Tess’s shoulder, gently. Calmly. Turned her around so they
were facing each other.

So close. Tess wouldn’t meet her eyes.
Guilty. She’d put her glasses back on, as fake and lensless as they
were. Pulled them out of her pocket and put them on in the car.
Nadia realized, for the first time fully, that Tess kept putting
them back on whenever she was around Nadia. Didn’t wear them
anymore otherwise.

Nadia stepped in close to her. Touching their
foreheads together, sliding her hands up and resting them just
below Tess’s shoulders, right under her collar.

“…Hi,” Tess said.

“Hello,” Nadia said. “It feels like I haven’t
seen you in a long time.”

It was very effective. Tess winced. “Ugh, I
know. I feel bad.”

You SHOULD feel bad.

Nadia’s hands tensed up, grabbing Tess now.
Bunching her hoodie up tight in each fist. Her voice had been soft
and longing and sad, before.

That stopped now.

“You have been ignoring me, Tess.”

Tess realized, all too late, that she was
trapped. “Wha…I…yeah, but…”

She was trying to pull away. Nadia held her
fast. “You hid from me! Thought you could, what? Bide your time
until I went away and stopped bothering you?”

“We talked about this!” Tess said. “Just for
a little bit! Just while all this stuff is going on!”

“You actually hid from me!” Nadia
said. “You are lying to me! Lying to me, just like you did
before!”

“This is different!” Tess said, yanking
herself out of Nadia’s grasp and stepping back. “I was…it was awful
before, yeah. I put you in danger. I didn’t want to put you in
danger again!”

“So chivalrous of you,” Nadia said, voice
dripping with disgust.

“I couldn’t save you before!” Tess said. Her
voice broke a little, with anger or despair Nadia couldn’t quite
tell. “It wouldn’t be fair, putting you out there again! You’ve
done your time. You did your part. You deserve to be happy and safe
and not in prison.”

“While you go off on your noble little
crusade? Is that it?” Nadia said.

Tess scrunched her mouth up, well and truly
flustered now. “Don’t say it like that!”

“Firearms, Tess?” Nadia said, narrowing her
eyes. “You were out there mass-manufacturing firearms. Hardly a
peaceful protest we are planning, hmm?”

“Hey, we’re not starting anything. And I hope
they don’t get used. But you and I both know the Peace Patrol is
going to start shooting people when they start losing.”

“Exactly, Tess! And then how much blood will
be on your hands?”

“My hands?! My hands?!” Tess yelled,
well past the point of embarrassment or guilt. Full of righteous
anger now. “This was already going on before we got here, I
just…”

“Helped people do what they were already
going to do. Yes, I have heard that one before,” Nadia said.

“Yeah, very clever,” Tess said, rolling her
eyes. “The blood is on fucking Pravin’s hands. He could step down
any time. But no, assholes like that will never just let go. It’s
not enough to be the richest man in Haven. He has to keep his
greedy claws on every ounce of power he has.”

“We have seen how this goes before, Tess,”
she said. “I couldn’t help but notice, even from my cell, that my
mother is in fact still in power.”

“This is different!” Tess lit up suddenly,
full of hope. “I learned from that. Lots of people learned from
that. And Haven is different. We have more people engaged. We have
good leadership, a legitimate body. The establishment is weaker.
The Peace Patrol have their hands full here in the city, and in a
few days, wham!”

She clapped her hands together, the plastic
clacking loudly and echoing in the lounge. “We take over the
farmlands. Food supply, controlled by the People’s Council. We’ll
have Haven by the balls. We can win this, Nadia!”

“Listen to yourself!” Nadia said, sighing
with disgust. “People are going to get killed!”

“Yeah, things might get ugly,” Tess said. “It
sucks. But Pravin’s not gonna let us vote him out. We don’t have a
choice. That’s why I wanted to keep you out of it.”

“Tess,” Nadia said, stepping closer to her.
Almost begging, now. “You are going to get yourself killed. You
have to stop!”

“I’m doing this for you!” Tess said. “I’m
doing this to make Haven a better place for everyone, yeah. And
that includes you!”

“For me? Really?” Nadia felt herself scoff.
“I think it more likely you are doing this to satisfy your own
high-minded fantasies about some glorious revolution!”

“Hey!” Tess snapped at her, fierce and
indignant and hurt. “I broke you out of jail!”

“You are the reason that I was even
in prison in the first—”

Nadia stopped, clapping her hands over her
mouth. She scarcely believed she had just said that. Scarcely
believed she had been about to say more.

Tess was staring at her in open wonder.
Complete shock. As if Nadia had just slapped her across the face.
Neither of them said anything for a long, breathless moment.

“…I didn’t mean that,” Nadia said, very
quietly, barely lowering her hands.

“I know,” Tess said, also barely above a
whisper. “I know, it’s okay. You’re right. I know.”

You’re wrong, I’M sorry, it wasn’t your
fault

“I didn’t mean that,” was all Nadia managed
to say.

“You’re right,” Tess said, hushed, to
herself. She closed her eyes, her shoulders sagging as she said it
to herself again. “You’re right.”

It was unbearable to watch. “Tess, stop it,”
Nadia said. “You saved me.”

“Does it even count?” Tess said, with a sad
laugh. “You were only in there because of me.”

“Tess! Stop it!”

Tess looked up at her. She looked broken
inside, eyes hollow, not a single glint of light from her
implants.

“It was both of us. Together,” Nadia said.
“You didn’t make me go up into the Structure that night. You tried
to tell me it was a bad idea, in fact.”

Slightly less broken. Tess’s face softened, a
little hope in there again.

“And I wasn’t talking about you getting me
out of prison,” Nadia said. “I meant before all that. You saved
me.”

“What?”

It was hard to put into words. Painful. Nadia
did not like to contemplate what would have become of herself if
Tess hadn’t found her, hadn’t given her the tools to fight back. To
do what she had always wanted to do anyway.

It wasn’t as if Nadia could have changed her
family by asking politely. Or less than politely, even. All of it,
everything she had done, had been a sort of self-defense.
Self-preservation, in a sense.

So she didn’t put it into words. She
couldn’t, really.

“You’ve already saved me, Tess,” was all she
said instead.

Tess still looked confused. But she nodded,
taking a careful, tentative step forward. She raised one hand,
giving Nadia a questioning look.

Is this okay?

Nadia nodded back at her. Tess closed the
last of the gap and wrapped her arms around Nadia, holding her
close and letting out a loud sigh of relief.

“I’m sorry,” she said in Nadia’s ear. “I’ve
been a real butt since we got here.”

Nadia half-laughed, half-sobbed. She reached
up and ran her hands through Tess’s short hair again, clutching at
the spot where her ponytail used to be.

“I can’t believe we went through all that
getting you here and I immediately started ghosting you.
Ugh,” Tess said. “Ugh! What is wrong with me?”

“Where to even begin?”

“Hey!” Tess pulled back, slightly, enough so
their eyes could meet. Both smiling, both slipping into a kiss so
smoothly that it was impossible to tell who really started it.

Nadia held her in place after it ended,
bodies pressed together, lips still so close they were grazing each
other. That was more like it.

“You know how you can make it up to me?”
Nadia said.

Tess snorted. Right in her face, sliding into
a goofy smile.

“Yeah, I think I have an idea.”

 


* * *

 


“So…everything okay?”

Chris’s place had a balcony, too. Jackson was
lying back on a beach chair, looking up at the slice of night sky
she could see through the arching spires of the arcology.

Not much in the way of stars. But an aurora
overpowered the city’s light pollution, swirling bands of color she
couldn’t stop staring at.

“Can’t really talk about it,” Jackson said.
“But yeah, I think so.”

Chris seemed intrigued. But he didn’t press
her. He was lying right next to her on another beach chair, in
nothing but his underwear. A ridiculously silky pair of briefs that
Jackson had already poked fun at him for.

Jackson had stripped, too. Left her tank top
on but ditched her pants, happy to just let her skin breathe in the
cool coastal air. Standing around inland was enough to make her
sweat, stuffy and hot even in the nighttime.

She felt vulnerable without the rig on, sure.
Part of wearing it all the damn time. But it was nice to have it
off, too. Light and breezy and free.

They hadn’t even had sex, for once. Chris
just let her in with barely a word, walking out to the balcony and
letting her follow on her own.

Tired. Had to be getting near the early hours
of the morning, by now. There was a large bottle on the ground
between their chairs. Something clear. Chris picked it up and took
a slow swig, handing it over to Jackson after.

She took it and tried a sip. Bitter. Not
exactly to her tastes. And too dim to read the label. She put it
back on the floor between them.

“You know what makes those things even
better?” Chris said, staring up at the lights with her.

Jackson shrugged.

He gave her a sly smile and held up a joint.
“Gotta hurry, though. They don’t usually last long.”

He got it going for her, taking a quick drag
and handing it over. Jackson had been using off and on for the last
two years, mostly in pill form. Whatever she and Tess managed to
get their hands on. Helped with the pain from her implants.

But it had been a long time since she’d
actually smoked anything. She breathed it in, not sure why she was
so satisfied to hear it crackle and rustle as it burned.

“You know, with all the weird stuff they grow
up here,” she said, letting a little out and holding her breath,
“shocks me that this manages to be such weak shi—”

She choked on it, coughing and sitting up in
her chair. Chris laughed, only a little, taking the joint and
replacing it with a water bottle in her hand.

“…Thanks,” Jackson said, recovering quickly.
She took another long drink, washing the dryness out of her
throat.

“Seemed like a big emergency,” Chris said.
“Earlier.”

Tired. Not sleepy, not exactly. But worn out.
“I can’t talk about it.”

“Right, right,” Chris said. “I’m not on the
clock, though. Was just curious if your girls are doing okay.”

Your girls. Jackson chuckled at that.
“They had a fight,” she said. It wasn’t a lie. It didn’t give
anything away.

“Weird,” Chris said. “Can’t picture those
two…I don’t know. Not on the same side about anything.”

Jackson’s chuckle grew into an actual laugh,
scoffing and shaking her head. “The first time I really met Nadia,
they were…I mean, I knew her before, you know. From the job.”

It was an understatement and a half, but it
worked. Chris nodded.

“First time we, uh…worked together, I guess,”
Jackson said. “Her and Tess were having it out in a big way.”

Chris looked deeply confused, letting out an
impressive billow of smoke. “What, like, on the job?”

Again, a hell of a way to put it. “Oh yeah.
They’re fine, though. Probably made up already. Probably down there
having loud sex, carrying on through the whole damn penthouse.
That’s why I came up here, honestly.”

“Only reason, huh?”

“Yup,” she said. “Not like I wanted to see
your ugly mug or anything.”

“Bitch,” he said, smiling and shaking his
head.

They stayed silent for a few long minutes.
Just staring at the lights and smoking, passing it back and forth
lazy and slow.

Jackson hadn’t seen the farms around the city
of Haven before. Not up close like that. Not any more than she’d
seen on their first fly over. It was nothing like the vague
memories she had from childhood, brief little flashes she felt
sometimes of how things were. Crowded out, usually, by everything
that came after. A day had come when her mother had yelled at her
to grab her bag, now, and that was that.

Nothing like the huge fields out here, bare
except for the weird little huddled circles of crops. The UV arrays
gave her the creeps for some reason. Otherworldly. Couldn’t imagine
what it would feel like to work under that light, to put in a long
shift toiling under an alien artificial sun.

Crammed into one of those trailers on your
off time. Jackson sighed. It hadn’t escaped her notice that most of
the workers out there appeared to be brown, of one shade or
another. In stark contrast to all the healthy, bindered people
walking Haven’s tree-lined streets. Mostly white. Not all, sure.
But mostly.

Funny how it always seemed to just shake out
that way. Somehow. Fucking Haven. Just as bad as back home, after
all.

“Listen,” Chris said, a little too seriously.
“I know we’re, uh…being cool. About talking.”

Jackson raised an eyebrow at him.

“About work,” Chris said. “And I’m not gonna
press you or anything. I just wanna say I hope you’re not too deep
in it.”

They had been so careful. Trying desperately
to keep this a calm little oasis, the time between them. Why was he
trying to ruin it? Was he hoping that she would try to ruin it? It
already felt, to her anyway, that Chris was on her side if things
really got ugly.

“Pravin wants me to ask you to come talk to
him sometime,” Chris said. “Bring some of your extensive policing
experience to the table. Advise him on how to put down all these
unruly mobs.”

“Is that right?” Jackson said, low and mean.
“Not something I feel inclined to give advice on.”

“Nor should you,” he said. “It’s bullshit
anyway. He blames this whole thing on Tess. Wants to press you or
Nadia to give her up.”

She shook her head, letting out a quiet,
scoffing laugh. “Even if I did, it doesn’t work like that. He
thinks all this just sprang up overnight because Tess showed
up?”

“I know, I know,” Chris said. “Material
conditions, right?”

Jackson gave him a funny look. It was a
phrase she had heard from Tess, plenty of times.

“She’s a good scapegoat. For him, anyway,”
Chris said. “And I mean come on, it’s fuckin’ obvious that she is
involved.”

“Why are you telling me all this?” she
said.

“I’m just saying, I have a lot of pull,” he
said. “I’ll do what I can if your name comes up. But just be
careful, you know?”

Sweetheart. She supposed. As far as could be,
under the present circumstances anyway.

Jackson waved him off. “You seem awful
confident there, Mister Consultant to the Rich and Famous,” she
said. “Tell you what, I’ll put in a good word for you when the
People’s Council runs this town. See if I can keep you out of the
guillotine.”

“Ha!” He barked it out, echoing up against
the walls of the arcology stretching above them. “You got your
money on the People’s Council, huh?”

She felt herself shrug. “Stranger things have
happened.”

“Alice,” he said.

She forced herself, not easily, to not look
over at him.

“They don’t stand a chance,” he said. “We
both know it. You and your girls are finally out of the crosshairs.
You’ve got an opportunity to have a good life here. Don’t let Tess
ruin it for you.”

“Don’t you dare talk to me about Tess like
that!” Jackson said. She sat up, finally turning to him. “You don’t
know what the fuck you’re talking about!”

He held his hands up, instantly, a hurt look
on his face. “I’m not wrong,” he said. “I’m trying to look out for
you!”

She grumbled a few nonsense angry noises,
lying back down with her arms crossed. This was supposed to be
their own little private bubble. No work talk. A calm little
oasis.

But that had been stupid, of course. Doomed
from the start, Jackson realized. There was no separating the
personal and professional between them, not like that.

Chris laid back down as well. Neither of them
said anything for a few tense moments. The lights in the sky faded,
dying down slowly until they had disappeared. Jackson kept staring
up, into empty stars now. Didn’t know what to feel anymore.

“Do you want me to go?” she said, more
quietly than she’d meant to.

“No,” Chris said. “I really don’t.”

Jackson didn’t know what to say back. She
should have just left. Should have spent an awkward few minutes
clambering back into her rig and then gone back downstairs.

“I care about you, you know?” Chris said.
“I’ve always cared about you, honestly.”

Her eyes were overflowing a little. Not
crying, not quite. Jackson wiped at them with her forearm.

“Yeah, Chris,” she said. “I know.” She
reached her hand over to him, hanging it in the short space between
them.

He looked at her. Sighing loudly.

“Just take my hand, you asshole,” she
said.

He did. Not quite holding hands, not really.
They merely sort of hung together, fingers barely intertwined.

 


* * *

 


“You have a butt now,” Nadia said.

Tess froze, on her way back from the
bathroom. She awkwardly looked over her own shoulder,
unsuccessfully craning her neck to look down. “What are you talking
about? I’ve always had a butt.”

“Yes, but now it’s…shapely.”

“I told you, leg day,” Tess said, bombing
down onto the bed. They had, eventually, made their way back up
here to the bedroom they had claimed. “Jackson doesn’t mess around.
I told her I needed to get in shape and she was like…squats!
Now!”

Tess laid down on her side, naked except for
a silly pair of polka-dotted underwear. It was a ridiculously huge
bed, a large circle of soft, moss-green sheets with an amount of
pillows that Nadia found to be, frankly, absurd.

It felt odd, the two of them huddled close
together in the center. Trapped in the middle of a deserted island.
Nadia was sitting with her knees up close to her face, holding the
sheets tight over her legs.

But her back was out in the open air,
exposed. Tess reached over and ran prosthetic fingers up the
shallow groove along her spine, smooth plastic sliding along naked
skin. Nadia arched her back and sighed. It felt so good to
be touched again.

“Speaking of Jackson,” Tess said.

“Mmm,” Nadia said. “I feel a little bad. You
don’t suppose she feels like a third wheel around us?”

“I don’t think so,” Tess said. “And hey,
she’s got Pravin’s lapdog to keep her company now.”

Nadia felt an odd impulse to defend Chris, to
tell her not to talk about him that way. It passed quickly.

“Not why I brought her up, though,” Tess
said.

Nadia raised an eyebrow. Tess had stopped
touching her, sadly, and was now running her hand along the sheets
in front of her. Staring down at the creases her fingers were
making.

“All this stuff,” Tess said, “you know,
everything. Losing you, all the shit Jackson and I did while you
were gone. Really put things into perspective for me.”

Nadia’s other eyebrow joined the first,
rising up high. Intrigued.

“I know I don’t ever want to hold back now,”
Tess said. “After they took you away, I beat myself up for so long.
All the stuff I wanted to say to you and didn’t. All the things we
should have done together.”

She would die before she would admit it out
loud, but Nadia felt herself swooning inside. She pulled the sheets
up over her nose, peeking out over them and eagerly nodding at Tess
to keep going.

“I was talking to Jackson about it,” she
said. “A few months after you…after you went away. And she just
like…she just put her hand on my shoulder and was like, You get
her out, Tess. You get her out and you make it right and you keep
it right.”

“Mmm,” Nadia said, extremely pleased to hear
Tess’s impression of Jackson. Her two favorites, finally together.
She was sure there was a food analogy for it, but that wasn’t
really her thing.

“So…you know…” Tess said, bashfully looking
down at her hand.

Nadia snuck her hand out from under the
sheet, placing it over Tess’s. Tess was right. No more holding
back.

“I already know you love me, Tess.”

Tess let out a long, smiling sigh, throwing
her head back. Still wearing her glasses. Purely for Nadia’s
benefit, at this point. “Yeah, I mean, that too. Not actually where
I was going with this, though?”

“Oh?” Very intrigued, now.

“Yeah, I mean…you feel the same way,
right?”

“Of course,” Nadia said, instantly. Proud of
herself for finally being able to. “On both counts.”

“So, if like…there was anything you
wanted…but you felt afraid to ask…embarrassed, or awkward. Like you
thought I might judge you?” Tess said, meeting her eyes, deadly
serious. “Nothing’s off the table.”

Nadia was lost now. “I’ve asked you to do
quite a lot of things to me, Tess.”

“Heh.”

Nadia slapped her hand. “I’ve never felt
judged.”

And that was all. There was certainly nothing
else she would like to request or talk about.

No holding back, you coward.

Nadia had often thought, while in bed with
Tess, that this might be their last time together. She had never
behaved appropriately, always guarded, always quiet afterwards. Too
much of a coward to say anything.

Until it was far too late, anyway. She closed
her eyes, forcing out some words.

“Actually, Tess…sometimes I…”

Excruciating. Like digging a splinter out of
her skin. But it had to come out.

“Sometimes I just want you to…hold…me.
More.”

Done. Off her chest. Ugh, that was
difficult.

Tess was staring at her, wide-eyed, extremely
bemused. “What, you mean like you want to cuddle?”

“Don’t make fun of me!”

“Mrow, so kinky,” Tess said, waggling her
eyebrows.

“Tess!”

“Sorry, sorry,” Tess said, scooting over
closer to her on the bed. “I would be honored to cuddle you
more.”

“What about you?” Nadia said.

“Oh, easy,” Tess said. “We need to get your
suit back so you can wear it while I…”

“Ugh, yes!” Nadia said. “I thought you were
never going to ask!”

“Yeah, bucket list item, for sure,” Tess
said. “So wait, for real though. You don’t want to fuck
Jackson?”

Nadia jolted in place, completely floored at
the accusation. “I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t have to be like that about it,”
Tess said. “I would be perfectly cool with that.”

Nadia gasped a few times, breathlessly
plummeting down from the high of a few moments ago. “I
don’t…you…it’s not…”

“Oh, come on,” Tess said. “You’re obviously
into her. You’ve wanted to fuck her since the moment she first
pointed a gun at you. Which…that’s a whole other conversation.”

Nadia couldn’t believe this. From such a
declaration of devotion to this…this slander. “What is this?
Why are you…are you trying to foist me off onto Jackson?!”

“What? No!” Tess said. “I’m just telling
you…I know you. And I can tell you’re into her. And I’m okay with
that. It’s cool. Non-traditional relationship structures are
praxis. Go for it. If you want to.”

Nadia felt herself stuttering, completely at
a loss for words. She wasn’t in denial about…well, yes, fine, she
found Jackson attractive. There, she admitted it. Who could blame
her? Brave, heroic Former Officer Jackson. Tess and Jackson were
her heroes, her saviors, both of them. All she had left in the
world.

That wasn’t the point.

“…You wouldn’t be jealous?” Nadia said, eyes
narrowed and simmering. “At all?”

“No, no, I like Jackson, she’s great, she—”
Tess looked up, finally noticing the look Nadia was giving her.
“Whoa, hang on. Whoa. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that would upset
you.”

“Didn’t realize?!” Nadia said. “You declare
your love for a girl, and then in the next breath tell her to go…”
She ran out of breath, unable to say the rest of it.

“I just said you could if you wanted to.
If,” Tess said. She sat up, holding her hands up toward
Nadia. Carefully not touching her yet. “Oh. Oh! Okay, right, I get
it. Bad timing. Right. Forget it, forget I said anything.”

It softened the blow. But there was no taking
it back. Nadia stared at her, uneasy now.

“Or actually, you know what?” Tess said.
“Don’t have sex with Jackson. I swear, if I find out you had sex
with Jackson I will…I will be sooooooo mad.”

She couldn’t even say it without a smirking
little smile. Nadia forced a laugh, a quick and dry one.

But her heart wasn’t in it. At all. This was
silly, anyway. All of this. “Pravin called me for a little lunch
get-together earlier,” she said. “Yesterday, I suppose.”

“Oh?” Tess said, sitting up on one elbow.

“That’s why I had to come find you.”

“Oh,” Tess said. “That bad?”

Nadia raised a very unamused eyebrow.

“Okay. Right. Okay…yeah, we need to get you
out of here. I can talk to Holly in the morning, get you set up
somewhere safe first thing. Just in case.”

Nadia huddled herself down, pulling the
sheets tightly around herself again. Such a shame. She had grown
rather fond of the penthouse.

“We have another one tomorrow,” Nadia said.
“Or later today, I suppose. I think he would like it to be a
regular thing.”

“Uhhhhhhhhh no?” Tess said. “I have several
issues with that.”

“I know, I know,” Nadia said. “I’m not going
to cancel this one suddenly. It might raise suspicion.”

“Mmm,” Tess said, rolling onto her back.
Resting her hands on her stomach in a most-displeased way. “I don’t
like it. I think you might be right, but I do not like it.”

Nadia sighed. It felt like there was a lot of
that going around, lately.


Chapter Eighteen: Therapeutic




“No, you don’t understand,” Jackson said. “It was
literally my fault.”

Her therapist was a woman with a butch
haircut and a curious penchant for wearing colorful sweater
vests.

“How so?” she asked.

Jackson scoffed. It was obvious, of course.
She had led them. Asked them to follow her. Taken them with her
into what was obviously a death trap, a suicide mission. A doomed,
foolish crusade.

And for what?

She hadn’t said anything in a long few
minutes. Her therapist seemed to be good at letting that silence
stretch out. There was no easy escape, no hesitant follow-up
questions to break the tension.

“They trusted me,” Jackson said. “And I asked
them to follow me. And they died.”

“So your friends were happy to help you? They
willingly followed?”

Friends. That word stung. Wedge, sure,
yeah. Things had been different with Vicks. Poor dead Andrew
Vicks.

Dead before he hit the ground.

“…Yeah,” Jackson said, barely above her
breath.

“They must have known it was dangerous? That
there was a chance they would die?”

“Yeah, sure. Always,” Jackson said, but she
didn’t believe it. It wasn’t right.

It wasn’t fair.

“You said your mother was an officer?” she
asked. “Did you ever talk with her about this kind of thing?”

They had barely talked about her parents. Her
therapist had been subtly trying to crack that nut, politely
bringing it up a few times. Jackson had successfully dodged it so
far.

She thought about the last time she’d spoken
to her mother. Holding her hand as the old woman lay in a bed,
trapped in a stinking clinic, the wallpaper stained gray and
peeling all around them.

Standing there and holding her hand.

This is right kind of you, miss. My son
never comes to visit me.

Jackson was never sure how much of the old
woman had been there, at the end, or if it was just her
eyesight going. All she’d been able to think at the time was,
Hey, at least I’m finally passing.

“Jackson?”

“What?! I…huh,” she said, utterly confused.
She was crying, her chin quivering. She hadn’t even realized it was
happening.

“Sorry, I—” Jackson started to say, hiding
her face in her hands. A choking sob came out instead of more
words. She heard the sound of a tissue being ripped out of a box,
knew it was being held out to her. Could feel it.

“No need to apologize.”

Jackson took it and wiped her face, wiped it
all away. She sniffed, once, loud and final. “I have to, uh…I think
I gotta go.”

“You sure? We have fifteen minutes left.”

“…Yeah,” Jackson said, getting up to leave.
Too slow, not nearly fast enough. “Thanks. Sorry.”

“That’s twice now.”

She froze, halfway out the door. “What?”

“You haven’t sat down for a full session yet.
Took off on me like that. Both times,” she said. “Maybe you could
try talking to one of your friends? If talking to me isn’t working
for you?”

Sorry, was the first thought on her
lips, and Jackson hated it. It felt like all she’d been saying
lately, over and over, sorry sorry sorry.

“Next time,” she said instead. “For
sure.”

She bolted after that, not giving the
therapist a chance to rope her back in. No, not bolted. Not
running. Just stuffy in there, nice to get outside again. It was
midday, for their few hours of daylight anyway. Still nice and cool
with the coastal breeze, stepping down off a stone stoop onto a
pleasant, tree-lined street.

Jackson felt herself shiver. Couldn’t really
throw a jacket over the rig. Her bare arms prickled up. Had to
order some sweaters, or ask Nadia to order her sweaters. Nadia
would love that, picking out more clothes for her.

She started walking, sort of aimlessly,
knowing she would end up at the Bramble eventually. It wasn’t all
that far. Tess had started up a running group chat with her and
Nadia, reporting her location all morning. Checking in every hour
or so in a jokey, overly formal way that was almost extremely
annoying. Almost.

Tess was at the Bramble. And this seemed like
a nice enough opportunity to have a talk. It seemed like Tess and
Nadia had patched things up last night, well enough for now. And
that was fine. They needed that, needed to sort things out.

But Tess hadn’t just disappeared on Nadia. It
had just been Jackson and Tess for almost three years there, just
the two of them, on the run. They were partners, too. In a way. Not
that she minded sticking with Nadia, but it seemed like Tess maybe
might owe a few more apologies around.

And Jackson needed to find something to do
that wasn’t hanging out with Chris, anyway.

There were benches along the sidewalk, pretty
things with stained wood slats and spiraling cast-iron legs. Each
one had arm rests bolted to the wood, newer, shining stainless
steel. Breaking up the length of the bench, dividing it into narrow
seats. Jackson passed one with a person slumped down on it,
awkwardly and uncomfortably trying to sleep.

That wasn’t unusual. At all. What was unusual
was that Jackson recognized her.

Raekell was curled up onto one of the bench
seats, back in ratty clothes. Stained sweatpants and a torn denim
vest. She looked exhausted, even trying to nap, worn-out lines
creasing the space under her eyes.

Serves you right, you little shit

The thought cut through everything else,
rising up on a wave of righteous anger. It burned out fast, though.
The poor kid didn’t know any better. You couldn’t just hand a feral
girl from the slums that much money and cut her loose.

A car pulled up to the curb nearby. Haven
Peace Patrol, green and white with two officers inside. Jackson’s
eyes were drawn up, to the townhouse behind the bench. Someone was
watching from the front window, glaring down at the vagrant
spoiling their view.

Loitering. Disturbing the peace. Resisting
arrest. The charges read out in Jackson’s head, automatically,
leftover habit. She knew exactly what was about to happen. Had seen
it so many times before.

“Hey!” she yelled. “Hey, kid! Wake up!”

Raekell barely stirred. She waved one hand,
shoving nothing away, grumbling and hiding her face deeper against
the crook of one elbow.

Woop woop. The car sang out a pair of
siren chirps, the officers getting out.

That woke her up.

“Fuck off!” Raekell said, sitting up and
wiping her eyes. “Tryin’ to sleep…assholes…”

Jackson growled and grabbed her by the vest,
yanking the girl to her feet. “Get up, idiot!”

Raekell’s eyes shot open wide. “Whoa!
Pitbull! What the fuck you doing here?”

“Walk!” Jackson said, putting her down and
pushing her along plenty less than gently. The officers behind them
walked closer, but slowly, not looking like they were trying to
catch up.

Jackson watched them over her shoulder, wary
and careful. They had other shit to do. They had to have more
important shit to be doing. The vagrant had moved on, call
completed, good enough.

“Keep walking,” Jackson said, a hand on
Raekell’s back.

“I am!” Raekell shoved the hand away,
shuffling along with her head down. “What the fuck is going on,
anyway? How’d you find me?”

Another glance over her shoulder. The Peace
Patrol officers were, thankfully, getting back in their car.
Jackson let out a long breath, wondering what her plan would even
have been if they hadn’t backed off.

“I coulda handled them,” Raekell said.
“Everyone says you can’t sleep outside here in downtown but
whatever, man. Too hot inland.”

Jackson didn’t respond. The patrol car
started moving, pulling up beside them and slowing down.

Goddammit. Jackson grabbed the back of
Raekell’s vest, holding her up a little, like scruffing an angry
kitten. She waved at the officers, barely seeing them through the
dark windows.

No worries, officers. This is mine. I’m
taking care of it.

Raekell raised a middle finger at them.
Jackson slapped it down instantly, cursing.

“Ow!” Raekell said.

The car sped up. Jackson could swear she saw
the faint motion of the officers laughing inside, but they were
gone in seconds.

Raekell watched them drive off, glaring and
shoving her hands deep in her pants pockets. She spat on the
sidewalk. “Fuckers,” she said. “Every last one of them.”

Something about that warmed Jackson’s heart.
She didn’t say anything right away, just kept walking, wondering if
Raekell was going to grudgingly thank her.

“That still includes you, Pitbull,” Raekell
said.

Jackson snorted. Not surprising. “So you
hungry or what?”

Raekell’s stomach growled. Actually growled,
loud and angry and demanding. She looked away, shrugging her lanky
shoulders as hard as possible.

“…Yeah, I could eat,” she said, after a few
seconds.

“Good,” Jackson said. “I was about to order
something.”

 


* * *

 


The Bramble was still dark inside, but practically
empty. No racket of holographics lit up over the dance floor, the
tables stacked up in haphazard pairs as someone mopped.

Jackson made her way toward the bar, looking
out at the stage as she went. A rehearsal was happening, for what
she didn’t know. The sound system wasn’t on, so she couldn’t hear.
Just a bunch of people in fantastical costumes going through the
same few moves, over and over, while a man in front yelled at
them.

She threw a brown paper bag onto the bar and
sat down, sliding it over to Raekell.

“Ugh, that took forever to show up,” Raekell
said, tearing it open and pulling out a huge cylinder wrapped in
foil, bigger than her hands. “Ow! Hot! Ow, fuck.”

“It’s worth it,” Jackson said, grabbing her
dinner out of the bag. She unwrapped the foil, steam rising from a
massive burrito, stuffed to overflowing with eggs and potatoes and
cheese.

Raekell was already tearing into hers. “Ow.
Hot! Ow. Mmm. Spicy. Wow.”

She kept talking as she ate, muffled through
all the food in her mouth. Jackson nodded and shrugged, slowly
working her first bite. Savoring it.

Holly was standing at the bar, side-eyeing
Raekell. They nodded up at Jackson, very much confused and
wondering why the hell they had a scruffy homeless punk sitting in
their establishment.

Jackson just shrugged. Holly rolled their
eyes, sighing. “Should’ve known you were the type to bring home a
stray. Can I get you anything, Alice?”

“You still tend the bar?”

Holly laughed. “Been a long time since I did
that. You want a beer or not?”

“Sure.”

Holly uncapped a bottle and slid it over to
Jackson, not asking Raekell a thing. They moved down to the other
end of the bar, checking in on the pair at the end.

Tess was standing behind the bar down there.
Talking to one of the waitresses, the one with the ears and tail.
The catgirl was seated like a customer, eyes down, hands nervous.
No drinks, no alcohol anyway. It was a quiet and serious talk.
Tess’s eyes were lit up, and she was typing in the air.

Holly joined them. A huddled, quiet
conference. Surely up to no good, the three of them.

“…Alice?”

It was funny, hearing it out loud like that.
She had chosen it, after all. But very few people called her
anything but “Jackson.” She turned to Raekell, eyebrows raised.
“Yeah?”

Raekell was staring at her, holding a ragged
half of a burrito. “Big mean badass Officer Pitbull Jackson is
actually named…Alice?”

Jackson nodded, giving her a long stare.
“Yup.”

“Weird,” Raekell said, dropping what was left
of her meal and shoving it away. “Now I’ve heard fuckin’
everything.”

“What, you done already?” Jackson said,
nodding at the burrito.

“I’m fuckin’ stuffed!” Raekell said. She held
her hands out, miming the vast size of the burrito, then held her
hands to her midsection. “That thing is literally bigger than my
stomach!”

“Coward,” Jackson said, taking a huge bite of
her food. “Thought you were some kind of a badass yourself.”

“You’re like, twice as big as me!” Raekell
said, holding her hands out, unable to encompass Jackson’s muscled
body.

“Yup,” Jackson said, nodding and throwing
back a swig of beer. She jabbed a pointed finger into Raekell’s
face. “And don’t you forget it.”

Raekell shrank back, staring at the finger in
her face. But only for a second. “Pfft!” she sputtered, laughing,
pushing Jackson’s robotic gauntlet away. “You’re too fucking much.
Alice.”

Goddamn right, Jackson didn’t say.
Tess wrapped up her meeting, hugging the waitress awkwardly over
the bar and then coming over to join them.

“Whoa, Raekell?” Tess asked. “What is she
doing here?”

“Yeah, nice to see you too, crazy cat lady,”
Raekell said. She reached over for Jackson’s beer, and Jackson
slapped her hand away. “Ow.”

Tess looked back and forth a few times, from
Raekell to Jackson, finally settling on a very confused raised
eyebrow in Jackson’s direction.

“Found her on a park bench,” Jackson said
with a shrug.

“I gave you ten million in vouchers,” Tess
said, heaving a tired sigh, “and you’re sleeping on the
street?”

“Whatever,” Raekell said, poking around in
the remains of her burrito. She fished out a chunk of potato,
staring at it with an angry glare before popping it in her mouth.
“Spent it all. None of your goddamned business.”

“Unbelievable,” Tess said. “Do you have any
idea what ten million could’ve done to help other people? I hope it
was worth it.”

“Of course it was fuckin’ worth it, I partied
for like three days straight,” Raekell said.

“Ugh,” Tess scoffed. She looked utterly at a
loss, waving her hands and stuttering like she wanted to scold
more, but couldn’t find the words.

Jackson nodded down the bar. “Everything
okay?”

“Yeah…” Tess said. She gave a long stare to
the spot where the waitress had been sitting. “Going over her
history, working on some issues starting to crop up with her binder
modifications.”

“Like what?” Raekell asked.

“Uh, it’s private?” Tess said. “What do you
care, anyway?”

“You write black binders, right?” Raekell
said.

“No, no, of course not, that would be
illegal,” Tess said, a huge grin on her face, just as fanged and
menacing as Cheshire. She wiped the smile away, suddenly all
business. “Seriously though, I’m not writing any genetic
modifications. Not my area of expertise.”

“What do you mean? You don’t know how?”
Raekell said.

“What, just because I can write computer
code, you think I can also whip up some modifications to a human
DNA sequence? I hack networks, not bodies.”

“Just a hacker, huh?” Jackson said, smiling
and shaking her head. “And a prosthetics engineer, and a weapon
designer, and…”

Tess interrupted her. “…master
counter-propagandist, and anarcha-feminist revolutionary, and a
genius, and totally bangin’, yes, thank you, thank you,” she said,
making mocking little bows. “But hey, even I can’t do
everything.”

“So humble,” Jackson said. “I had to teach
you how to boil pasta.”

“Irrelevant!” Tess said, huddling in closer
to Raekell, leaning over to divulge a secret conspiracy. “But, you
know, hypothetically, if I was to be involved in, let’s say,
writing some algorithms to help black binder writers determine
long-term effects? Maybe streamlining some distributed
manufacturing processes, or designing tools for new patient
analysis? That might be the kind of thing that’s in my
wheelhouse.”

“Okay wait, so you do black binder stuff?”
Raekell said.

“Oh, no no no, I told you, that would be
illegal,” Tess said, grinning like a fiend.

“So like…could you hook me up with
something?” Raekell said.

“What? You want work done?” Tess said. “I
mean, I know people.”

“No, no,” Raekell said, “I went to one of
those clinics. You know, the official ones, all clean and
shit.”

“A Himata Biotech store?” Jackson asked. She
was getting an odd alert feeling, like her ears were pricking up.
“It had a big sun on the front, right?”

“Yeah, one of those. And they asked me all
these questions and pricked my finger and it took forever and blah
blah blah. And they gave me this.”

Raekell dug it out of her pocket, setting it
on the bar in front of her. A tiny chip with an even tinier needle,
wrapped safe and snug in a small, clear plastic case. The little
fuel tank looked different than the black binder Jackson had seen,
but that was the only real difference to her eyes.

Tess’s eyes almost bugged out of her head,
her pupils lighting up. “You walked out with one?!”

“…Yeah?” Raekell said.

“Uh…how?” Tess said.

“They were being dicks,” Raekell said. “Had
it all made up and I was like cool, I’ll take it later. And they
were not having that, but I’d already paid for it! So I was up and
out of there.”

“Isn’t that…” Tess said, deeply confused.
“They let you?”

“Well they didn’t exactly let me,” Raekell
said, all swagger again. “Weak-ass Peace Pigs can’t stop this girl,
though.”

Tess seemed less confused, suddenly. Jackson
felt an odd swell of pride for the girl.

“I wanna sell it,” Raekell said.

Tess laughed, once, cutting herself off and
sounding embarrassed. “It’s tailored to your genome. It’s not gonna
work for anybody else.”

“Oh, what?” Raekell scoffed. “They didn’t
tell me that!”

“Maybe you weren’t listening,” Tess said,
reaching for the BINDR kit.

Raekell snatched it first, holding it close
to her chest. “So what the hell am I supposed to do with this thing
now? Take it back and get a refund?”

“We might be interested,” Tess said, still
eagerly eyeing the chip. “What does it do? If you don’t mind me
asking, that is.”

“Naw, whatever. Lots of stuff I guess? They
were all like…premium package this and that, standard longer life
or whatever, a bunch of crap about how I’m not neural typed or
something.”

Tess’s eyes shot open even wider this time.
She looked like she was about to start drooling over the tiny
chip.

“Neuro…typical?” Jackson asked.

“I think? I don’t know, I don’t care about
all that stuff. I just asked them to do something about this.”

She held up her other, empty hand. Lines of
pale scars ran down each finger, ending in mottled webs at the
tips. She pulled her shirt up, showing off the ugly, gnarled scar
on her abdomen for good measure.

“They said I could probably get implants
after taking it,” Raekell said, unusually quiet.

“Oh,” Tess said, staring sort of at Raekell.
Like she couldn’t meet Raekell’s eyes anymore. “Sorry, I didn’t…I
didn’t know you, uh…”

“But now I don’t have the money for
implants!” Raekell yelled, throwing her hands up. “And they said it
was like a fifty-fifty shot, anyway. Bullshit. Honestly.”

“Yeah, Himata Biotech isn’t great with
unusual cases like yours. The farther outside the norm you are, the
more useless they get,” Tess said.

Jackson had been about to take another sip of
her beer. She froze, a thought occurring to her very suddenly. “How
much did you pay for that thing, exactly?”

“Ugh, that part was stupid too,” Raekell
groaned, “They were all like, well you don’t have insurance, and I
was like who cares, and they kept showing me these bills with all
these little numbers adding up and kept talking about how it was
super custom, that shit went on for like…pages…”

“How much?” Jackson asked again.

“Ended up being more than half my whole wad,”
Raekell said. No pause, no quiet hush, just breezed right past the
words like they hadn’t meant anything.

“You spent five million on that thing?!” Tess
said.

“Seven,” Raekell said.

“Damn,” Jackson said, still shocked at the
number. “You didn’t ask them to drop all the extra stuff?”

“I don’t know about all that shit,” Raekell
said, “I just wanted somebody to fix me.”

Tess shook her head, trying not to get stuck
on the money issue. “Hold on, you wanted them…to make you a
binder…to negate your hyperactive immune system? Didn’t you say
that it saved your life?”

“Yup!” Raekell said, sitting up proud. “One
of the plague years, back when I was a kid. That shit hit my
neighborhood, every one of my brothers and sisters died. Parents,
too. Not me, though! Fuck that!”

Jackson stared at her. Tess, too, mouth
hanging open slightly. Raekell seemed not to notice, reaching over
and grabbing Jackson’s beer. She took a long sip, putting it right
back where she found it.

“So you think I can get any money at all for
this thing or what?” Raekell said, “You would know, right?”

“Oh sure, yeah,” Tess said, trying and
failing to not stare at the BINDR kit. “We can throw a little
something at you, I guess.”

“Tess,” Jackson said. “Come on.”

“Hey, I am a little low on resources right
now!” Tess said. She turned to Raekell, trying and failing utterly
to look sweet and sympathetic. “Actually, Raekell, if you felt like
helping a lot of people, you could donate that kit to the People’s
Council. You’d be a pretty big hero, honestly.”

“Pfft! Sure, right,” Raekell said. “How much
fuckin’ money will you give me for it?”

“The pursuit of profit will only corrupt
you!” Tess yelled. “You could be our generation’s Jonas Salk!”

“I don’t know, or care, who that is!” Raekell
yelled back.

“Okay, fine! Listen, it’s probably worth a
ton of money,” Tess said. “You have a fairly unique mutation. We
need to talk to Holly. Like, now. They need to take a look at that
kit, and get some samples from you. Being able to compare the kit
and the source genome is a big deal.”

“Ha! I fuckin’ knew it!” Raekell said. “Let’s
talk cash. Or vouchers. Or whatever.”

“Ugh!” Tess groaned, rolling her eyes. “Hang
on, let me get Holly.” She scurried off down toward the other end
of the bar, grumbling under her breath.

Jackson took a long, slow sip of her beer.
They were both quiet for a long moment, Jackson giving the BINDR
kit in Raekell’s hand a sidelong glance.

“Why didn’t you take it?” she said.

Raekell put it back on the bar. Staring at
it. She shrugged after a few long breaths. “I don’t know. It’s
stupid,” she said, low and quietly to herself. “I don’t know. You
wouldn’t get it.”

Jackson did not, in fact, get it. She didn’t
say anything, not sure what to say. Better to just let the kid
figure out her own words.

“It just felt like…” Raekell said, seeming
angry. She picked the kit up again, turning it around in her
fingers. “I don’t fuckin’ know. I’m just some bitch from the
slums.”

Jackson winced. Only slightly, but it
happened.

“You wouldn’t get it,” Raekell said
again.

She still wasn’t sure she did. But Jackson
thought she might have had an idea or two. She was wondering what
she should say, if anything at all, when something pinged in her
comms implant.

Her bulky military goggles were still in one
of her pockets. Tess had bugged her to get her eyes done, several
times now. Didn’t feel worth the long recovery time. She held the
goggles up to her eyes, seeing a few messages from Chris pop
up.

Can’t make it tonight

Don’t want to go to the Bramble anyway

Wouldn’t be hanging out there if i was you,
place is awful

She stared at the words, mouth mumbling
through them silently to herself as she read. She hadn’t made plans
with Chris tonight. Hadn’t talked with him since the night before.
And he’d told her he liked the Bramble, actually. That he wanted to
take her again, but he knew that would just piss off Holly.

So she stared at that last message for a long
second before it clicked.

“Get up!” she said, dragging Raekell off her
barstool.

“What? Geez, calm down!” Raekell said.

“Tess!” Jackson yelled. “Holly! Everyone, we
need to leave! Now!”


Chapter Nineteen: Feeling Red




Nadia couldn’t stop thinking about it.

She was trying not to. Trying dearly not to,
anything but that. There were a hundred more pressing issues at
hand, potential dangers around every corner, delicate situations to
be navigated. A sharp mind and quick wits were the order of the
day, every day here in Haven.

Her legs wouldn’t stop moving. They were
crossed, sitting politely at Pravin’s desk up in his lair again.
One last little lunch invitation. Her right leg was fidgeting,
bouncing non-stop.

Jackson. Telling her to go off and…seduce
Jackson. Opening up their relationship like that. Casting Nadia
away as soon as she wasn’t sufficiently exciting enough, as soon as
she was inconvenient. Abandoning her, treating Nadia like some
nagging housewife, grown tired of her.

Stop it stop it STOP THAT

Her legs were still bouncing. Tess hadn’t
said anything like that. Nothing close to it. Nadia was being
unfair. Again. Petty and mean and juvenile. What had she expected?
Fairy-tale levels of singular devotion? Tess hadn’t meant to hurt
her feelings, that much was obvious.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like Jackson. That
wasn’t the point, couldn’t be farther from the point. What she and
Tess had was…special.

Ugh, LISTEN to yourself!

What prize had caught Tess’s eye, that she
felt she needed to offer Nadia a side partner of her own? Was it
Holly? No, they didn’t…they didn’t seem to have that kind of
connection.

College friends. COLLEGE. FRIENDS. You KNOW
what that means!

She felt ridiculous. Nadia felt ridiculous,
her mind running itself in circles like this. This…this
overwhelming jealousy over something that wasn’t even happening.
Some imagined slight.

Perhaps I SHOULD…sleep…with Jackson. See how
CAVALIER you are feeling about it then, hmm, Tess? Find out how
“cool with it” you really are?

Nadia put a hand to her head, rubbing it
through the stubble on her right side again. She was better than
this, she told herself. She was a grown woman, mature and secure
with herself and well able to handle something like this.

“Nadia?”

“Ah!” Nadia gasped out loud, startled in her
chair.

“Are you…quite alright?” Pravin said. “I’d
been talking for a full minute over there before I realized you
weren’t paying attention.”

He had been prattling on. Standing back
behind his desk, staring out toward the balcony and the city below.
Lecturing on toward the open ocean about something. Something that
Nadia couldn’t even begin to recall.

“Are you feeling unwell?” he asked.

“No,” she said, instantly. “No, I’ve been
feeling incredible since I took the binder, actually.”

“Of course, of course!” he said. “But
something is troubling you?”

“Nothing to worry about,” she said, overly
gracious.

He gave her a curious look, as if he badly
wanted to pry. But he didn’t. Instead he turned, looking back out
toward the ocean.

“What do you know about the Auktoris navy?”
he said.

“Our…” She caught herself, instantly
disgusted that she still had that impulse. “Their what?”

“Navy,” Pravin said. “Any idea of the size
and composition? If it was something you happened to overhear, back
when you were involved.”

Nadia felt herself make a thoughtful little
pout, not so much drawing a blank as knowing there was nothing
there to draw at all. “Honestly, I don’t think AGF really has what
you would call a navy?” she said. “Some patrol ships in what used
to be the old city, I would assume. I know there were always
salvage operations happening out there, legal and not. And…ah yes,
plenty of small craft for working on the seawalls.”

Pravin nodded, seeming impressed.

“I assume, anyway,” Nadia said. “Not
something I was ever involved with.”

“I see,” Pravin said, very pleased by her
answer for some reason.

“Nothing that would stand up to the fleets of
Haven,” Nadia said.

“Most assuredly,” Pravin said. “But I didn’t
ask you up here to speculate on such trivial matters.”

He sat down across from her, leaning in
close. Elbows resting on the desk. Not something Nadia had ever
seen him do before.

“It pains me to do this, my dear,” Pravin
said. “But we have something very serious to discuss.”

“Is that so?” Nadia said, forcing a small bit
of ease to her posture. Unperturbed. Unbothered. “And what would
that be?”

He smiled at her, warm and gracious. “I’m
going to be completely honest with you, Nadia. I think you belong
here in Haven. I’ve greatly enjoyed your company, and I think you
fit in well with the cream of the crop, so to speak.”

Such flattery. Nadia had to force a polite
little laugh, a sighing little “oh, you charmer” kind of sound.

“You have a bright future here, Nadia,” he
said.

“Doing what, exactly?” she said.

“Whatever you please!” Pravin said. “Your
needs will always be met. Your time is your own. Naturally I would
be honored if you would continue to speak with me. Advise me, if it
pleases you. Nothing required, of course. I have very much enjoyed
our friendly chats.”

There was an unspoken but, one that
echoed through this vast room. Nadia didn’t bother to point it out,
didn’t even deign to say anything out loud. She gave Pravin all the
look he needed to know he wasn’t fooling her, a raised eyebrow and
an upturned nose. Waiting for it.

He chuckled, nodding at her. “Yes, sharp as
ever. Do I even need to say it?”

“Please do,” Nadia said. “Enlighten me as to
what you are saying, I mean. I am quite lost.”

“This is a peaceful city, Nadia,” he said. “A
safe place. The safest place in the world, in fact. I won’t pretend
to understand why people have to come to fair Haven and stir up
trouble.”

“More issues with the Red Leaves?” Nadia
said, still flagrantly pretending innocence.

“Funny you should mention them,” Pravin said.
“I have reason to believe your friend Ms. Tanaka is working with
them.”

Nadia did not react.

“She may even be a member herself,” Pravin
said.

Firearms. Piles and piles of firearms.

“Oh?” Nadia said. “How curious.”

“It has not escaped my notice that she has
been spending a lot of time on her own in our city,” Pravin said.
“Off doing God knows what. Abandoning you, even.”

Nadia still did not react. But it was getting
very difficult. How did he know that, if Tess had removed all the
listening devices? Was it Chris, or did Pravin have other spies on
them?

“Tess can spend her time in Haven as she
pleases,” Nadia said. “I don’t believe she would be working with
such terrorists. Unless you have some kind of actual evidence,
rather than mere speculation?”

“I find it hard to believe that you are
ignorant of what she is really doing. Or that you are comfortable
with it.”

The waitress! The catgirl!

Nadia gasped a little. Of course—Tess was
sneaking off to the Bramble to consort with that sultry feline
floozy!

Stop! PAY ATTENTION!

Pravin was still talking. Nadia blinked
herself back into focus.

“…this is not about you and me and her,” he
said. “This is about the people of Haven.”

Nadia gave him a skeptical look.

“Ms. Tanaka and her associates—her
comrades—are spreading lies and misinformation,” Pravin said. “They
are drumming up fear and dissent so that they can take over. One
set of rulers for another, that is all this is, Nadia. All so they
can grab power. Calling themselves the People’s Council.
Covering themselves in such flattery. Such words are never to be
trusted.”

“I admit it seems a bit gauche of them,”
Nadia said. “And as for myself, trust is hard-earned.”

“Precisely. And have I done anything to
betray your trust?” Pravin said. He didn’t give her time to answer.
“Think about what Haven needs. Think about what the people of Haven
need. Peace. Order. What your friend is doing…people will die.”

That blow actually landed. Nadia looked away,
heaving a heavy sigh. “What are you asking of me?”

He smiled, but not with his usual warmth.
Sad. Resigned. He pulled a pair of glasses from the front pocket of
his blazer and set them on the table between them. Identical to the
pair Tess had given her.

“I understand this may be hard for you,” he
said. “But you are in a unique position, Nadia. You wouldn’t even
have to do anything, really. Just wear these.”

“I see,” she said. “What would happen, were I
to wear said glasses?”

“Well I imagine you may see Tess Tanaka
engaging in illegal acts, or hear her admitting to such,” Pravin
said. “She would be brought to justice, and with one of the key
figures absent, this unpleasantness we are experiencing will
dissipate all the faster.”

Nadia did react. Very strongly, if Pravin’s
face was any indication.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that,” Pravin
said. “It would be nothing like what you went through. Haven
doesn’t even have prisons, technically. We call them Rehabilitation
Centers. Practically as nice as any room in the arc!”

“Mmm,” Nadia said. Simply. Betraying nothing,
she thought, of her desire to slap him across his smug face. “And
what would happen if I politely declined?”

“Well, I hate to think what may happen to Ms.
Tanaka were she to be apprehended under other circumstances.”

So there it all was. Out in the open, finally
spoken. She stared at the glasses on the table. They really looked
identical to the ones in the left pocket of her jacket right
now.

“I know you two are close,” Pravin said. “But
think of Haven, Nadia. Think of the needs of Haven. It would be a
very noble act. And yet hardly an act at all, if you think about
it.”

He didn’t…really think she was going to do
this? Something else was going on here. Had to be. Again, it didn’t
serve Nadia to underestimate him, to think he was really that taken
with his own self. To think that she would sell out Tess because he
asked her ever so pleasantly.

Perhaps that was the point? An assertion of
his position. Handing her a leash and telling her to be a dear and
put it around her own neck. A gilded, silken leash.

But a leash all the same.

Nadia made a show of looking conflicted and
torn for a few long moments, staring at the glasses and refusing to
meet Pravin’s eyes. She sighed and closed her eyes. This could be
dealt with, easily. Tess could do something about the glasses.
Nadia could wear them at certain times, perhaps, reserving them for
carefully planned and clearly innocent outings together.

And when he grew disappointed at her lack of
results?

She opened her eyes. They would deal with
that. She took the glasses, slow and solemn, putting them in her
right jacket pocket.

Pravin nodded at her. “Again, I know what I
am asking of you is difficult,” he said. “I can’t tell you how much
I admire your courage.”

Nadia didn’t want to underestimate him. But
again, he really seemed quite genuine. Was he really that
confident, or was he just that good at masking himself?

Either way, part of Nadia couldn’t help but
admire it.

 


* * *

 


One drawback of still being reliant on devices. Nadia
had put on her glasses the moment she left Pravin’s office. The
good glasses, the ones Tess had given her. The bad ones were still
in the right pocket of her jacket.

The messages had piled up. Tess had been
updating Nadia on her whereabouts all day, in a way that was trying
so hard. Just on the edge of sarcastic. But Nadia could read the
apology in it.

Tess was at the Bramble. Jackson was also at
the Bramble. Everyone, it turned out, was at the Bramble.

It was still light out. Strange how quickly
that became an odd feeling. By the time Nadia arrived, there was
indeed a crowd surrounding the front of the building. A line of
officers in riot gear was holding a tight perimeter in front of the
doors, men wearing bulky green armor and holding long clubs.

The people gathered outside that line were
yelling and chanting, a haphazard group screaming at the officers.
They didn’t seem very organized, at least not yet. Nothing like the
crowds that gathered as the night wore on, fully equipped with
signs and shields.

It was only a matter of time. More people
were arriving, hastily summoned.

Summoned. Nadia chewed on that word.
Alerted seemed more appropriate. Choosing to come on their
own accord. Tess was not threatening them if they didn’t show up.
Holding a knife to their backs, hiding it behind sweet words.

She hovered at the back of the gathering,
unwilling to wade in deeper. Not that she begrudged them their
anger, not at all.

“This is an unlawful assembly!” a voice on a
loudspeaker bellowed. “Disperse immediately!”

The officers began pushing out, shoving
people as they screamed commands to “move!” and “back away NOW!”
There was plenty of cursing back at them, a mad energy rippling
through the crowd as people scrambled away. But only just. They did
not disperse, did not scatter, stayed close and angry.

Such courage. Nadia felt distinctly unarmed,
vulnerable, aching to wear her suit again.

To your right. What are you doing here?

It popped up in her glasses. Nadia turned to
see Tess leaning against a parked car, with Jackson standing ready
at her side.

Miscreants. Criminals. Terrorists, both of
them. Murderers, even. Leading these poor people on a doomed
crusade. But that wasn’t right, either—Tess wasn’t leading anyone.
Just letting them know where they could go, if they wanted to fight
back.

It was obvious to Nadia what was going to
happen even more now, watching it unfold right in front of her. All
the money and power was on one side—a line of large men in tan
uniforms and bulky green pads, ski masks hiding their faces behind
plexiglass visors.

And in front of them was nothing but people.
A ragged mob. They didn’t stand a chance. And even if, on the very
slim chance if, they started winning…surely the guns would
come out.

She looked at Tess again. Watching from the
sidelines, hood pulled over her head. Eyes lit up like wildfire,
hands moving at a flurry in front of her.

It was hopeless. But then again, it had
always been hopeless. Tess had helped her, no matter how hopeless
and lost and broken she had been. Going up to the top of the
Structure to confront her mother, for nothing but the most petty
and selfish and stupid of reasons.

She pulled out the glasses, the bad ones from
the pocket on her right. Held them at her side, firmly in a closed
fist.

What did Haven need?

It was a silly question. Nadia found, deep in
her heart, that it didn’t matter. Not to her, anyway. Her hand
opened, letting the glasses fall to the ground.

Whoops. How silly of me.

Her foot raised, and then lowered. A step.
More like a stomp, really. Over and over again. Shattering the
glasses to pieces.

What a clumsy girl I am.

She made her way over to Tess and Jackson,
skirting the edge of the protest. Tess swiped some of her HUD down
and out of view, turning to Nadia as she approached.

“This might get nasty,” Tess said. “You
should get out of here.”

“Where is Holly?” Nadia asked.

“Still inside,” Jackson said, glaring at the
line of riot cops.

“How?” Nadia said. “What happened?”

“We got split up! Things were a little hectic
in there, and Holly was trying to clear out some, uh…evidence,”
Tess said.

“How did the Peace Patrol get in there?”
Nadia said.

“They raided the Bramble. I wonder where they
got a tip to try that, anyway?” she said, glaring at Jackson.

“It wasn’t him,” Jackson said, scowling.

“Oh really?” Tess said. “Then how do you
explain—”

“It was not him,” Jackson said. “He’s the one
who warned me.”

Tess blinked a few times, looking genuinely
surprised.

Nadia cut in before Tess could say anything.
“What can we do?”

“‘We’?” Tess said, giving her a most curious
look. “Shit, we need to get you out of here before somebody’s
camera catches you, I don’t want Pravin coming after you.”

“About that…” Nadia said. She had to assume
the glasses had already been active. He must have seen her, stuck
staring up at her as she crushed his pathetic little scheme.

Delightful.

“Nadia?” Tess said, an edge of slight panic
in her voice. “Oh God, you’ve got that look. What happened?”

“Pravin and I have had a disagreement,” Nadia
said.

“Ugh!” Tess said, slapping her forehead. “How
bad?”

“You didn’t leave anything important in the
penthouse, I hope?”

Tess and Jackson both stared at her. Jackson
tsked, smiling wide as it turned into a full-on chuckle.
Tess opened her mouth to ask more questions, but a louder commotion
stole their attention. A large armored van was backing up near the
door of the club, squeezing into a narrow lane cleared by the Peace
Patrol. Honking and blaring its siren the whole way.

The doors of the club opened. A pair of
officers dragged out a dancer in cuffs, his costume making wild
reflections of the van’s siren lights. The crowd erupted in angry
“boos,” pressing in closer to the riot line. Someone in the rabble
tossed a plastic water bottle that bounced harmlessly off the
helmet of one of the officers.

The Peace Patrol seemed to take it
personally, several of them surging out into the crowd with vicious
swings of their batons, searching for the culprit. They beat people
seemingly at random, falling back carrying a flamboyantly dressed
man in cuffs, bleeding from his nose.

“Jesus,” Jackson growled, clenching her
fists. She was fidgeting in place, bouncing on her feet with angry
energy. “Fuckers. I hate just standing here.”

Likewise, Nadia didn’t say. Another
dancer was being dragged out of the club to another chorus of
“boos,” also thrown into the back of the van.

Someone melted out of the crowd and jogged up
to them. The very last person Nadia had been expecting to see.

“Ha! Did you see me nail that cop with a
bottle?” Raekell said. “Fucking awesome. Oh, hey Nadia.”

“What…how?” Nadia said. “Hello, I
suppose.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tess said. “And
Raekell, can you please not?”

“Whatever, I don’t see you doin’ shit,”
Raekell said. “Fuck the police.”

Nadia’s eyes tore themselves, completely on
their own, over to Jackson. Former Officer Jackson. Brave, heroic
Officer Jackson. Staring out over the crowd with her striking green
eyes.

Nadia was staring. And still staring. So much
so that it caught her completely by surprise that Tess had noticed
her staring.

“Ahem,” Nadia said, very quietly. Her face
suddenly felt embarrassingly hot.

Tess raised one eyebrow, giving her an amused
little smile. Nadia glared back at her.

Stop that. NO.

Tess laughed, silently, to herself. Both
eyebrows raised now, giving Nadia the most sly of skeptical looks.
Unfortunately, Raekell had been watching the entire time.

“Whoa. You two are looking to spice things
up, huh?” Raekell said, waggling her eyebrows. She puffed her chest
out, pointing her thumbs at herself. “This action right here is
very available.”

“No,” Nadia and Tess said in perfect unison.
“Thank you,” Nadia added, ever polite.

“Pfft, your loss,” Raekell said. “Hey
Cheshire, will you pay me to throw more shit at the cops?”

“No!”

“Lame, I’m gonna do it anyway,” Raekell said,
running back to join the protest.

“No, don’t—ugh…” Tess said.

Jackson crossed her arms, watching the girl
run off with an expression that Nadia couldn’t begin to decipher.
Something like pride?

“That kid needs some direction,” Jackson
said. “You want me to go get her?”

“No, let her go,” Tess said. “How much damage
can she do?”

Nadia gave her a long look, begging to hear
the answer.

“Ugh, God,” Tess groaned, “You’re right, we
have to be careful about escalating. I don’t think we have the
numbers here yet to try de-arresting.”

“I’m sorry, what?” Nadia said.

“You know, swarm the cops,” Tess said. “Keep
them busy enough that a few people can slip in and snatch the ones
in cuffs out of there.”

“Mm-hmm.” Jackson nodded. “Had it done to me
a few times.”

“Shit!” Tess said suddenly, staring toward
the front of the Bramble.

Nadia looked over to see another pair of
officers coming out of the club. They were dragging Holly this
time, cuffed and bleeding from their brow, drops of red ruining
another extravagant blue suit.

“Goddammit,” Jackson said. “Tess, what’s the
play?”

“Uhh…?” Tess said.

“Tess!” Nadia said. A few more fleeting
seconds and Holly would be shackled in the back of a Peace Patrol
van.

“Fuck, I don’t know!” Tess said.

Nadia looked out, past an angry crowd and
only barely seeing Holly thrown into the back of the waiting van.
She didn’t make up her mind, not really—it was more following an
impulse. Acting on instinct.

She bolted. Past the parked car and into the
fringes of the crowd, slipping in amongst them. She heard Tess
scream a frantic “hey wait” behind her, but Nadia didn’t
look back at all. Sick of waiting in the wings, tired of being kept
out of it.

Being one of the crowd was loud, and packed
tight, and distinctly uncomfortable. Quite unpleasant, really.
Nadia forced herself to not care, weaving through people, trying to
keep her head ducked low and looking as anonymous as possible.

Which wasn’t very anonymous. A woman at her
side froze as she passed, staring at Nadia. Too loud to hear her,
but Nadia could read her lips: Holy shit, the Sapphire
Shadow. She patted Nadia on the shoulder, hopping up and down
and waving frantically.

Nadia smiled in what she hoped was a gracious
way and kept moving. That used to be fun, when she was wearing the
suit. Seeing people gasp and point and exclaim in wonder.

It didn’t feel quite so fun this time.

“Hey, what are you doing?!” Tess said in her
ears.

“Doing something,” Nadia said. She was
still slipping and squeezing past other people, almost at the Peace
Patrol van.

A hand grabbed her shoulder. A prosthetic
hand, yanking her back and turning her to face Tess.

“Stop!” Tess said, heard right in front of
Nadia and in her earpieces. “We’re trying to be careful here!”

“Are you just going to let them take Holly
away?!” Nadia yelled, straining to be heard over everyone around
them. She could see Jackson a bit behind Tess, having a harder time
shoving her way into the crowd.

“You don’t have any kind of plan!” Tess said.
“You’re just going off doing the same bullshit as always, making it
up as you…”

Nadia had been about to cut her off,
screaming something indignant back at her. She didn’t get the
chance—somebody knocked into her from behind, people stumbling and
shuffling away as screams rang out.

The officers were yelling again, surging
forward, shoving people with their clubs. Nadia fell against Tess,
both of them not really keeping their balance but held up by pure
force of being pushed into other people.

She turned around, Tess at her back, grunting
and struggling to stay on her feet. The Peace Patrol line was right
on top of them, very suddenly. Face to face at last. The man in
front of her loomed tall, blocking Nadia’s view, glaring down at
her through a plexiglass visor.

Something lit up in the officer’s eyes, the
only part of his face Nadia could see through his mask. So he
recognized her. Perhaps? Her face had been in front of enough
cameras at this point. She would never know for sure.

He stared down at her, his glare deepening.
Eyes turning hard as the moment around Nadia slowed to a strange
and manic crawl, suspended in time but racing forward all the same.
She knew that look, knew this feeling, knew exactly what was about
to happen before he even started raising his arm.

Nadia had trained, at least. It was the only
thing that saved her—she raised her arms instantly, shielding her
head with one of her elbows as the club crashed down on her.

THWACK, stars bursting in her vision
as her head was launched to the side. Nadia felt herself fall, and
then felt nothing else.

 


* * *

 


Jackson had heard the phrase seeing red a few
times in her life, sure.

She had even experienced it. But it had never
quite felt like it was phrased—to her it was always more like
feeling red, everything else in her soul blotted out by
screaming, violent rage.

Shouldn’t have let them get away from her.
Nadia was still quick. Small and fragile, and that thought kept
echoing in Jackson’s mind all the time, no matter how much she knew
better. Tess was barely keeping up, for God’s sake, and Jackson was
stuck shoving people to the side as Nadia slipped smoothly through
the crowd.

It wasn’t her fault, she tried to tell
herself, but it wasn’t much use. She caught up just in time to see
it happen.

Nadia was struck to the ground, collapsing
into a heap. Tess screamed something that Jackson couldn’t hear,
throwing herself over Nadia’s body.

That was right about where things
got…red.

Jackson felt herself charge forward, more
like launched forward. The synthetic fibers grafted to her bones
worked together with the strength of the metal struts strapped to
her body, together as one powerful, pissed-off whole.

The scoundrel who’d done it was raising his
club for another strike. Jackson grabbed him, one gauntlet at his
collar and the other at his belt, lifting him over her head and
then throwing him, slamming him straight down onto the street in
front of her. The visor of his riot helmet cracked to pieces, a
breathless grunt of utter pain coughing out of his lungs.

That was better. Jackson started to turn, to
check on them, to see if Nadia was okay. Another officer at her
side slammed his club into her arm, clang against her
rig.

Fine, then. She was taller than him, most
definitely stronger than him. Jackson dropped a mighty punch down
onto his chest, smashing him off his feet. She felt awful, though.
Nadia was injured, maybe badly, and she had been standing right
there.

Another club caught Jackson in the back of
the knee, and yeah, that one hurt. She wobbled a little but stayed
up, turning and backhanding the officer so hard that his helmet
went flying. Jackson cursed, but it was silently, to herself, all
her breath lost in a long, wailing roar of rage. She should have
been in front. She should have stayed between them and the riot
line.

Several officers attacked her at once,
ganging up on her, clubs striking her arms as she raised them to
protect her head, then blows raining down on her ribs and gut and
knees. Fuckers. Cowardly fuckers. If they didn’t like it when
people fought back, maybe they shouldn’t have started the
fight.

She pushed through to one side, grabbing and
lifting an officer again, holding him up as a shield. He kicked and
flailed his club at her, beautiful sweating panic all over his
eyes. Jackson turned and threw him, knocking two other men down.
She could do this for them, at least. Wade in and fight.

“Yeah, fuck yeah Alice! Fuck ’em up! Let’s
goooooooooooo!”

Raekell ran past her, swinging a riot club.
An officer was struggling to his feet and she kicked him in the
face, ramming the club into his helmet for good measure.

IDIOT. Stay back, get out of here, what
the hell—

Jackson jolted in place, her body seizing up
and tensed in tight, shrieking pain. The old familiar clack
clack clack of a stun gun was hammering her ears, her teeth
creaking against each other.

“Fuck off!” she heard Raekell scream. The
pain stopped, the stun gun knocked to the ground as Raekell
proceeded to beat the ever living hell out of its owner.
Jackson wavered a little but still stood tall, shaking it off and
shoulder-checking a riot cop charging at them.

She whirled in place. The crowd of protesters
was still there, screaming and cheering her on. Where was Tess?
Where was Nadia?

They rushed her again, too many to count, too
many swinging clubs to keep track of. Jackson flailed around,
lashing her fists out at whatever seemed good. Another stun gun hit
her, a long, crackling scream bubbling out of her throat as she
fought to keep moving, keep fighting, stay standing.

The Peace Patrol knew how to swing a club,
Jackson would give them that. Her legs were struck out from under
her, falling to her knees and feeling dozens of blows landing on
her back, smashing her arms, hitting her—

CRACK. Her head spun, a piercing,
high-pitched ring echoing in her ears. She raised her eyes, blurred
and watery, to see the boots of a Peace Patrol officer directly in
front of her.

Jackson grabbed his ankles, pulling and
yanking him off his feet, crawling on top of him. He shrieked,
desperately trying to crawl backwards, trapped. They were still
hitting her, beating her with clubs, but Jackson barely noticed
anymore.

Fuckers. All of them. She saw her own face
reflected in the visor of his riot helmet, bruised and bleeding and
snarling with anger. So big and tough, beating on unarmed people,
swaggering around like they owned the place.

Jackson grabbed his throat and squeezed,
throttling him, slamming the back of his helmet into the pavement.
They couldn’t just hurt people like that. They couldn’t just hurt
Nadia like that. Not if Former Officer Alice Jackson had
anything to say about it.

People were screaming at her, beating the
hell out of her, and Jackson barely noticed. She choked the officer
under her, watching his eyes roll back, feeling a rush she hadn’t
felt in a long, long time. She would not stop, never. They’d have
to kill her first.

Or zap her with several stun guns at once.
Jackson finally collapsed, pinned down by several men stomping on
her back. Her arms were pulled back and held tight, stuck coughing
for breath as the man beneath her was pulled to safety.

“Why are you all just standing there?!” She
heard Raekell scream. Jackson forced her head to turn, slightly,
wincing in pain as she saw Raekell pinned and cuffed on the ground
nearby.

“Do something, for fuck’s sake!” the girl
yelled at the crowd of protesters. “Come on, fight back!”

They didn’t. Not enough, anyway. The line of
riot cops reformed, cutting off the sight of angry people. Jackson
tried looking around, desperate to make sure neither Tess nor Nadia
were over on this side with her, arrested.

She didn’t get long to look. A boot stomped
down on her head, and that was that.


Chapter Twenty: Criminals Again




A safe house. Tess had actually referred to it as a
safe house.

Nadia had pictured something more…ragged. A
rakish place for rakish people, outlaws on the run. Blacked out
windows and furniture made of pressboard, held together with duct
tape.

Instead, she was sitting in a quaint little
apartment, nothing like the domed luxury of the arcology’s
penthouse. Sitting and staring out a kitchen window at a narrow
alley with vine-covered brick walls. It was quite charming, in its
own little way.

It was also quite busy. LC nudged against her
shins, much more gently than it usually did. Hiding under the
little breakfast table Nadia was sitting at.

“Yes, I know,” Nadia said, touching the
robot’s head almost absent-mindedly. An open doorway nearby led
into a living room that was far too full of people, a lot of urgent
talking and planning and updates.

Not a lot of places to hide from it all. Even
worse was the big screen out in the living room. It had been
playing a news stream when Nadia snuck into the kitchen to hide.
Was probably still playing it, blaring out the sensational footage
currently trending all over Haven.

It was unbearable to watch. Not the part
where she herself was struck down. Nadia was fine with that. Even
felt a longing little pang of joy watching Tess throw herself over
Nadia’s now-prone body.

But she couldn’t watch Jackson go down
fighting like that. Not again.

Tess stomped into the kitchen, back in her
armor. The claws on her boots clicked and clacked
against the tiled floor, and she was strapping her breastplate on
tight around her ribs. Her arms looked odd now, mis-matched with
the rest of her outfit, even more out of place.

No helmet yet, though.

“Are you okay?” Tess said. “Oh hey, let me
get that.”

She leaned over Nadia and pulled a curtain
down, cutting off their view outside.

“You’ve asked me that a dozen times now,”
Nadia said, making sure to sound very annoyed.

Tess shrugged, like she wasn’t really
listening. Her eyes were lit up, pupils almost completely glazed
over with what was surely a crowded display. She drew an
odd-looking gun from her belt, checking the magazine and then the
chamber.

A small, black, runty little firearm. Just
like the ones Nadia had found her printing. It actually was one of
them, Nadia realized, just now noticing the mark of a silver felt
pen on the side.

“So…” Tess said, “You have probably already
figured this out, but we are officially wanted criminals
again.”

Nadia raised an eyebrow. “Were you not
already wanted for questioning?”

“Yeah we’re way past that now,” Tess said.
“Both of us. Arrest on sight. All citizenship privileges revoked.
Whatever you said to Pravin has him really pissed off, he left you
some hilarious messages.”

Nadia hadn’t put on her glasses at all since
she’d been struck down. “How do you know that?”

“Oh, I read all your messages,” Tess
said.

Nadia frowned at her, but there were more
pressing issues to address at the moment. “And I can’t help but
notice that you are suited up again.”

Tess holstered her weapon and slapped the
armor on her chest. “Medically necessary, heh. I just confirmed it
with some Council people out there, we know where Jackson is.”

Nadia raised an eyebrow at her.

“Holly and Raekell, too,” Tess said. “All
three of them were booked at Peace Patrol Central Offices. Still
there, for now. But who knows for how long.”

Booked. A word that failed to convey the
injustice, the insult, the hellish reality her friends were surely
being put through. Chained and shackled and shoved around and…

Nadia stopped herself, already feeling a
yawning dark panic in her chest. No time for that right now. “I
imagine you are about to tell me that you will be breaking in to
save them?”

“Well, yeah!”

Another raised eyebrow. “By yourself?”

“There’s already a crowd gathering around the
building. And check this out,” Tess said, clicking a few invisible
buttons in her display.

Her body started…flickering. There really was
no other word for it. Tess flickered and faded, her face
disappearing as her whole body went transparent.

Nadia could still see her. She knew what to
look for by now, an odd shimmering silhouette. It would have truly
been impossible to detect if she was any farther away, though.

That wasn’t the issue. Not the only issue,
anyway.

“Tess, do me a favor?” Nadia said. “Walk back
into the living room and then here again?”

Tess’s silhouette balked at her, a curious
little tilt of her head readable even now.

“Humor me,” Nadia said. “Please?”

Tess’s silhouette shrugged. She turned
around, boots stomping out into the living room. Nadia could hear
her, even over the continuing commotion out there, the conflicting
noise of the news stream and several people all talking at once.
Truly invisible, yes, especially once she was more than a few feet
away.

But Nadia heard her come back in. Heard the
clicking and stomping of robotic boots before her eyes could pick
out the silhouette again.

“You can’t see me, right?” Tess said.

She could. Nadia didn’t say it, standing up
and walking right over to where Tess was standing. She poked the
silhouette, feeling solid armor against the tip of her finger.

So very strange. Everything flickered and
distorted around her fingertip, brief glimpses of Tess’s white
armor.

“Oh, you heard me talking,” Tess said.

“I heard you everything,” Nadia said.
“You are extraordinarily bad at being stealthy.”

“That’s what this little guy is for,” Tess
said, her silhouette clearly drawing her gun again.

“Tess,” Nadia said. “You are not going in
there. I am going in there.”

“What?! No!” Tess said. “I know you won’t
take a gun, and there’s no way you’re just gonna walk into…”

Enough. Enough of this. Nadia was sick of it,
had been sick of it since the beginning. No more.

And she could see Tess, see her well enough
anyway. She reached up and slapped Tess across the face, catching a
quick peek of the shocked look on her face, a distorted little
glimpse.

“Hey!” Tess said, turning off the device and
fading back into view. “What…why? What did I do this time?”

“Stop treating me like this!” Nadia said.
“You cannot keep me out of this, Tess!”

“I just had to watch you get wailed on by
some thug in a uniform! Yet again!”

“And I am fine! Look at me! Look!” Nadia
said, holding her hand up to her temple. There had been a scrape on
one side, where she’d struck the ground on her way down. It had
healed already, a small smear of dried blood all that remained. “I
can do this, Tess. You know I am good at this.”

“Wha… I…” Tess scrunched up her mouth,
looking away and pouting.

“I know. Tess, I know,” Nadia said. The pain
of watching Jackson get beaten down was fresh in her heart, raw and
bleeding. She understood. She really did. But they had to fight
on.

They both had to fight on. She reached
up to touch Tess again, gently caressing her face where she had
slapped the poor girl only moments ago.

“God, it sucked so much when they took you
away,” Tess said, closing her eyes so hard that she was trembling.
“You were so close to getting away. We were so close.”

They had talked. Right before that. Nadia had
been sitting on a railing looking out over her city, her home. She
hadn’t thought much about the things they’d said to each other in
that moment, hadn’t allowed herself to.

She felt herself tearing up a little, even
thinking about allowing herself to remember.

“You told me…” Nadia said, forcing her way
through it, “you told me you needed me to stay alive. To fight with
you. To fight with you, Tess.”

Tess looked at her, a little shocked. Like
she’d been slapped again.

Nadia slid her hands down, grasping gently at
the shoulder straps of Tess’s armor. “I didn’t jump. For you. I
kept myself together in prison. For you. And you came for me, I
knew you would, and now that I am out and we are together you keep
just…pushing me away…”

That was about all Nadia could manage. Tess’s
chin was quivering, her eyes huge and glistening.

“We are partners, Tess,” Nadia
said.

She put her hands over Nadia’s. “Oh, God.
I…oh no. Oh my God. I’ve been doing like a… I’ve been doing one of
those overprotective boyfriend things, haven’t I? Oh my God.
Ugh. No.”

Tess gagged a little. Actually gagged.

“It’s been very sweet of you, in a way, I
suppose,” Nadia said. “But we need to get over it.”

“Yeah. Yes! Ugh. Okay. I’ll try,” Tess said,
squeezing Nadia’s hands. “You’re right. We’re partners.”

“Partners,” Nadia said again. She had never
really defined their relationship in her head, never pinned it down
with anything so simple as a single term.

But that one felt right. It was what they had
been since the beginning of all this, after all.

“Can you put that device on me?” Nadia
said.

“Oh! Yeah, actually. It’ll take me a few
minutes to recalibrate it. But yeah.”

“Good,” Nadia said. “I will be taking it. And
I will be going in on a rescue mission.”

“Okay,” Tess said. She took a deep breath.
And again. Deeper. Closer to being at peace with it. Close enough,
at least. “I’m sending LC in with you.”

“Oh joy,” Nadia said.

“Hey! He’s a very helpful little guy,” Tess
said. “And I’m gonna be nearby, all strapped up. Anything happens,
I’m coming in after you.”

“That actually is reassuring,” Nadia said,
reaching up and stroking her cheek again.

“God, I have been such an unbelievable butt
to you,” Tess said. “I mean after the whole jailbreak thing. That
part was cool of me.”

“I forgive you,” Nadia said.

Their eyes met. Something that had felt ever
so slightly off to Nadia, this whole time. Finally fixed. Finally
right.

Finally working together again.

Nadia leaned in to give Tess a devastation of
a kiss, something that would lay waste to anything that stood in
their way.

“Excuse us,” someone said. “Sorry to
interrupt.”

Nestor was standing in the doorway out to the
living room. The waitress from the Bramble, the catgirl, was
standing at his side. Nadia was deciding how cutting of a look to
give them when Tess spoke instead.

“Oh, hey,” she said. “Nestor. My dude. What
do you need?”

“You know each other?” Nadia said.

“Just fellow travelers,” Nestor said. “I
learned a lot from Cheshire. Are you going in?”

“She is,” Tess said, giving Nadia’s hand a
firm squeeze.

Nestor nodded. He seemed deeply pleased at
the idea. “The Sapphire Shadow. Out and about in Haven.
Finally.”

“About damn time,” the catgirl said.

“I’m sorry, did you two come in here to ask
for autographs?” Nadia said. “We were having a discussion.”

Nestor chuckled. “Before they were taken into
custody, Holly mentioned that we needed to get a sample from
you.”

“Oh, goddammit!” Tess said, slapping herself
on the forehead. “Raekell had a binder kit on her. Ugh, we needed
that thing.”

“Premium package?” the catgirl asked.

“That and more. She has this rare…it’s a
whole thing. Holly was excited,” Tess said. She turned back to
Nadia. “I really dropped the ball on this. Can they take some of
your blood?”

“…For?” Nadia said, instantly feeling
foolish. Of course. Obviously. “You’re recreating binder kits.”

“Guilty,” Nestor said. “Of helping people,
that is. If you’d like to contribute?”

It seemed a fitting use for the gift Pravin
had given her. “Of course,” Nadia said, taking off her jacket.

“Sweetness, can you do the honors?” Nestor
said.

The catgirl stepped closer, holding a
specimen tube and a needle.

“Sweetness?” Tess said. “Never heard you talk
like that, Nestor. Holly rubbing off on you, huh?”

“It’s my name,” the catgirl said, with a
level of sass that Nadia could only admire.

 


* * *

 


Cold water splashing onto her face should have been
pleasant right now.

Too much of a good thing, unfortunately.
Jackson was choking on it, her face held firmly against the nozzle
of a hose, blasting water up her nostrils and down her throat. She
was on her knees, shackles on her wrists holding her arms up to
each side.

One good thing about the water—she was so
distracted by the gagging panic of drowning that she didn’t notice
the agony in her arms.

“Whose streets?” someone yelled in her
ear.

“Our streets!” Several officers around her
shouted back. Laughing. Having a grand old time.

The hose stopped. Jackson coughed, couldn’t
stop coughing, retching and straining at the cuffs holding her
wrists. She should have been breathing again, but her body was too
busy panicking to realize it. Hacking up mouthfuls of water for
long, screaming seconds before finally just giving up and puking,
heaving a gout of mostly water out onto the floor of the cell.

“Jesus Christ,” an officer said. “Gross.”

Jackson gasped in a long, painful breath,
shaking. Couldn’t stop shaking. Her chest hurt, sure. Fine.
Everything hurt at this point. What was one more, really? She knew
that enough pain would break anyone, eventually. Knew all too well.
For all that she’d made up her mind not to give them the
satisfaction of screaming or begging or any nonsense, she also knew
it was inevitable.

But she wasn’t there quite yet.

They were still talking. Jackson couldn’t
make out any of it, ringing in her ears, eyes still frantically
trying to blink out the water. She just had to breathe, breathe
again, get air in her lungs and let that animal panic of drowning
and choking and dying fade down. It did. Slowly. Grudgingly. She
could breathe again.

Jackson kept blinking, dragging her head up a
little. There were only three Peace Patrol officers in the cell
with her. They seemed different from your run-of-the-mill officer.
Still wearing some of their riot armor, bulky olive drab vests.

And ski masks.

She got a brief look past the man standing in
front of her. An open cell door. A hallway. And what had to be
another cell across from her. Someone was standing in it, leaning
against the clear door.

“Alice?” they said. “Alice, can you hear
me?”

It was Holly. Holly was looking at her, still
wearing one of their many fancy suits. Still bleeding a little, a
gaping cut breaking through one of their immaculately trimmed
eyebrows. Only slightly the worse for wear.

It made Jackson realize that she was still
clothed. No rig, but still wearing jeans and a tank top. Amateurs,
these Peace Patrol guys. You were supposed to strip the victim.
Humiliate them. Make them feel vulnerable and helpless and
embarrassed.

One of them cracked a baton at the door of
Holly’s cell. “Get back,” he said. Not yelled. Calm and casual.

“Hey, maybe fuck off and leave her alone
already!” Raekell’s voice yelled. Sounded like she was nearby. Next
cell over, maybe. “Come in here and fight me instead you fucking
pigs!”

They ignored her. The officer standing in
front of Jackson slapped her head down when she tried to meet his
eyes.

“Don’t look at me,” he said. “Head down when
I’m talking to you. Soldier.”

She raised her head back up anyway, just up
to his neck. He was rolling up his sleeves. There were black
letters tattooed on his forearms. USMC on the right,
Semper Fi on the left.

“Federal Ranger Sergeant Alice Jackson,” he
said, slow and wandering through the old, hated title.

“Hey! Hey!” Raekell kept yelling. “Hey, I’m
talking to you, you pussy pieces of shit! Leave her alone!”

“Decorated Metro PD Officer Alice Jackson,”
he said. “Captain of Tactical Team Bravo, Alice fucking
Jackson.”

“Friend of mine used to work security over at
Global Corrections Group,” one of the other officers said. “Awful,
what happened to him. Double tap to the chest, magnetic rifle. Know
anything about that?”

“Damn shame,” the one in front of her said.
“He was a good man, I heard.”

Raekell was still yelling at them. An almost
incoherent string of obscenities and threats, and constant deep
thunks like she was pounding on the door of her cell.

They ignored her. Completely. One of them
held up something, some kind of flat iron with a handle. It was
glowing, red hot, the smell of burning suddenly stinging in
Jackson’s nose.

“We’ve heard so much about you,” the man with
the tattoos said. “And after all we heard, I was shocked to find
out that you’d been honorably discharged.”

One of them slipped behind her and grabbed
her by the shoulder, bracing a baton against the back of her neck.
The one with the hot iron drew closer to her arm. Her right arm,
where a hound breathing fire was tattooed onto her shoulder,
PITBULL running down her bicep.

The heat was already uncomfortable on her
skin, drawing closer. The one with the tattoos knelt down in front
of her. Meeting her eyes finally. Cold and blue. He nodded at her
right arm and then her left, where a police tactical team insignia
had been tattooed.

“It just seems weird,” he said, still calm
and casual. “I don’t really think you deserve to wear those colors
anymore.”

Jackson had made up her mind to not give them
the satisfaction of screaming, yes, still. The heat drew closer, so
close to the skin of her right shoulder that it was already
agony.

She took quick, grunting breaths through
clenched teeth. It was useless, though. She knew that too, knew all
too well. When the screaming came, it just kind of tore its way up
out of you, and there was nothing else you could do.

“Hey! Hey!” someone yelled. “That’s
enough!”

The man in front of Jackson stood up. The
heat pulled away, leaving a lingering, stinging pain on her
skin.

“Can we help you?” the officer with the
tattoos said.

“Out. Now.”

“Sir, you understand who this is, right?”
tattoo guy said.

“Now!”

Relief was almost a pain of its own.
Disorienting. Jackson’s head spun a little, vision blurring again
for a few blinking moments. They were leaving. Shapes walking away,
tan uniforms and green armor.

There was only one man standing in front of
her now. No uniform. She thought she recognized the voice, couldn’t
help but lift her head up and call out his name.

“Chris?”

He shook his head at her. “Alice. What are
you doing here?”

She blinked again. It was him, no doubt.
Actually here in front of her. “You come to bust me out or
what?”

He raised his hands at her, looking
completely at a loss. “What the hell were you thinking?”

Jackson lowered her eyes. Truth be told, she
hadn’t been thinking. Conscious thought hadn’t really been a part
of any of it.

“Attacking the Peace Patrol? In public? In
front of who the fuck knows how many people?” Chris said. “I want
to help you, but there’s nothing I can do about this. You put
yourself in here.”

“You mean there’s nothing Pravin wants to do
about this,” Jackson said.

“That isn’t the point! At all!” Chris said.
“You couldn’t just shape up for a while and live like a civilian.
It’s been what, a week? I was working on Pravin to get you a job
with me. You could’ve had it made here in Haven. All you had to do
was keep your head down.”

“Right,” she said, raising her head as high
as she could. “Keep my head down. Play by the rules. Be a good
little guard dog.”

Chris scoffed at her, pointing at himself.
“Look where that’s gotten me.”

He did look nice. Clean and healthy, wearing
a finely tailored cream-colored suit. Jackson was vaguely certain
it was the one he’d been wearing the first time they’d met
again.

He held his hands out to her cell. “And look
where it’s gotten you.”

Jackson nodded. It might have been nice,
sure. In a way. To follow orders again. Not have to think about
what she was doing, not have to think about what she wanted. To
have it made. Live out her days as a guard dog.

“And what would Pravin say if he knew his
guard dog had been feeding me tips on the side?” Jackson said.
“Aiding and abetting criminals?”

Chris laughed, a hollow, hopeless sort of
chuckle. Nothing like his usual deep-chested barrel of a laugh.

“Hold on a minute,” Holly said from their
cell. “You came all the way down here and you aren’t going
to get her out of here?”

“I wasn’t sent here for her,” Chris said,
turning and glaring at them over his shoulder. “I was sent here for
you two.”

Them…two? Jackson’s arms tried to move,
complete reflex. The cuffs bit painfully into her wrists. No give
in the chains at all.

“Look, nothing personal,” Chris said,
stepping closer to Holly’s cell. “And I mean that, nothing
personal. You’re cool and I like your place.”

“Why thank you so much,” Holly said, their
face betraying every single word.

“You know Pravin’s been after you a long
time. Change your name all you want, change your face, change your
DNA. But everywhere you go, you set up your little black binder
markets. And now you’re also on the People’s Council. You’re on my
boss’s shit list, and we got you now. It’s over.”

“Well at least it’s nothing personal,” Holly
said, and it made Jackson laugh. Painful, wet rasping in her chest
as she chuckled. Couldn’t help it.

“Hey, what the fuck is your problem?” Raekell
yelled. Jackson still couldn’t see her. Just an angry voice echoing
into her cell. “You’re seriously gonna leave her in here? These
pieces of shit are torturing her!”

Chris didn’t often look angry. Jackson
couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen it on his face, even
through years of combat together. But something else clicked in her
head. Them two. Not Jackson.

“What does Pravin want with the kid?” Jackson
asked.

“I don’t know,” Chris said. “That one’s above
my paygrade.”

“Hey maybe just fuck off?” Raekell yelled.
“If you’re not gonna help us then go to hell. Fucking cop.”

“She’s got a point,” Holly said.

Chris scoffed at them, shaking his head and
walking into Jackson’s cell. “Look, I didn’t come in here to get
judged by a bunch of criminals. I came here to say goodbye to a
fellow soldier.”

Everything already hurt at this point. What
was one more, really? At least her eyes were still teared up from
everything else, swollen and overflowing. Jackson gave him a final
glare, meeting his eyes with a low, simmering fury that was almost
pleasant as it washed over her.

“Why’d you try to help us, Chris?” she
asked.

He dropped his eyes. Dodging her gaze.
Staring at his shoes.

“Why’d you warn me?” Jackson asked again.
“You’re such a loyal little soldier for your boss. Why’d you do
it?”

He opened his mouth, but didn’t say anything.
Stuck nodding at the floor.

Jackson scoffed at him, shaking her head.
“Figures,” she said. “You should’ve stayed dead. At least you were
still a good man.”

He looked up at her, finally seeming actually
angry. Hurt, for sure. Very satisfying.

“Goodbye, Alice,” he said.

And then he left. Jackson stared at the empty
space where he’d been standing—not much else she could do, really.
She stared and felt nothing. Nothing but a simmering, hollow ache
in her chest.

Holly sighed loudly. “Girl, you do not play
around when you dump a man,” they said.

“Yeah, holy shit, Alice that was brutal,”
Raekell said.

Jackson laughed again, empty and hopeless.
Feeling her chin quiver a little. They had been free. For a few
fleeting days. Free and safe and alive in one of the last stable
places in the world, and she’d wasted her time with him.

“Hey, Alice!” Raekell yelled. “Hey! Holly,
can she hear me?”

“…Yeah?” Jackson gasped out. It hurt her
lungs to yell. “I can hear you, kid.”

“They stole your robot suit!” Raekell said.
“Fuckers.”

Her rig was gone, yes. Jackson would survive.
She didn’t sleep with it on, after all. It was just support, like a
knee brace, an extra little bit of armor that eased the stress on
her body. The only thing keeping the synthetic fibers in her limbs
from tearing themselves off her bones.

She would survive. She could go without
wearing it for a few hours. Best not to think about what might
happen after that, moved from this little jail cell to a real
prison, stuck rotting in a cell for years. Many, many years.
Trapped.

Jackson squeezed her eyes shut, feeling the
shackles bite into her wrists again. Definitely bleeding on her
hands, the skin scraped off.

“Did you see them?” she asked. “Tess and
Nadia?”

“I couldn’t,” Holly said. “I don’t know what
happened.”

That figured. Jackson pushed down an
irrational rush of anger, not at Holly. This wasn’t Holly’s
fault.

“They aren’t here, at least,” Holly said.

Jackson nodded. She had that to hold on to,
anyway.


Chapter Twenty-One: Peace Patrol
Central




It was dark in Haven again.

Just like before, the relative calm of
daylight was gone. Haven was alive and awake, crowds gathering in
the streets to make their complaints known.

The Peace Patrol Central Office was in view
from here, a squat block of ugly concrete only a few stories tall.
Temporary fencing had been erected around it, manned by officers in
riot gear.

Completely surrounded. The crowd was angry,
yes, yelling and chanting. Nadia could hear them banging against
the barricades, even from this far away. Odd that the Peace Patrol
was headquartered out here in downtown. Outside the Himata Biotech
arc.

She supposed it made sense, in a way. A
projection of Pravin’s authority. The crowds were still growing.
Nadia watched as people flocked down the street past her, holding
signs and wearing masks.

“Was this your doing?” she asked Tess.

“What, the protest?” Tess said. She was still
sitting in the back seat, fussing with LC in her lap. “Not this
time. I didn’t need to do anything.”

Thousands of them, still arriving. It seemed
the people of Haven were just as fed up with the Peace Patrol as
Nadia.

“Can you see LC’s feed?” Tess said.

It appeared in the corner of Nadia’s glasses,
a direct link to LC’s little camera eyes. She was treated to a
close-up of Tess’s face, making loathsome baby noises at the robot
cat. The camera recoiled back, and Nadia could hear LC’s annoyed
growl in her ears.

“I know, I know, you’re grumpy today,” Tess
said. “Sorry buddy, we’re gonna bypass some of your functions here.
Assuming direct control! Heh.”

The feed held still, LC’s head movements
stopping. It hopped down out of the car and walked over to Nadia,
sitting down next to her feet with perfect obedience.

“Less mobile than a flying drone, isn’t he?”
Nadia said.

“But more robust. And hey! I think that was
the first time you called LC ‘he’ instead of ‘it.’ Progress!”

Nadia ignored this. Roaring chants were
growing louder nearby, just down the street from them. She could
barely make out the loudspeaker telling them all to disperse
immediately.

“Funny how this kind of rabble-rousing seems
to travel with you,” she said.

“That’s one read,” Tess said. “You could also
say there’s a rising tide of justified popular anger with corrupt
institutions all over the world.”

They were parked barely in the shadow of an
alleyway, still somewhat exposed to the street outside. Completely
blocked by people at this point, no hope of a car getting through.
Two faces in the crowd stopped and stared at Nadia. A man and a
woman.

Their faces lit up. Nadia shook her head,
holding a finger to her lips.

Shhh

They nodded and kept walking.

“You ready yet?” Tess asked.

Nadia did one last check. Her earpieces were
working, clearly. Sneakers re-tied, gloves pulled on tight,
glasses…on, she supposed. Not exactly secured to her face, but it
was all they had right now.

And a small device belted to her waist.

That was all. Not even a mask. If all worked
according to plan, she wouldn’t be needing one.

Tess got out of the car, coming over to give
Nadia a quick hug. “You know, this really beats seeing you off from
the old office.”

It did. Nadia gave her a quick kiss, holding
her prosthetic hands for a long moment, staring down at them. “You
stay safe out here.”

“Standing by,” Tess said, grinning with
malice. “Anything happens to you, I’m gonna rambo in there and fuck
shit up.”

One last nod, one last tight grasp of Tess’s
hands in hers. Nadia turned and took a brisk walk down the alley,
hearing the hushed little padding steps of LC at her side. They
hadn’t had time to case their target, make elaborate plans, plot
out her route. All she had was a basic street map in her
glasses.

“Ready to go clear?” Tess said in her
ears.

Nadia glanced around her. They would have to
talk about a more appropriate term. Later. The alley was empty, no
witnesses. “Do it.”

She had expected to feel something, the first
time they turned it on. There was no tingling, no strange
crackling, no sound at all. Just a peculiar flickering around the
corners of her glasses as the device on her belt came to life.
Nadia looked down, at where she should have been seeing her own
body. All she saw instead was the street, distorted and wavy.

She held up one of her arms, marveling at
seeing nothing but the motion of it.

“Invisible woman,” Tess said, “Upgrade over
being a shadow, for sure. This is gonna be easy.”

Nadia reached the end of the alley, peeking
out onto another, even more crowded street. Her hand touched the
wall near her head, resting there as she surveyed her options.
Flickering caught her eye, distortions in the field around her,
blurry glimpses of her glove where it touched the bricks.

“Careful about touching stuff,” Tess
said.

Her glove slid along the bricks, no nanohook
panels built into them. No synthetic muscles encasing her limbs. It
would have been nice to climb this wall, get a higher vantage
point. Look around for a gap in the crowds, something to sneak
through. There didn’t appear to be any way of getting in, invisible
or not.

“Hmm, I don’t see any way of getting in,”
Tess said.

“I was just thinking that. Ideas?”

“Not yet. Hang on, gonna do a little robocat
reconnaissance.”

LC took off, running along at a stealthy
crouch, much like a real cat. The early darkness helped. The feed
in Nadia’s glasses showed a dizzying rush through the crowd,
dodging around people’s legs.

As small as she was, Nadia didn’t think she
could replicate it. She watched as LC snuck to a shadowy corner of
the fencing, where the crowd was a bit thinner. The camera leapt
into the air, scrambling over the fence and hopping down onto the
other side to crouch against the plain concrete building.

“Agile little thing,” Nadia said. “I am a
little impressed.”

“Pfft, only a little, sure,” Tess said.
“Still not seeing anything good from over here.”

There were officers in view of LC’s camera,
their backs to the robot. Tall and faceless in their masks and
helmets, carrying large shields now to go with their batons. Nadia
couldn’t quite see where LC had gotten to, not from this alley.
Slowly, still tentative, she stepped out into the open.

“Careful,” Tess said. “Don’t get bumped into
by anybody!”

Those words were already screaming in her
head. She made herself as small as possible, hands held close and
wary at her sides, shoulders slouched uncharacteristically low.
More people on foot were joining the crowd every moment. She just
had to be aware of them, had to politely stay out of everyone’s
way.

She passed a large fire. A Peace Patrol car,
out in the middle of the street, engulfed in flames. Someone had
spray painted over the words Peace Patrol on the side,
replacing them with a hastily written Pravin’s Pigs.

The crowd wasn’t entirely focused on the
Peace Patrol building. Stores were being looted all around her.
Nadia couldn’t help but wince, startled a little at the loud
crashing of breaking glass.

It was a Himata Biotech clinic. She looked
over to see the elegant glass being shattered to pieces by a pair
of young men wielding wrenches. Someone had painted over the Himata
logo of a rising sun, tracing its simple lines in red.

Words had been added to the logo with spray
paint.

THE SUN SETS ON ALL EMPIRES ONE DAY

“Ooh!” Tess yelled. “Look! Look! Get over
there, quick!”

LC’s camera showed her a garage door,
creaking open. A squad of Peace Patrol officers stepped out and
opened a break in the fence, forming a shield wall across the new
gap.

“What are they doing?” Nadia said, crouched
low and running, not unlike LC. She could see the gap herself now,
from the other side, Peace Patrol officers crouched low behind
their shields as rocks and bottles were thrown at them.

“Behind you,” Tess said. “Couple of cars
incoming.”

Nadia glanced over her shoulder, seeing the
siren lights now. A trio of vans were rushing through the protest,
far too quickly, blaring their horns.

“Tell me they don’t intend to just ram
through these poor people?” Nadia asked.

“No, look up.”

She did, seeing a set of peculiar, boxy
turrets on tripods staring down from the roof of the Central
Office.

“Shooting them hardly seems better?” Nadia
said.

“Get to the side!” Tess said. “Now, now,
move!”

There was no light from the turrets, no
sound, nothing to indicate they had been turned on. Nadia could
vaguely see the shapes of officers behind them, manning control
panels no doubt. People around her suddenly started screaming,
flinching, breaking and running in panic.

Ow hot ow ow OW

Sizzling on her skin, sharp pain as heat
crept through her biker jacket. Nadia fled with the wave, bumping
into a few people too panicked to notice or care that a flickering
specter had touched them. A path opened up for the vans, the people
too near to the fence shoved aside by officers with shields.

“This is your chance!” Tess yelled. “Can you
slip in there?”

The first van blew past Nadia, slowing down
to squeeze cautiously through the small gap in the fence. The
second braked hard right next to her. She could see the driver
inside, an officer in a tan uniform, pounding on the steering wheel
and screaming Come on, move!

Someone to her left actually burst into
flames, their clothes lighting up under the beam of whatever those
turrets were. Other protesters rushed over with buckets of water,
dousing them and pulling them away.

A bottle shattered against the side of the
van next to Nadia, startling her out of staring. The second van
moved forward, and the third was creeping past her now. The shield
line was already pulling back, already grabbing the fence sections
to drag them back into place.

“Hurry!” Tess said, “Go! Now now now!”

She didn’t have time or breath to grouse
back. Nadia hopped onto the rear bumper of the last van, holding
onto the door handle on the back for balance. Her gloves were
flickering where they touched the van, yes. But between all the
flashing siren lights and the flickering of the fire down the
street, it wasn’t likely anyone would notice.

“Aah!” she yelled. Another bottle had been
tossed at the van, hitting her in the shoulder and bouncing away.
Her jacket bore the brunt of it, but it had still startled her.

The vans crept forward in a short line,
slowly pulling into the garage door on the side of Peace Patrol
Central. She watched over her shoulder as the fence sections were
dragged together again behind her, and just like that, she was
in.

“Wow, that actually went smoothly,” Tess
said.

Nadia didn’t say anything back. It was
suddenly very quiet as the van she was riding pulled inside, or at
least it seemed much more quiet. The door led into a ramp down, all
three vans slowly driving down into an underground garage.

She squinted, peeking into a window on the
rear door of the van. There was nobody in the back, just a long
bench seat against each wall. She had assumed the vehicle was full
of officers. Reinforcements.

Nadia looked over her shoulder. LC was
following, creeping along against one wall of the ramp. At a
distance LC may have been mistaken for a particularly large stray
cat. Up close, the thing was instantly alarming, still obviously a
robot with mis-matched limbs.

The ramp opened out into a large parking
garage, long rows of Peace Patrol cruisers and vans lined up along
each wall. The open center was packed, dozens of officers crowding
into the space. Suited up in armor and helmets, hovering together
in little groups. Awaiting orders.

There was a small group of men off to one
side. Not in uniform at all. Nadia recognized one of them, was in
the middle of gasping at the sight of him when the van braked. She
hopped down off the bumper, creeping silently over to one side of
the garage.

Much easier to go unnoticed down here. She
kept to the shadows along the walls, staying behind parked
cars.

“Yeah, I saw him too,” Tess said. “Good
eye.”

Again, Nadia didn’t risk saying anything
back. Not at the moment. About a dozen men in suits were waiting
off to one side of the Peace Patrol force, golden Himata logos
pinned to their lapels.

And Chris was off to one side of them. Alone,
pacing by himself. He’d taken his jacket off, now wearing a
military vest over his expensive shirt. Nadia had heard Jackson
call it a plate carrier, had seen Jackson wearing one very similar
to it.

Chris’s was bristling with equipment, loaded
down with ammunition and pouches and who even knew, just as crowded
as his belt. A large pistol was holstered at his side, and a
mean-looking rifle was slung tight against his chest.

Geared up for combat. He’d even tied his long
hair up into a tight bun. But he seemed to be ignoring the men
around him, men in suits watching and obviously waiting for him to
say something.

He kept pacing back and forth. He was
smoking. Smoking an actual cigarette. Nadia hadn’t seen him do that
before.

“This can’t be good,” Tess said. “Look at
him, his hands are shaking.”

Chris was muttering to himself. He took in a
deep breath, letting it out in a long sigh and staring up at the
ceiling. Nadia could read the silent words on his lips.

Motherfucker. Motherfucker, motherfucker,
motherFUCKER.

A trio of Peace Patrol officers walked over
to him. They must have just come in from the fences—each of them
had been splashed in bright, glittery paint, making their riot
visors useless. The one in front had tattoos on his forearms, but
Nadia was too far away to make them out.

“Do we have new orders yet?” he asked
Chris.

Chris gave him an angry glare, shaking his
head as he took another drag on his cigarette.

“This is stupid,” the officer said. “How long
are we gonna stand here with our dicks in our hands before we open
up the armory?”

“Non-lethal only,” Chris said.

“My guys are getting attacked up there!” he
said. “We’re stuck with this weak shit while half of Haven is
tearing our city apart!”

“So they threw a few rocks at you. Boo
fucking hoo,” Chris said. “You and your men can’t handle that,
maybe you should get a different goddamn job.”

The officer was clearly surprised, confused
blinking visible through his ski mask. “Are you—”

“Orders from the big man himself,” Chris
said, cutting him off. “Now quit whining at me and get back out
there on the fucking line.”

The officer didn’t move. He stood there,
reaching up and pushing the visor of his helmet up higher. Glaring
back at Chris.

“Now!” Chris roared, echoing through the
parking garage. He threw the butt of his cigarette down, stomping
it out.

The officers shrugged and walked away, the
one with the tattoos shaking his head.

“Okay, wow,” Tess said. “You need to get me
inside and get me plugged in.”

Nadia didn’t move. She was still watching,
curious as Chris stared off into space, hands resting on his
rifle.

His pupils lit up. He nodded a few times.
Like he was making up his mind. He turned to the group of suited
men, pointing at several and walking away. They fell in behind him,
a half dozen moving toward an elevator.

“Oh shit, definitely follow them! Wait, no.
Elevator. Too close in there,” Tess said.

Nadia had not even considered trying to
squeeze herself into the elevator with them. Much too risky. LC’s
feed popped up in her glasses, creeping over to the other corner of
the garage.

“Door over there,” Tess said, whispering for
some reason. “See it?”

“Are you alright?” Nadia whispered back.

“Oh, yeah, sorry,” Tess said, in a normal
voice now, “I just get all nervous watching you sneak like this.
Vicariously, I guess.”

Nobody had noticed Nadia, no one even
glancing toward the little shimmering bit of motion she must have
been making. She turned to go, freezing and swinging her foot wide
onto a parking block instead of the puddle she’d almost stepped in.
She tiptoed across, balancing on it, leaping from block to block
until she was crouching next to LC at the door.

A reader of some kind was on the wall next to
it, a red light at the top. Nadia reached for it, holding her glove
just near enough for the chip near her wrist to be read.

It blinked red.

“One second, shouldn’t be hard,” Tess said.
“Hey, this is kind of neat, right? Takes me back.”

Nadia felt herself smile. “Neat” perhaps
wasn’t the word she would use, but it was something.

“Got it,” Tess said.

She swiped her hand near the reader. It
turned green, a muted click sounding from the door. Nadia
opened it just enough to slip through, LC squeezing through at her
feet.

 


* * *

 


“Jackson?”

Jackson raised her head up, her neck creaking
as she forced it to move. Holly’s voice was dull and fuzzy, echoing
at her. How long had it even been? How much time had passed?
Jackson had no idea—her arms and legs were completely numb now,
wrists still held up by chains and ankles shackled to the
floor.

“Something’s happening,” Holly said,
straining to see down the hall from their cells. “I can hear
someone coming.”

“What…hear what?” Jackson muttered. She
couldn’t hear anything yet.

Dull steps, coming down the hall. Echoing in
Jackson’s ears now, little bits of ringing piercing through here
and there. She blinked hard, fighting to keep her head up.

Men in suits. Not the severe black that
Auktoris thugs were always wearing. These were all varying shades
of tan and khaki, warm earth tones. One of them held a small
submachine gun, pointing it at Holly before they even opened the
cell.

“Empty handed. See?” Holly said, stepping
away from their cell door. “No threat here.”

“Hey, fuck you!” Raekell started yelling from
down the hall. “Leave ’em alone! Leave Alice alone!”

Holly was cuffed and dragged away before
Jackson could even process what was happening. The remaining suits
moved down the hall, and Jackson could hear pounding on a cell
door.

“Yeah, that’s right, come at me!” Raekell
yelled. “Go ahead, open this door! You ready to get fucked up?”

Jackson still couldn’t see. There was a loud
clunking, must have been the cell door sliding open. Raekell
started to scream out a war cry, probably charging right at
them.

A buzzing crackle rang out, no doubt a stun
gun. A few more seconds and Jackson saw the men in suits dragging
Raekell’s twitching body away down the hall, hands cuffed behind
her back.

Gone. Both of them. And no more men in suits.
Jackson stared, out at a now-empty hall and a now-empty cell. She
was all alone.

What…the hell?

Or so she thought. More footsteps down the
hall, getting closer. Chris stepped into her line of sight, all
strapped up for battle. He didn’t say a word, opening her cell door
without even looking at her.

“What are you doing here?” Jackson said,
muttering, mouth slow and numb.

Click and then another click.
Her shackles were unlocked. Jackson’s body collapsed to the floor.
Her limbs were still numb, useless, not even full of agonizing pins
and needles yet.

“Get up,” he said, grabbing her by one arm
and yanking Jackson up to her feet. “Come on, we have to move
quick.”

Jackson wanted to shove him away, tell him to
fuck off, thank him for nothing. She didn’t, couldn’t really,
sighing as she felt her jaw relax.

“You want a dose?” he asked, holding up an
autoinjector.

“Yes!” she hissed. She could still feel the
bruises all over from getting beat down outside the Bramble. And
there it was, arms and legs coming alive with burning pins and
needles, pain roaring through her nerves as the limbs started
moving again. The autoinjector pinched into her neck, long-overdue
warmth flowing through her veins.

Chris pulled one of her arms over his
shoulders, holding her up. Her legs were still weak, trembling,
swaying on her boots.

“What are you doing?” Jackson asked. “What
about them?”

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Chris said,
ignoring her second question. He walked her out of the cell, her
feet barely moving, scraping along the floor.

It was a shorter hallway than she’d realized.
Chris carried her out into the rest of the Peace Patrol Central
Offices, entering a large open room with desks scattered around,
siren lights sneaking through small windows high on the wall.

She could hear it now. Chanting and yelling,
loudspeakers. Jackson raised her head, blinking through blurred
eyes at a whole lot of commotion. Officers and plainclothes workers
were running around, frantically carrying boxes or pushing carts,
bunching up in lines at banks of elevators.

A few of them glanced over. But they seemed
to know Chris, looking away and minding their own business.

“What’s happening?” she said.

“Can you handle stairs?” he said, still
dragging her.

Jackson laughed, more like a harsh and bitter
cough. Even with the dose starting to work its way through her, she
could barely stand. “You felt bad? Is that it?”

“I had a little time to think,” he said,
staring resolutely ahead.

“Asshole,” she muttered, still weak.

“‘Oh, thank you so much, Chris,’” he mocked.
“‘Thanks for breaking me out.’”

She shook her head, still not up for doing
much more.

 


* * *

 


Nadia crept along, up on the first floor now. She
wasn’t sure exactly where she was going, staying crouched low
despite her semi-transparency.

“Cart, there!” Tess said in her ears. “Oh,
lady walking by! Watch out!”

Nadia didn’t come close to touching any of
them, darting quickly from doorway to doorway, dashing from one
cubicle to the next. She was trying to not become complacent, to
not revel in how easy it was to slip past all these people.

It was becoming difficult, though. They were
busy. That was surely helping.

“Wow, nice,” Tess said. “Yeah, okay, you are
extremely sneaky and graceful and quiet. You were right.”

Nadia ducked under one of the cubicle desks,
feeling a huge smug smile on her face.

“You really gotta plug me in though.”

“I didn’t bring any—”

LC trotted up to her, a panel on his back
opening. A trio of small, plug-in transmitters waited inside.

“Oh, well look at that,” Tess said. “What a
very good boy!”

Nadia popped one out, not amused. “Find
Jackson for me, and please do not get distracted.”

“Who, me? Plugged in directly to the
headquarters of the Haven security apparatus? I’m insulted you
think I would lose my sense of priority.”

Nadia turned her head, looking at the cubicle
wall. There, easy. She plugged the transmitter into an open
port.

“Awwwwwwwww yeah here we go,” Tess said in
her ears, a thrill in every syllable. “Mmm, logged in already, that
was easy.”

The eyeroll was automatic, familiar in a
comforting sort of way. Nadia stood up, slowly adjusting to being
invisible, fighting over the impulse to creep and hide and
crouch.

“Holy shit they’ve got just awful
encryption,” Tess said. “Oh my God I don’t think they’ve ever
scrubbed their mail archives. Like ever.”

“Tess.”

“Relax, pulling up a floor plan now. Cameras
are off, though…huh.”

“Off? All of them?”

Tess was reading something, muttering little
bits of minutiae that Nadia couldn’t quite make out.
“Interesting…says here that the Board of Supervisors Liaison
ordered all the cameras turned off.”

“Chris, I presume?” Nadia said.

“Oh, definitely.”

A map finally appeared in Nadia’s glasses.
She was standing in a large open office floor, near a hallway
branching off toward a cluster of labeled rooms.

Holding Cells appeared far at the edge
of the station. Something else caught her eye first, though.

“Oh, well…ah. Uh. Hmm.”

Tess’s tone was low. Nadia knew that tone.
She ducked closer to the nearest wall, still wary. “Words,
please.”

“I just got booted. Hang on.”

The map in Nadia’s glasses disappeared. The
label that had caught her eye was nearby, though—Secure
Storage.

“Huh,” Tess said. “Soooooooo…somebody here
actually knows what they’re doing. They must have really studied
what I did last time.”

Nadia snuck up to a corner that turned into
the hallway she’d seen on her map—her hand touched the wall, still
on instinct, crackling into her vision for a moment before she
yanked it away. LC had fallen behind her, still sitting back by the
cubicle.

“What’s going on?” Nadia whispered.

“I’ll get it. Plenty more tricks in my
repertoire,” Tess said.

“Repertoire,” Nadia repeated, suitably
impressed. “Listen to you.”

“Ugh, yeah wow. Too much time around you, ha
ha.”

The door was labeled. And it was open. Nadia
stared, at a thick metal door announcing itself as Secure Storage,
covered in a few more signs declaring itself to be off limits to
anyone not possessing one of a slew of clearances.

She eased it open farther, a slight little
push so she could slip through. Voices inside.

“Just pick it up,” a man said.

“And what? Drag the whole goddamn thing all
the way to the garage? It’s taller than me!” another said.

“Well it got in here somehow!”

Two officers were standing next to an empty
rig. Nadia recognized it instantly, old and clunky, the braces
thick and armored. It was sized for Jackson, standing up on its
own, ready and waiting.

One of the officers got behind it, grasping
the bottom of the backpack on the rear of the harness. He bent at
the knees and tried to lift it, grunting and straining.

“I told you, it’s heavy.”

“Then help me!”

The map appeared in her glasses again. “Got
it!” Tess yelled. “Okay, where was I…wait, where are you?”

Nadia held still. It was a small room, rows
of shelves holding locked little cabinets. Cramped. She didn’t dare
speak, even whisper.

“And now who’s getting distracted?” Tess
said. “You’re looking for your suit, aren’t you?”

She had to fight to hold in a loud sigh.
Nadia nodded her head up and down, exaggeratedly, knowing Tess was
watching her glasses feed.

“Yeah I mean, that would be really helpful,”
Tess said.

Nadia had been expecting to be scolded more,
for some reason. She wandered down an aisle between shelves,
letting her glasses record long rows of small cabinets, labeled
with only numbers.

“Okay, let’s see…there! That should be you,
give me two seconds and…oh goddammit.”

The map disappeared again. Nadia glanced over
at the two officers, both straining to lift the rig, the bottom of
its boots hovering a mere inch over the floor.

“…What is happening?” she hissed, barely
above her breath.

“Really neat hunter-seeker algorithms here.
Got me firing on all cylinders. I, uh…don’t think I’ll be able to
open those cabinets right away.”

Nadia felt herself deflate, her whole body
sinking in disappointment. If Tess was having trouble with
cabinets, what were their chances of opening cell doors? Her eyes
lowered, coming to rest on a few bins near the officers manhandling
Jackson’s rig.

“Oh, what!” Tess yelled. “Hey, that’s my
stuff!”

Her old prosthetic arms were piled
haphazardly in a bin. Lying across the top, handle conveniently
pointed at Nadia, was a long, slender blade.

CLUNK

“Fuck this!” one of the officers said,
dropping the rig back to the floor. His face was red and sweaty,
huffing for breath. “I’m just gonna wear it.”

“Eww,” the other one said. “Look at the
harness, it’s all sweat stained and shit.”

Nadia stepped closer, mere feet away from
them. She reached out for Tess’s sword, hand shimmering in the
air.

“Wait, wait!” Tess said, “They’re gonna see
you if you touch it. Hang on.”

She froze in place, watching as one of the
men awkwardly stepped into the rig, slightly undersized for it. He
clicked his feet into the robotic boots, seeming like he didn’t
know what to do next.

“Mmmrow?”

Both of the officers stared, startled. Nadia
turned to the door, seeing LC sitting out in the hall, robot head
staring at them.

“…What?” the man in the rig said.

“All units, all units come in,” the other
said. “Rogue mobile device inside, repeat there is a walker inside
the building.”

Tess snickered in her ears. “Algorithm
spending all its time guarding those lockers. Guess who’s taken
control of their comms instead?”

“Come in?” the officer said. LC took off,
darting away instantly. “Come in, mic check? Check?”

The man in the rig was struggling to unhook
his feet from the boots. “Go, follow it!” He tripped his way out of
the thing, following his companion back out into the hall.

Nadia let out a long breath. “Thank you. Can
your blade open those lockers?”

“Eh, kind of risky?” Tess said, “Gonna be
real easy to damage whatever’s inside.”

Unacceptable. Her hand shrunk back.

“You know what it can definitely open
though?” Tess said, full of pride. “Jail cell door. You be good
with her.”

Nadia picked it up, marveling as the whole
length of it crackled and flickered while the distortion field
fought to compensate for it. After a few seconds, it was just as
transparent as her body.

 


* * *

 


They were frying people outside.

The stairwell had tall windows running up the
walls. Jackson watched as protestors began banging on the temporary
fencing, then started shrieking and fleeing, diving to the ground
and rolling as their clothing burst into flames.

“What the hell?” she muttered.

“Oh yeah, microwave crowd control,” Chris
said, hoisting her up another step. “Turrets up on the roof.”

Awful. Awful, always, everywhere. You
couldn’t escape it, no matter how safe and peaceful Haven was
supposed to be. Jackson tore her eyes away as it happened again,
people rushing to pat out flames on those hit the worst, a few with
buckets of water ready to go.

She was feeling better. Much better,
actually, the warm glow of the drug flowing in her veins giving her
strength. Still numb, still shaky, but ready to walk.

Not that she’d let Chris know. He still had
one of her arms over his shoulders, supporting a good amount of her
weight as they climbed, slowly, step by goddamn step.

“Where are you taking me?” she said.

“Roof,” he said. “My bike’s up there. You can
have it.”

“What about Holly?” she said. “What about
Raekell?”

“They’re fucked,” he said. “Move on.”

She’d made a mistake. Trusting him. She knew
that now.

“They saw us, Chris,” she said. “People saw
us.”

“Pravin will take my word for it. You tried
to escape. I put you down. He’ll buy it.”

Jackson shook her head. He was being an
idiot. But she didn’t say anything.

Patience. There was a moment for everything.
Hers came when they reached a small landing, a turn in the
stairway. Her right hand was dangling at her side, ready to move. A
pistol was holstered on his hip.

All she had to do was grab. It would take
less than a second.

“Almost there,” Chris said.

Now. She put her weight on her own
feet, grabbing his gun and shoving Chris forward into the next set
of stairs.

Training was a funny thing. Repetition of
movement, the building of muscle memory. It became instinct, once
you did something thousands and thousands of times. A built-in
response. Like an automated routine.

Chris turned, the look of shock on his face
obvious as he raised his rifle. Of course he raised his rifle.
Someone had just shoved him and grabbed his sidearm.

Jackson raised the pistol and pointed it at
him, also completely on instinct. Of course she leveled the sights
on his chest. He was raising a rifle at her, the muzzle swinging
over and sweeping across her body.

He could have shot her. Jackson would never
know if he had been about to. It didn’t matter, really. There was
no thought, no conscious thought at all. No time for it.

She pulled the trigger, twice. The crash of
the gunshots was deafening in the small space of the stairwell.
Both shots went CRACK into the ceramic plate on his chest,
and he stumbled backwards, falling onto the stairs leading up.

It was a fairly standard drill. Double tap to
the chest. Assess. Threat has armor? Follow up with shots to the
head or hips.

But the spell was broken, the initial
automatic reaction over. Jackson felt her hands start shaking,
still pointing the gun at him. She had just shot him. She had just
shot Chris, poor dead Chris Redner, dead before he—

No, he wasn’t dead. He was staring back at
her, still pointing his rifle at her. He could have shredded her to
pieces with those bullets. She had nothing but a tank top to
protect her.

But he didn’t. He was still staring at her,
still completely shocked. Utter disbelief in his eyes.

“What the fuck, Alice?!” he said.

She was wondering the same thing. Jackson
raised her gun, holding her hands up. Pointing the muzzle up at the
ceiling. Chris let out a loud breath of relief, lowering his
rifle.

“You okay?” she said, much more quietly than
she meant to.

He was already feeling around under the
plate, pulling his hand out and staring at it. Clean. No blood.
Just shining with panic sweat.

Jackson felt herself shaking again. Her legs
were still numb, numb all over again. She wanted to grab him and
hug him and put a hand to his chest, where she had just shot
him. She had just shot him. What the actual fuck was wrong with
her? That same word threatened to fill her mouth again, “sorry,”
the only goddamn thing she had left to say for herself, after
everything. Sorry, sorry, sorry.

But she didn’t. She didn’t do or say any of
it.

“I’m not going with you,” was all she
said.

“I can get you out of the city,” he said. “I
can get you somewhere safe. I promise.”

It didn’t matter. She didn’t need to be
somewhere safe. “What about Holly?” she said. “What about
Raekell?”

“There’s nothing I can do for them,” he said.
“They’re being taken to the arc.”

“From the roof?” Jackson said.

Chris nodded.

Jackson started to move. Toward him, to step
past him. Around Chris and on up the stairs, up to the roof. If he
thought there was nothing he could do, that was his
prerogative.

Not hers.

But she didn’t make it more than a step. He
raised his rifle at her again the moment she moved.

“Don’t,” he said.

His finger was on the trigger. Jackson didn’t
point his own pistol at him this time. But she did stop moving.
“Let’s go up there,” Jackson said. “To get them. Together.”

He didn’t hesitate to respond. Shaking his
head. “My boss asked for them. By name. They’re fucked. I told
you,” he said. “He’ll barely notice whether you’re even alive or
not.”

“What does Pravin have on you?!” Jackson
yelled. “You’re really going to choose him over me? Over us?!”

“I had nothing when I came here!”
Chris said, rising to his feet, keeping his rifle on her the whole
time. “He gave me my life back!”

“What kind of life, Chris?” she said. “You’re
better than this! You know you are!”

He growled at her. Actually growled, all
words lost, either not knowing what to say or unable to say it.
Still shaking his head.

“I know you’re better than this,” she said.
Again, more quiet than she’d meant to be.

“We’re not better than anything, Alice,” he
said. “Neither of us. At least I still want to live.”

He’d made up his mind. Just as stubborn as
she knew she herself could be sometimes. Jackson turned to walk
away. Back down the stairs, the way they had come. Nowhere else to
go. She wouldn’t fight him. She would get to the roof, yes. Some
other way.

“This is what I’m talking about!” Chris said.
“You go back down there and you’ll die!”

She paused. Holding still. Not saying
anything.

“Tell yourself it’s for a noble cause. Say it
all you need to,” he said. “Just keep throwing yourself into harm’s
way until you finally get what you really want.”

He was wrong. Jackson said it again, under
her breath, just for her. He was wrong, and he didn’t know what he
was talking about.

“Go ahead,” he said. “Go get yourself
killed.”

She gave him one last sad look before turning
and limping back down the stairs.

 


* * *

 


Gunshots. Most definitely. Nearby enough, in this
building for sure. Nadia knew the sound, had heard them enough
times by now.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered to
Tess.

“It’s all over the Peace Patrol comms,” Tess
said.

Nadia’s ears were suddenly crowded with comms
chatter.

Shots fired, repeat shots fired,
interior.

Where? Where from?

They’re inside, they got inside somehow.

“I thought you had control of their
communications?” Nadia said.

“I let that one get out,” Tess said. “Stir up
a little panic, right?”

The camera feed from LC was dizzying in the
corner of Nadia’s vision. It dodged and weaved, leaping over
cubicle walls and darting around chairs.

“Can we lose that feed, please?” Nadia said.
“Very distracting.”

Tess didn’t say anything, but it disappeared.
A few small grunts crept into Nadia’s ears, the same sounds Tess
made when she was particularly engrossed in a hectic video
game.

Nadia strained to pull a heavy metal door
open, slipping through into a depressing hallway of bare concrete.
Cell doors lined each side, clear walls with small grids of holes
throughout.

“Man, these guys are persistent,” Tess said,
“Sorry, still piloting LC. You see them yet?”

Some of the cells were open. They were all
empty. Nadia went to the very end of the hall, just to make
sure.

“You are certain they were booked here?” she
asked.

“Yeah! Completely!” Tess said, sounding very
annoyed. “What the hell?!”

“We must have missed them,” Nadia said. “Do
you have the cameras yet?”

“No, still off.”

“Tess!”

“I am multitasking!” she yelled.

Nadia stormed back out of the cell block with
a groaning little scoff of disgust. The office floor was a bit more
empty than it had been—one last group of office workers was waiting
at an elevator nearby. But that was all.

The elevator doors opened. A trio of riot
officers stomped out, shoving past the other employees. Nadia
recognized them instantly, the same three that had been bothering
Chris.

“Shots fired!” the one with the tattoos
grumbled, leading the other two. “Shots fucking fired. And we’re
still swinging nightsticks. Had enough of this shit!”

He slammed a door open across the hall and
disappeared inside. Nadia had passed it on her way in. The
armory.

“Tess?” she said.

“Yeah, that’s probably bad,” Tess said.

“Do something!” Nadia said.

“Like what?” Tess said. “Ugh, hang on!”

The three officers walked back out. The first
two had rifles, and the third was holding a shotgun. Real firearms,
clearly military weapons, nothing non-lethal about them. Their
pockets were weighed down with ammunition.

“Gloves off,” the tattooed man said.

“Hell yeah,” the one with the shotgun said,
racking it like it was something he’d always dreamed of doing.

“Alright, I got this,” Tess said. “All units,
attention! All units!”

Nadia heard it twice in her ears, layered
over each other. Once in Tess’s normal voice, and again in a
good-enough facsimile of Chris’s voice.

“All Peace Patrol units, this is your Board
of Supervisors Liaison,” Tess/Chris said. “All units are to
evacuate the Central Office building, immediately. Repeat, all
units are to evacuate. Now!”

The group by the elevator had all stopped,
waiting, listening to their new orders. They shoved inside right
away, a few of them breaking off to rush for the stairwell.

The three armed officers in front of Nadia
all looked at each other, clearly also listening.

“Aaaaaaaaand…I cut the power to the roof,
too,” Tess said. “No more microwave guns. Should put some pressure
on these assholes to leave quicker.”

The three officers were staring at each
other. Nodding.

“Fuck that,” the tattooed man said. “Let’s go
clean up these streets.”

“Hooah!” one of the others said.

“Oorah,” Tattoos said, punching him on
the arm.

“Shit,” Tess said. “That’s bad. Uh…take ’em
out!”

Nadia jumped in place a little, almost
offended.

“Don’t be like that,” Tess said. “Use the
sword! Go!”

“What?!” Nadia said. Out loud.

They turned their heads toward her. Staring,
squinting at a sudden noise from nowhere. Nadia’s heart halted,
already too used to being invisible.

“Aah!” Tess yelled in her ears. “Run! Move!
Go!”

Movement made it worse. Nadia froze in place,
not even breathing. The officers kept staring, right through her,
hands tensed on the grips of their weapons.

“Oh shit! I just found Jackson!” Tess said,
“She’s in the stairwell, hang on I’ll get her comms in like one
more second and…”

The stairwell door burst open. Jackson
stepped out, pistol at the ready. The officers staring at Nadia
turned at the noise, and then guns started going off.

Jackson fired first, tagging one of the
officers holding a rifle. She shot him twice in the chest and once
in the head, sending him dropping to the floor. The other two
officers returned fire, and Jackson ducked behind a cart full of
boxes just in time.

Nadia dove to the side, happy to not be the
center of attention for once. The man with the tattoos kept firing
at Jackson’s cover, sending shards of metal and plastic exploding
out into the hallway.

“She’s out!” he screamed. “Jackson is out!
Armed assailant in the building!”

“Jackson?” Tess yelled in Nadia’s ears.
“Jackson, come in? Can you hear me?!”

He kept firing his rifle, moving in a wide
arc, slowly but surely angling around Jackson’s cover. The one with
the shotgun kept him covered.

“Jackson?!” Tess said.

“Yeah, I hear you!” Jackson said. Nadia heard
it in her ears and from down the hall. “Kind of busy!”

Jackson was pinned down. Trapped. About to be
shot.

“Do something!” Tess yelled in her ears.
“Stop him!”

Nadia barely heard it over an unhinged whine
from deep in her chest, rushing up over her faster than she’d ever
felt it before. Her usual disdain for the idea of killing
was nowhere to be found, vanished, replaced entirely with a
singular, powerful need.

She clicked the sword on with her thumb and
felt it whine to life, flickering into solid form before her eyes.
Both officers had their backs to her, but she wasn’t thinking
clearly, wasn’t thinking at all. She lunged forward, straight
toward the man firing, the one with the tattoos.

She raised the blade over her head as she
ran, swinging it down into him.

It zipped through his flesh, as if it
had hit nothing at all. He didn’t scream, stuck instead in a
shocked, breathless gasp. Tess’s sword caught him at his right
collarbone, sinking across his chest diagonally and flying out
through his left hip.

He flopped to the ground in two pieces,
sizzling with wisps of smoke from cauterized flesh. No blood. Nadia
stared in horror anyway, her hands numb from the buzzing vibrations
in the sword’s grip.

There was one more. She should have been
turning around to deal with him, but she kept staring. She had just
done that. Nadia Ashpool had just sliced a man in half.

“One more!” Tess yelled. “Shotgun!
Shotgun!”

He was making panicked noises behind Nadia,
spluttering, gasping “what” and “how” and “what the fuck.” She
turned around to see him squinting at her, tightening his grip and
leaning into the butt of the gun.

Nadia dove to the side, the outline of her
body flickering against the floor. The shotgun roared, twice, the
racking of the action crashing in her ears. Buckshot tore into the
office hallway, tearing huge holes in cheap drywall.

He saw her. Well enough, anyway, confused but
swinging his gun over to fire at whatever motion he was seeing.

No suit. Nadia cringed and threw her hands
up, hearing a loud gasp of Tess’s horror in her ears.

“Aah!” the officer stumbled to the side,
catching bullets on his armor. Jackson was up and out of her cover,
advancing slowly and firing over and over and over. She slammed
bullets into his chest, then into his hips until he dropped to the
floor, ending with a final shot to the face as he lay prone.

Plenty of blood from that. Nadia took a long,
shaking breath, staring at the dead body. Unable to help
herself.

“Wow, that was brutal,” Tess said. “I
love it when you just burn a guy down like that, Jackson.”

Jackson glanced at the bisected body, looking
around the empty hallway. “Tess?” she said. “Where are you?”

“I’m here,” Nadia said, standing up and
dropping the sword. “It’s me.”

Jackson looked confused. She lowered her gun,
looking around, not figuring it out until a mere second before
Nadia touched her, shimmering motion and a flickering hand
appearing on her arm.

“What the—?” Jackson recoiled at first,
relaxing as Nadia threw herself into a desperate hug, struggling to
wrap her arms around Jackson. The distortion field flickered and
warped all around where they touched. Normally Nadia would have
been too embarrassed to do this, so short that she was stuck
resting her head against Jackson’s breasts, even up on her
tiptoes.

It didn’t matter. Not right now, not anymore.
She felt Jackson pat the back of her head.

“Guess I owe you one, huh?” Jackson said.

“Who could even keep track anymore?” Nadia
said, loudly sniffing back an abundance of emotions. “Where are the
other two?”

“Chris had guys taking them to the roof,”
Jackson said. “I think they’re flying out of here.”

Nadia had many questions. For later. She
looked up, toward the ceiling.

“Yeah,” Jackson said. “Let’s move.”

 


* * *

 


They were too late.

Nadia burst out of the roof access door to
see a jet already hovering high in the air, its engines rotating
and blasting off into the night sky. Gone, shrinking in
seconds.

“Should be clear up there,” Tess said. “The
chatter I’m getting sounds like the rest of them are following my
evac order.”

There was indeed nobody else up here. Nadia
did a quick loop, carrying Tess’s sword again, still invisible,
seeing nothing but inert turrets pointed down.

The crowd below caught her eye. The officers
patrolling the temporary fencing had disappeared. People were
beginning to grow bold, knocking sections of fence down and making
tentative advances toward the building itself, cautiously tagging
the wall or throwing paint.

The roof door opened again behind her.
Jackson followed behind, limping a little. Nadia stared at her,
couldn’t help it, heart aching at the bruises on Jackson’s arms and
face. She looked drained. Had clearly taken too much abuse, before
and after being arrested.

“These brutes,” Nadia muttered to herself,
“should be ashamed to call themselves the Peace Patrol.”

The hatred in her voice surprised even
herself. Nadia didn’t care anymore, glaring at the ugly wounds on
Former Officer Alice Jackson.

“I’m fine,” Jackson said, looking up into the
night sky. “Goddammit, we missed ’em.”

“How did you get away?” Nadia asked. “Was it
Chris?”

“Kind of,” Jackson said. “He…we…”

She looked away, looking like she didn’t
quite know what words to use.

“Finally dumped that guy, huh?” Tess
said.

Ugh, Tess, have some tact for ONCE
please.

Nadia didn’t say it, although she dearly
wanted to. She brought up a new interface in her glasses, one Tess
had shown her during their short prep time. A simple push of a
button and she saw her hand fade into view, no longer
invisible.

Jackson was still staring over the side of
the roof, still holding a pistol in one hand. She looked lost. Sad.
Heartbroken and confused.

There was still a lot of adrenaline pumping
through Nadia’s veins, still a little short of breath from
sprinting up many flights of stairs. She felt an urge to…several
things, really. Several things she felt she needed to discuss with
Tess a bit further.

What she did instead was very simple. Nadia
crept up to Jackson’s side and took her hand, slipping her small
and slender fingers around Jackson’s, firm and strong. Jackson
gently squeezed back, so careful. She didn’t move otherwise, just
letting out a long sigh as she stared. Like a choking weight was
being lifted off her chest.

They stared out over the edge of the roof
together. Patrol cars on fire down the street in front of them.
Thousands of people, roaring in the streets, throwing anything they
could get their hands on. Glass breaking and cheering and singing,
singing even, so much chaos that Nadia couldn’t parse out
what the tune even was, really.

But it was there.

Tess didn’t say anything in her ears.
Preoccupied, perhaps. Nadia and Jackson stood together, watching
without a word. A commotion broke out around the garage door far
below. Officers tossed some of the fencing sections aside, hasty
and urgent. Patrol cars and vans pulled out from the garage, moving
quickly, frantically, only slowing down to let their remaining
companions jump in. They nosed out into the crowd with a racket of
sirens, lights flashing from the top of every vehicle.

The crowd parted for them. But only barely,
protesters screaming and throwing things at the retreating Peace
Patrol vehicles.

“Would you look at that,” Jackson said.
“Running away.”

It was quite a sight. The convoy stretched
down the road away from them, speeding off from an empty building.
Nadia couldn’t really blame them, even without Tess’s faked
orders—the crowds surrounding the building had swollen to
terrifying proportions.

“Are you seeing this, Tess?” she asked.

“Your glasses?” she said, the racket of the
crowd much closer to her microphone. “Yeah, why?”

“Do me a favor?”

“Okay, but I’m itching to break in with the
crowd and get my arms back.”

“Of course,” Nadia said, “but when you’re
done, take this clip and broadcast it.”

Nadia’s view was perfect from up here. The
scale of the crowd, dwarfing the convoy as it fled. The sight of
the Peace Patrol fleeing, cars hurrying away. Pravin’s thugs in all
but name, slinking away with their tails between their legs.

“Yeah?” Tess clearly wasn’t watching yet, too
distracted. Nadia could hear it the moment she did look, could hear
the change in her voice. “Oh. Oh! Ooh, yes!”

“Distribute it all over the web,” Nadia said.
“Publicly. Everywhere you can.”

“Yeeeeeeessssssssssssss!” Tess said.

Nadia didn’t need to say anything back. She
just kept staring, Jackson at her side, letting the beautiful vista
below wash over her.

She felt it. Finally. Felt it as physically
as a kiss, something unlocking in her chest, growing bold and brave
and sure.

Nadia had been wrong, yet again. It felt good
to be wrong. About this, at least. She hadn’t been able to believe
it possible, hadn’t allowed herself that kind of optimism.

But watching the convoy retreat before her,
she felt it.

They could win.


Chapter Twenty-Two: A New Day




The sun was rising. It felt appropriate, finally. A
new day.

Nadia watched from the living room of their
safe house. Their safe house. Still just a quaint little
apartment. At least she didn’t have to get up early to watch a
sunrise here. Plenty of time to rest after all the excitement of
the night before.

The street below her was quiet. Peaceful. Not
that the electric cars that usually filled the streets made much
noise. One coasted by beneath her, an open-top cart, brought up
from the subways below. It was crammed past capacity with cheering
people, the one on the back holding a flag up high.

The standard of the Red Leaves. A tattered
scarlet maple leaf on a field of black.

A set of cheap canopies had gone up across
the street, taking over the sidewalk. Handwritten signs declared it
to be a mutual aid station, with volunteers handing out
looted food and water to anyone who asked.

The terms were new to her. But the idea was
simple enough. It was a fine use for stolen goods, Nadia
supposed.

People were celebrating. Nadia couldn’t
begrudge them that. The Peace Patrol had retreated completely, from
all over the city, concentrating all their forces inside the Himata
Biotech arcology. Their last redoubt.

It was a victory. Fine. But it still felt
very hollow to Nadia. Not finished. She turned around, peering into
the kitchen. Nestor was in there, with the catgirl, Sweetness, at
his side. At his other side was another man, one Nadia hadn’t met
before.

This man was another black binder user. He’d
grown scales over his skin, shiny and green. His tongue was forked,
although Nadia didn’t know if that was a binder effect or
surgery.

Either way, she found it off-putting. The
three of them had a large display laid out on the breakfast table,
going over something. Plans moving forward, no doubt. Nestor had
been quick to congratulate them on their victory over the Peace
Patrol. And then just as quick to express dismay that they had let
Holly be taken.

As if they had just let it happen. As if they
hadn’t tried. Nadia glared at him, completely unnoticed. Holly
seemed to be a figure of some importance to the People’s Council.
That was fine. Nestor said that they needed Holly back. That they
had to make it a priority.

Nadia agreed. Probably not for the same
reasons, though. Her reason was here in the living room with her,
sitting at a worktable, hunched over and busily working on
something.

The living room was crammed full of stuff
now. A treasure trove of toys, liberated from the Peace Patrol
Central building. Jackson’s rig was standing up in one corner,
waiting for her. There were boxes stacked high all around it. Armor
and firearms and ammunition, medical supplies and stun grenades and
who knew what else. Tess’s sword lay on top of one of the
stacks.

Nadia stepped closer, stopping and making a
pained little “Ah!” as LC catapulted himself into her shins. She
begrudgingly gave him a few quick head pats as she circled around
the main pile. Closer to Tess.

Tess didn’t look up. Concentrating on
something. Nadia’s heart stopped when she saw it, always did. A
sleek catsuit of matte black material. Tess was scrubbing at it,
brow furrowed.

“What is that?” Nadia said, leaning in close
over her shoulder.

“Blood, mostly,” Tess said, giving the cloth
a few spritzes with a spray bottle. “Got most of the shrapnel out.
Hard to find good stuff to patch it with here, though.”

It wasn’t the real reason Nadia had leaned in
close. She knew those were bloodstains. Her hand gently rested on
the real reason—Tess’s arms, her real arms, liberated from
the Peace Patrol at last. Tess was wearing just a t-shirt, exposing
the thick, skeletal prosthetics, also a dull black.

“Will you be able to?” Nadia asked.

“Able to wh—?” Tess stiffened up, shivering.
Both her shoulders had ridges under the skin now, structural
implants to help with her prosthetics. Nadia couldn’t help but
touch them, running her fingers across the raised bumps, following
them in and down along her collarbones.

“Patch the suit,” Nadia whispered in her
ear.

“Oh, for sure,” Tess said. “Few more hours,
she’ll be good as new.”

Nadia squeezed the fibers of Tess’s synthetic
arm, running her fingers over the smooth strands. “You’re too good
to me, Tess.”

Tess reached up and grabbed one of her hands.
“I just like seeing you in it.”

Nadia smiled and kissed her on the ear. Gave
her a quick and gentle little bite as well, pulling a delightful
little squeak out of Tess.

Something else on the table had caught
Nadia’s eye, though.

Jackson’s revolver. Sitting there in its
holster, polished wood grip and stern dark metal. Large and
powerful and intimidating.

And so elegant. So classic. Still the only
firearm that Nadia had ever found pleasing to her eyes.

“How is Jackson?” she asked.

“Asleep,” Tess said. “Hopefully, anyway. I
gave her something to knock her out.”

“You what?!”

“Trust me,” Tess said. “If I didn’t do that
she would take pills and stay awake for days straight all tweaked
out, ready to fight. Somebody’s gotta be alert. Somebody’s gotta
watch all our backs.”

Still wonderful hearing Tess imitate the
former officer.

“She’s in one of the bedrooms back there.
Resting. Thankfully,” Tess said. “She needs it.”

Nadia felt herself biting her lip. She
reached over and picked up the gun, still surprised at how heavy it
was. Even clutching it close to her chest with both hands.

“I’ll go check on her,” Nadia said.

Tess scooted away from the table, giving
Nadia an extremely skeptical look. “Check on her, huh?”

“You heard me,” Nadia said.

“I saw you. Both of you,” Tess said,
giving Nadia an eager little grin now. “Holding hands on the roof
of a police station.”

“Peace Patrol,” Nadia said.

“Close enough. Awesome date, taking down a
bunch of pigs like that,” Tess said.

“I don’t know what you’re implying,” Nadia
said, but it was useless. She could feel her cheeks burning.

“Just don’t wake her up. I mean that, if
she’s asleep do not wake her up,” Tess said. “She needs to
heal.”

“Yes, of course,” Nadia said, turning to walk
away. She jumped in place, feeling herself make an incredibly
embarrassing little squeal of surprise. Tess had slapped her. Right
on her rear.

“Go get her, tiger,” Tess said, waggling her
eyebrows. “If she’s awake, I mean.”

“Ahem,” Nadia said, turning around
again with her nose high in the air.

“Ask her if I can watch!” Tess yelled after
her.

“Tess!” Nadia said, still walking away.

“I’m not kidding!” Tess yelled. “One hundred
percent serious!”

So loud. No tact at all, completely
indelicate. Nadia rushed to enter a hallway at the back of the
room, slowing down the moment Tess couldn’t see her any longer.

Long, slow steps. Her whole face was burning,
her pulse pounding. She took a moment, pausing outside a bedroom
door to compose herself. Still hugging Jackson’s gun to her
chest.

Nadia peeked inside. Jackson was lying in a
hilariously small bed. A stolen hospital bed, perhaps? Her eyes
were closed, but…she did not look at peace. She was scowling,
sweating a little, her hand gripping cheap bunched-up sheets in a
white-knuckled fist.

She honestly couldn’t tell if Jackson
actually was asleep or not. Nadia let herself in, quick and quiet,
easing the door shut behind her. Silently. She stepped closer,
certain now that Jackson was asleep. Not resting, though. Jackson
kept making pained, gasping little noises through gritted teeth.
Her whole body jerked in place, just once, and very suddenly her
face looked scared. Pained and hunted and terrified.

Nadia reached out to her with one hand, not
sure if this was a good idea. She still had a leftover impulse to
deny whatever she may be feeling, to feign ignorance and disavow
and pretend that she would never be so weak and foolish as to feel
this way.

It had taken her far too long to admit
certain things to Tess. She wouldn’t make that mistake again, not
when any of them could die at any moment.

Nadia placed her hand on Jackson’s arm. Very
gently, stroking it up the tattoo of her old call sign.

“Shh,” Nadia said. “You’re alright, Jackson.
You’re going to be alright.”

Jackson relaxed instantly, relief plain all
over her sleeping face. She looked like she was about to start
crying.

Nadia kept touching her arm, running her
fingers up onto Jackson’s muscled shoulder. She felt a bit bad
about it—a bit wrong. Taking advantage, feeling her up like this in
her sleep.

But it wasn’t like that. Not right now,
anyway. Not that she didn’t want to touch Jackson, not that a part
of her wasn’t enjoying it. But more than anything, she just wanted
to ease her friend’s pain.

Nadia shushed her again, telling herself that
she should be leaving. Should just put the gun down for Jackson to
find later, put it down and walk away and let her rest now.

Jackson’s eyes blinked open, striking green
eyes only bleary and confused for a moment. She let out one last
little grunting gasp, sitting up in the bed.

“I’m sorry,” Nadia said, meaning every
syllable of it. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Oh…hi,” Jackson said, still blinking. She
sounded…slow. Drunk, if Nadia was being honest.

“Hi,” Nadia said. “Tess is going to be mad. I
woke you up.”

“Pssssssh.” Jackson waved one dismissive
hand, sniffing and yawning. “Izzat my gun?”

“Yes!” Nadia said, eager to offer it up.

Jackson took it, smiling as she drew it from
the holster. Her hands opened the cylinder for a quick check,
automatic, an old familiar routine. She put it back in the holster
and on the bed at her side, almost reluctantly.

“Feels good,” Jackson said, smiling deeper.
“Feels good to have it back in my hands.”

“Good! Good. I’m glad,” Nadia said, kicking
herself internally. She sounded so stupid. “Can I get you
anything?”

“No, no,” Jackson said, giving her an easy
smile. She patted Nadia’s hand, still resting on her shoulder. “Are
you okay?”

Such a sweetheart. Always looking out for
them, always putting someone else first. Nadia made up her mind,
too taken with the older woman to worry about being embarrassed
anymore.

She climbed up onto the edge of the bed.
There wasn’t much room, but that was fine. Nadia kneeled on the
mattress, leaning in close over Jackson, reaching up and running a
hand through her short mohawk.

“Oh. Uh…” Jackson said, nowhere to scoot away
to. “What are you…doing?”

So rakish. So tough and strong, never letting
her guard down. Nadia felt herself dying to know what Jackson
looked like when she finally relaxed. Let her hair down, so to
speak.

She leaned forward and kissed Jackson, unable
to hold back for a second longer. It felt so good,
electrifying, a dizzying rush of pleasure at finally doing
something she’d never admitted that she so very, very badly wanted
to do. She ached to feel Jackson kiss her back, wrap her up in
those strong arms and roll Nadia over onto the bed, run a hand
through her hair and maybe, hopefully, if Nadia had been a bad
enough girl, bunch it up in her fist and pull.

But Jackson…didn’t move.

Not a single little motion back. Until Nadia
felt a strong hand on her shoulder to…push her away. Gently, yes.
But still pushing her away.

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jackson said, looking
very confused now. “Tap the brakes there. Uh…you…huh?”

Whatever flush Nadia had felt on her face
earlier was nothing compared to now. She covered her mouth with her
hands, backing away and scrambling off the bed.

“I thought you…” Nadia muttered, “I thought
we were…I…”

Nothing like this had ever happened to Nadia
before. Normally if some mere mortal were deemed lucky enough to
receive her affections, they would of course be overwhelmed by her
poise and beauty. Awestruck at receiving her favor.

“Don’t get me wrong, you’re easy on the eyes
and all,” Jackson said. “But I’m not…uh…I mean, I’m not…”

Nadia was covering her whole face with her
hands now. Why couldn’t she ever just ask someone how they
felt?

“Did Tess put you up to this?” Jackson
said.

Tess. TESS.

She wanted to shout it back out into the
living room. She bit her tongue.

“Hey, I’m flattered,” Jackson said. “I mean
it. Honestly.”

Nadia laughed. Couldn’t help it. How many
times had she told someone those exact words?

“You’ll have to excuse me,” she said, still
hiding, mortified, behind her hands. “I think I have to go murder
Tess for suggesting this.”

 


* * *

 


Jackson felt better. Still a bit sore, here and
there, sure. She’d tried to fight Tess off, tried to tell her they
didn’t have time to kick back and rest. Had to keep going, had to
push their advantage, had to assault the Himata Biotech arcology
right fucking now.

But a little rest had done her good.

She was still sitting in the same tiny bed,
hanging her legs over the side. Feet on the floor. Bare feet,
rubbing her toes on smooth hardwood.

Felt kind of nice. She’d almost died. Again.
Been saved in the nick of time. Again. Fought and killed and shot
people and lost herself in the frantic rush of combat.

Again.

Jackson sat there, staring at the floor.
Wondering how many more of those she had left in her. She started
to remember shoving Chris forward, seeing him turn, raising his
rifle and…

She winced. Too soon, too raw. Hadn’t meant
to pull the trigger on him, hadn’t even thought to do it. Could’ve
killed him. Poor dead Chris Redner. Dead by her hand.

Then again, she supposed poor dead Andrew
Vicks had died by her hand, too. In his own way.

Dead before he hit the ground.

She couldn’t let it happen to them. Not
again. Jackson knew how many more fights she had left in her, after
all.

However many it took.

The bedroom door opened. Tess poked her head
inside.

“Oh good, you’re up,” Tess said. “You should
get out here, we’ve got some shit going down.”

Jackson nodded. A short rest had done her
good. But that was all they had time for. Tess was already on her
way back out, but Jackson raised her voice.

“Tess?”

Tess poked her head back in, eyebrows
raised.

“How’s she taking it?” Jackson asked.

Tess made an extremely amused face, sticking
her tongue out, eyes lit up with delight. “Oh my God. It’s been
hilarious.”

“Tess.”

“No, she’ll be fine,” Tess said. “You’re the
best.”

“…Tess,” Jackson said again.

“Don’t worry about her,” Tess said, finally
actually stepping into the room. No longer hovering in the doorway.
“How are you feeling?”

Jackson flexed and stretched her arms. Sore.
Sure. Always sore. But back in fighting shape. There was something
else she needed to talk to Tess about. Something she hadn’t gotten
the chance to say before the Bramble got raided.

She gave Tess a long look, not answering her
question at all. “Are you and Nadia…okay?”

Tess looked surprised. Startled, a little.
“Yeah, yeah. Of course,” she said, just on the edge of sheepish.
She started to rub the back of her neck, but tore her hand away
when she realized what she was doing.

Jackson stuck to merely raising an eyebrow at
her.

“What? We are!” Tess said, smiling awkwardly.
“I was being an ass, she called me on it, I apologized,
and…oh.”

Finally. “And here I thought you and me were
partners,” Jackson said.

Tess nodded and shrugged and held up her
hands, accepting guilt. “You got me. I owe you one. I owe you a
lot, actually.”

Another raised eyebrow.

“I never would have gotten her out without
you.”

Tess was staring at her, full of a soft
smile, worlds away from the way their eyes had met the first time
they’d seen each other. Years ago. Still in uniform, back then,
looking down on this snarky kid. Tess had pissed her off back then,
acting tough and mouthing off around a cop.

But even back then, Tess had offered to help
her. Jackson didn’t know what to say.

“Oh, and…you’re not my partner, Jackson,”
Tess said. “You’re my friend.”

She couldn’t remember the last time someone
had said that word to her.

“Come on out here,” Tess said. “We’re waiting
for you.”

Tess disappeared back into the hallway,
leaving Jackson stuck staring at where she’d been. Blinking all by
herself, stunned for a few halting breaths. They’d been partners
together—friends together, she fully realized for the first
time—for almost three years now.

But she didn’t have time to really wrap her
head around that right now. Something was going down. Had to search
for wherever her boots had ended up. Thrown off into a far corner
of the room. Somehow.

Shoes on, Jackson made her way out to the
hallway. Only to almost bump into Nadia, also making her way to the
living room.

Poor thing. Her eyes met Jackson’s, instantly
looking panicked and darting away.

“Hey,” Jackson said. She felt one of her
hands reach up to paw at the back of her neck, that same thing
she’d always noticed Tess doing.

Nadia heaved a deep sigh. “I suppose there
isn’t a chance we can just…pretend all of that did not happen?”

“Listen, I was pretty loopy from the drugs,”
Jackson said. “Didn’t mean to shoot you down hard like that.”

“I’m a big girl, Jackson,” she said. “I can
handle it.”

It didn’t look like it. Jackson didn’t know
what else to say, thinking maybe she really should just pretend
like nothing had happened.

“…Actually, I’ll admit that I’m not used to
being turned down,” Nadia said, all her airy pretenses gone for
once. She looked so vulnerable. Far more than she’d been when she’d
leaned in for a kiss.

“I can tell,” Jackson said. “No offense.”

“Hmph,” Nadia said, wearing an odd little
smile. “First time for everything, I suppose?”

It was another one of those funny times that
Jackson had to remind herself that there was a lot she didn’t know
about Nadia. A whole life behind that criminal she’d started
chasing years ago.

Nadia gave her a nervous look. Her hands were
pulling at the hem of her jacket, that nice biker jacket that Chris
had given her.

Chris. Jackson felt a little wince in her
chest again. Too soon. Too raw.

“Tess says you didn’t, but…” Nadia said. “You
and she never…?”

“What, fucked?” Jackson snorted a laugh,
shaking her head. “Naw, I’m not…you know, not her type. And she’s
not really mine, either. Honestly. Just…”

Partners?

“…friends,” Jackson said instead. It felt
weird.

Nadia blew out a wistful little laugh of her
own, like she didn’t quite believe it.

Jackson didn’t know what else to say. But she
did want the poor girl to stop looking so damn sad.

“Don’t get jealous,” Jackson said. She bent
down and grabbed Nadia in a tender bear hug, lifting the girl off
her feet. Nadia made a few little surprised gasps, only squirming
in Jackson’s arms for the first moment.

“I’m still here for you,” Jackson said,
holding Nadia close. Breathing it into her ear. “Here for both of
you. Live or die, until the end.”

She put Nadia back down, and for a second she
was worried she’d said something wrong. Nadia’s chin was quivering,
her eyes shining with tears.

But she had a huge smile on her
face.

“Come on, they’re waiting for us,” Jackson
said.

Nadia sniffed and wiped her eyes, quickly
composing herself. Back to her usual fussy little façade, nose just
a bit too high in the air.

They stepped out into the living room
together. Tess had shoved most of her loot from the Peace Patrol
off to one side, perching herself on top of one of the stacks of
boxes. Nestor and Sweetness were standing on the other side of the
room, waiting impatiently.

“Good afternoon,” Nestor said. “Look at these
two. Heroes of the People’s Council.”

Nadia made a most displeased face, walking
over to lean against Tess. Jackson took up her place at their side,
crossing her arms.

“What’s going on?” Jackson asked.

“We have been given a proposal,” Nestor
said.

“Nadia has been given a proposal,”
Tess said.

“The Board of Supervisors reached out to me,”
Nestor said. “Pravin says he’ll be happy to accept our
demands.”

“…If?” Jackson said.

“If we convince the dastardly criminal known
as the Sapphire Shadow to go talk with him,” he said, smiling.

“How stupid does he think you are?” Nadia
asked.

“Very,” Sweetness said.

“That’s not even the best part,” Tess said.
“Pravin sent a little private message straight to Nadia.”

“How do you know that?” Nadia asked.

“I told you, I read all your messages,” Tess
said.

Nadia made another extremely displeased face,
but said nothing. She pulled a pair of glasses from her jacket,
putting them on to read.

“He wants to discuss the future of Haven, he
says,” Nadia read. “Let’s see…reforms are needed…Peace Patrol grown
overzealous, sad to admit…ugh, it’s so pompous and rambling. I
think he actually may have written this himself.”

Jackson felt herself chuckle. “What does he
want?”

“Nadia,” Tess said. “A private audience. In
person. Says there is an urgent matter to discuss. Something that
concerns them both.”

“Okay, so…obvious trap,” Jackson said. “Why
are we even talking about this?”

“We want to know what your plan is,” Nestor
said. “The Himata arc is surrounded right now, and we’ve got the
Peace Patrol outnumbered. But they’re just standing by. Only a
matter of time until they hit back at us.”

Nadia took off her glasses. Sighing and
shaking her head. “Pravin regrets to inform me that he has Holly
and Raekell in his custody in the arc. But he would be happy to
release them if I were to speak with him in person.”

“Bullshit,” Tess said.

“Yeah, there’s no way he’ll let Holly go,”
Sweetness said.

“Why does he want you so bad?” Jackson
said.

Nadia and Tess exchanged a look. Something
Jackson couldn’t quite translate.

“He wanted me to work for him,” Nadia said.
“Be a loyal little lap dog like Chris. I refused. I think he is
taking it personally.”

“He should take it personally,” Tess
muttered.

Jackson tried not to think about Chris. Up
there in the Himata arc, like a loyal bodyguard. “So what’s our
play?”

“I think we do what you said earlier,” Tess
said to Jackson. “Take the fucking arc. We arm up a core of the
People’s Council protestors, head out there, and lead the
charge.”

“You want to charge people headlong into the
arc?” Nestor said. “Walking right into the Peace Patrol’s
guns?”

“What’s your idea?” Tess said. “Wait them
out?”

“He’s got a point, Tess,” Jackson said.
“It’ll turn into a massacre real quick.”

“But he’s got Holly up there,” Sweetness
said. “We have to do something, quickly.”

“And Raekell,” Jackson said, sort of mad that
nobody had even seemed to mention her for a while. “That poor kid
didn’t ask to be part of this.”

Sweetness rolled her eyes. “Yeah, her too. I
guess.”

“No, she’s right,” Tess said. “Raekell has
something extremely valuable in her blood. A mutation that could be
the key to fighting a ton of diseases. An extremely overactive
immune system.”

They all turned to stare at her. Except
Jackson. She’d already known, been there for that conversation.
Hadn’t really realized how much it might mean, but there it
was.

“…Holly was excited about it,” Tess said.
“Right before everything kicked off.”

“Fuck all that,” Jackson said. “I’m not about
to let the kid sit up there in cuffs.”

Everyone stared at her now. Jackson shrugged
it off.

“So what do we do?” Nestor asked.

A long moment of silence, each of them
staring down at the floor. Jackson didn’t like their options.
Charging right in could get people killed. Sitting back and waiting
could get people killed. And there was no way in hell that they
were going to send Nadia in alone.

“…I’ll do it,” Nadia said.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Jackson said, shaking
her head. But she couldn’t help laughing a little. Couldn’t do much
else, honestly. Nadia would be Nadia. That was for damn sure.

“Yeah, what?” Tess said.

“I’ll go and meet with Pravin,” Nadia said.
“My suit is ready, correct?”

“Yeah…” Tess said, giving her a curious look.
“All charged up and…oh. Oh hey, wait. Hang on. Let’s clarify a few
things here, because I might actually be loving this. You want to
take out Pravin?”

Nadia pouted at the term “take out.” “Depose.
I would like to depose him. They don’t know about the distortion
field.”

Tess’s eyes lit up, a menacing grin growing
across her face. “You cloak yourself once you’re in, slip away,
plug me into their systems. Jackson and I…hey, yeah, I think I do
love this.”

Jackson put a hand to her chin. Coming
around, now. “We know it’s a trap, sure. But what do they even have
up there? Just some guys in suits with guns?”

“Nothing I can’t handle,” Nadia said.

“Well don’t forget about Jackson’s ex,” Tess
said.

Jackson scowled at her so hard that it echoed
through the room.

“I won’t even have to fight,” Nadia said.
“I’ll cloak and hide, plugging you into the arc’s systems. You two
break in right behind me. Whatever thugs they have up there thusly
distracted, I will incapacitate Pravin, free our friends, and
voila.”

“And then what?” Nestor asked. “You think
taking down Pravin will suddenly solve all of Haven’s
problems?”

“Nothing will get better here as long as he
is still in charge,” Nadia said. “We can fix that. And I’m happy to
leave the rest up to the People’s Council.”

Nadia looked over to Tess for approval.

“Well I definitely have some ideas for after
we take out Pravin,” Tess said. “Land redistribution, complete debt
forgiveness, all medical treatments to be made freely available,
effective immediately…”

“Tess,” Nadia said.

“Oh yeah, for sure. I’m in. Let’s take that
asshole down.”

Nadia looked over at Jackson. Not that
Jackson wanted to send the girl in on her own, straight into the
lair of that smug jackass up in his tower.

But she had a solid plan.

Jackson gave her a long, proud nod. “Yeah,”
she said, feeling like things were looking up for once. “Yeah.
We’ll be right behind you.”


Chapter Twenty-Three: Reluctant Allies




Nadia felt like herself again.

True, there were a few odd patches on her
suit now. Slightly darker shades of black here and there, where
Tess had improvised repairs. Nadia stared down at her left forearm
in particular, long furrows where Bloodhound’s knife had sliced
through her second skin.

But all her systems were in working
condition. Batteries full, countermeasures armed, and a newly
calibrated distortion field generator on the back of her belt. The
rest of her waist was bristling with stun grenades, looted gifts
from the Peace Patrol.

She was ready. She’d even decided to throw
her biker jacket on over the suit, rolling up the sleeves so they
weren’t covering the nestled spikes hidden on her forearms. A new
little bit of fashionable flair. If she were to be attending a
meeting in Pravin’s lair, she would need to dress up a bit, after
all.

Tess was at her side, fully armored, the
handle of her blade sticking out over her shoulder. She was wearing
her helmet again, and Nadia was certain now that it was the heavily
modified headgear of an Auktoris Dome. The leering face of Cheshire
was lit up across the front of it, colors shifting and pulsing.

“Tess?”

The ears on top of the helmet turned toward
her first, followed by the face of Cheshire. It morphed into a
questioning look, cartoonish little eyebrows raised.

Nadia smirked. She reached up and touched the
front of it. “Very cute. So it reads your facial expression and
changes?”

“Yup.” Tess raised one hand and typed at
invisible buttons. The display on her face flickered through a
dizzying variety of Cheshires and other emoji, blinking quickly
through words occasionally as well.

PRAVIN SUCKS

“Does it do anything aside from look good?”
Nadia asked.

“Nope,” Tess said. A blushing, bashful
Cheshire appeared as she rubbed the back of her neck. “It just
looks cool. Total waste of processor cycles.”

“I think you meant to say,” Jackson said,
leaning in at Nadia’s other side, “it strikes fear into the hearts
of your enemies.”

“Ooh, yeah! That! Forget what I said,” Tess
said.

Jackson was suited up as well. Back in her
rig, wearing it over stolen pieces of riot armor. Tess had painted
over the stern PEACE PATROL on Jackson’s chest. After quite a bit
of debate between herself and Nadia, with absolutely no input from
Jackson, they had replaced the words with VIGILANTE.

Jackson’s only contribution was to pin a
badge to her chest armor. Her old Metro PD badge. Tess had given
her a hard time about it. Nadia thought it looked quite
dashing.

They stood together on the roof of the Peace
Patrol Central Office, looking out over Haven again. The building
had been cleaned out, looted completely, windows smashed and walls
now covered with graffiti. The helipad on the roof was still clear,
and it seemed a fine enough spot to be picked up.

Haven was still a beautiful place. Peaceful
tree-lined streets and rooftops teeming with gardens stretched out
below them, trees lit up with twinkling lights. Past all of that,
rising up before them, the green and glass tower of the Himata
Biotech arcology loomed up into the dark sky.

The blast of jet engines drew her eyes up. A
sleek white jet coasted in low, the engines rotating from
horizontal to vertical as it slowed down and hovered. Wind whipped
around them as it landed, Himata Biotech painted down the
side in slanted, minimalist lettering.

Nadia grabbed Tess’s hand. Held it tight,
feeling her squeeze back, strong and sure.

A staircase folded down from the side facing
them. The open door waited. Nadia took a deep breath, stomping down
a little surge of nerves in her gut. She turned to Tess and grabbed
her close, pressing their masked foreheads together. The helmet
display flickered into transparency, showing Tess’s real face,
purple eyes huge as she returned Nadia’s hug, rested a hand at the
back of her mask.

“Be careful,” Tess said, low and hushed.

You too, Nadia mouthed silently.

She planted a covered kiss on the front of
the helmet where Tess’s nose would be. Nadia moved on to Jackson,
going to give her a quick handshake and getting picked up in a
crushing bear hug instead, her feet lifted off the ground again.
Jackson put her back down gently, patting her on the shoulder.

This was it then. Nobody appeared from inside
the jet. Not a single guard, not one of Pravin’s identically
attractive suited attendants. Nadia stepped closer, turning and
giving her companions one last look before she climbed inside.

Tess and Jackson. Her partners, both of
them.

She understood, now. All her fears of what
life would be like, on the run, hunted, no place safe for them. All
from before. She saw what Tess saw now, a chance to make Haven a
safe place. A truly safe place, better for everyone.

It hadn’t seemed possible, before.

But that was all gone now. Nadia gave them
both one last, sure little nod, stepping up into the jet.

It was empty inside. It may have been the
exact same craft that had brought them in from the train, all calm
beige and luxuriously cushioned seats. The door closed behind her
on its own, the jet beginning to lift off before it had even
finished closing.

She didn’t want to sit down. There were
handholds along the ceiling, but Nadia wasn’t tall enough. She
shrugged and huffed, for nobody’s benefit but her own, and sat down
in one of the chairs.

Exactly the same spot she had sat in on that
first flight. She looked at the door to the cockpit, closed and
silent. Wondered if anybody was even in the pilot’s seat.

Tess’s voice came alive in her ears. “Voice
check?”

“Loud and clear,” Nadia said, sitting as if
she were already meeting with Pravin. Posture straight and poised,
legs delicately crossed.

“Should be a short flight,” Tess said. “Only
a few minutes up to the arc.”

Nadia watched out the window, the stars
already coming alive. The lights of Haven spread below her, massive
crowds surrounding the Himata arcology visible even as the jet
climbed, a roiling mass of people flooding the streets.

“You would think people like Pravin would
take the hint,” Nadia said, staring at the streets full of people.
“Seeing everyone in their fair city coming out against them.”

“Actually, you’d be surprised at the
numbers,” Tess said.

Nadia felt herself blink, saw the reflection
of her glowing blue eyes blinking in the jet’s window. “What does
that mean?”

“I mean they have majority support, for
sure,” Tess said. “But it’s a surprisingly small minority that
actually shows up to protest. Most of the time, anyway. Numbers
definitely swell after something like last night.”

It seemed like every living, breathing soul
in Haven was out in the streets. Nadia thought about the night
she’d flown into the Structure for the last time, seeing the
streets crowded like this. Wondered what percentage of the
population it had really been.

The jet banked again, gently, giving her the
briefest glimpse of the coast as it hovered in toward a helipad.
The ocean was lit up, more than Nadia remembered, the glittering
lights of ships filling the dark open waters.

“Can Jackson hear me?” Nadia asked.

“Not yet. Hang on, I’ll link you up,” Tess
said.

Nadia hugged her jacket tight across her
chest. The jet was seconds from landing, the side of the arc
dominating the view out her window.

“…Yeah?” Jackson said in her ears. “You
okay?”

“Better now,” Nadia said.

“What do you need?” Jackson said.

“Only to hear your lovely voice,” Nadia
said.

Tess snickered a few times in her ears. The
jet landed, the door opening again.

Nadia stepped outside, down onto a platform
sticking out of the side of the building. The very same one they’d
landed on the first time they had entered Haven.

A single man was waiting for her. Still
half-dressed for combat, a green plate carrier thrown on over an
expensive shirt. Still carrying a large rifle.

“Chris,” Nadia said. “So good to see you
again.”

He glared at her. “The Sapphire goddamn
Shadow. What are you doing here?”

She scoffed at him. “Your boss invited
me.”

“You know this is a trap, right?” he said.
“Why did you come?”

“Gasp!” Nadia said. Out loud. No need to be
too coy. “A trap?! How dastardly. Oh, the betrayal!”

He rolled his eyes, turning and walking on
into the arc. Nadia followed, still taken by how fresh the air felt
up here, by the stunning view of the city below them.

She raised one hand, carefully behind Chris’s
back, swiping through the keys that appeared at her fingers as
quickly as she could.

Are you seeing this?

“Yeah, getting it all,” Tess said. “I don’t
see any nasty surprises yet.”

They walked through an archway, entering the
interior park. Where they had been scanned and checked and relieved
of their weapons.

“No security inspection this time?” Nadia
asked.

“No point,” Chris said.

She kept typing, quick and discreet.

Jackson. Why did he warn me? Can I count on
him to help?

“No!” Jackson said. “Stay on your toes around
him, he’s not on our side.”

They entered the long lobby full of models
and arrogant displays, but it was quiet now. No recordings of
Pravin bragging about saving the world.

The man himself had replaced the recordings.
Pravin was waiting for them. In the lobby, strangely, standing with
his back to them at the grand double doors of his lair, flanked by
two identically dressed and identically attractive assistants.

He turned and smiled at the sight of Nadia,
exactly as he had the first time they’d met. “The Sapphire Shadow!”
he said, clapping his hands together. “In her full regalia, at
last! Thank you for coming to talk with me.”

Chris slowed down, falling in behind Nadia.
She approached the owner of Himata Biotech, the head of the Board
of Supervisors, the ruler of Haven. Her would-be patron, the man
who had ordered her to betray her own partner as if it were a mere
trifle.

“Thank you for having me,” Nadia said,
perfectly calm and cordial.

“Please, let’s sit in my office,” he said,
beckoning up the grand staircase. His assistants stayed behind. She
climbed the long staircase, right behind Pravin, Chris right behind
her. Close enough to touch both of them with a few quick
motions.

“No eyes on Holly yet?” Tess said.

“Or Raekell,” Jackson said, her voice
exasperated.

“Yeah, her too,” Tess said. “Sorry.”

Nadia fought the urge to type more. Her hand
was flexed and ready, a small translucent button hovering by her
finger to activate the distortion field.

They reached the top of the stairs. Pravin’s
office was just as open and empty as before, the desk and chairs in
the middle dwarfed by all the open space.

“Fuck it, zap him,” Tess said in her ears,
“Zap them both and let’s do this. No reason to wait, right? If you
were—”

Feedback cut through the transmission. Tess
was gone, replaced by static in Nadia’s earpieces. She felt her
eyes shoot open wide, scrambling to pull up the comms controls with
her gloves.

Pravin turned to her, still smiling, seeming
very pleased with himself. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought a
plus-one this time?”

One of the guest chairs at Pravin’s desk
swiveled to face them. Nadia froze, staring at the woman sitting
there, a blonde copy of herself in a blindingly white suit. Nadine
Ashpool sat with her legs crossed, a smug, razor-sharp smile on her
face.

“Nadia,” she said, swirling champagne in a
glass. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?”

 


* * *

 


“Whoa, I just lost her feed.”

Jackson stopped walking, crouching low at the
back of a parked car. The arcology rose up into the night sky in
front of them, the base of it still a few blocks away. Surrounded
by chanting crowds.

“Nadia?” Tess said, her voice laced with a
tiny hint of panic. “Nadia, come in? Voice test, check, check…”

Jackson didn’t move yet. The street was still
empty, long lines of cars parked on either side. A bit of movement
caught her eye, a trio of stragglers moving down the sidewalk.
Walking to join the massive protest Jackson could see the edge of,
milling around a block away.

There was plenty of movement above them. News
choppers mostly, and what Jackson had to assume were Peace Patrol
jets as well, circling high with watchful cameras. A tight pack of
jets screamed in much closer, hovering low over the rooftops and
trees.

They stopped a few blocks ahead, drifting in
place directly over the crowds. Spotlights turned on, illuminating
the people on the street caught in the draft of the engines, wind
whipping their clothes into a frenzy.

“Hang on,” Tess said. “Who are these
guys?”

Jackson could see one of the jets, at a
distance. Not painted in the blinding white of Himata Biotech, nor
the muted greens of the Peace Patrol. But very familiar.

Loudspeakers blared to life, pounding down
from the sky, well audible even from here. “This area is now under
the jurisdiction of Auktoris Private Security,” a booming voice
said. “This is an unlawful assembly. Disperse immediately!”

“Wait what?!” Tess said behind
her.

Jackson squinted, watching as people dropped
out of the hovering jets on riplines. Domes in heavy black armor.
They landed among the rabble at the base of the arc, disappearing
into the crowd.

“How are they here?” Jackson said, shaking
her head. It didn’t make sense, they weren’t—

Gunshots. Screaming, rapid fire rising over
it as people scattered in a panicked rush.

“Aaaaaah!” Tess screamed, actually screamed,
pouncing down off the roof of a car and sprinting ahead. “No! No,
no, no, no, no!”

“Wait!” Jackson yelled, running after her.
She did a quick check on the gun in her hands—one of Tess’s ugly
little printed guns. Always hated these things, always felt too
light and flimsy to her.

But they worked well enough. She was already
passing fleeing protesters, signs dropped and sprinting away. Tess
dodged past them, drawing her blade in her right hand, the edge of
it glowing to life.

Couldn’t just let her run ahead, couldn’t let
all of them run headlong into this ambush. Jackson pounded the
pavement, catching up to Tess with a few leaping strides of her
rig.

“Nadia?!” Tess was screaming. “Come in! Come
in right now, get out of there, it’s a trap! Like, a worse trap!
Can you hear me?!”

Jackson grabbed her by the shoulder, yanking
her into stopping.

“What are you doing?!” Tess screamed. “She is
up there, we have to move!”

“Together!” Jackson said. “Covering each
other, moving carefully! And not running face first into their
guns!”

“Jackson, she’s up there! By herself!” Tess
said, the Cheshire face on her helmet shocked and horrified. “We
have to—”

A loud clanging squeal echoed through the air
around them, shutting them both up. Jackson turned to the source of
it, feeling the sounds in the air around her.

The arcology was changing before their eyes.
Giant metal shields sliding closed all up and down its fantastical
terraces, locking into place with colossal thunks.

“What the hell?” Jackson felt herself
mutter.

“Storm shutters!” Tess said. “The whole arc
is gonna be sealed up tight in seconds and we’re out here
and we have to get in there!”

She could see them at the base, still a few
blocks away. Shutters unrolling from the open archways, closing off
every entrance. People were fleeing past them still, running away
in panic, a woman stumbling past them covered in blood.

“They just started shooting,” she said, eyes
vacant. “They just started shooting everyone.”

“Come on!” Tess yelled. “What are we waiting
for?!”

Something was bugging Jackson. No way they
would make it to the base of the arc before it finished sealing
shut. Something else though, in the back of her head, on the tip of
her tongue. She looked over her shoulder, catching a glimpse of LC.
Poor little guy, crouched next to an archway, hiding from all the
commotion.

Hiding in the shadow of an arched entrance on
the sidewalk. Steps leading down.

She nodded at it, pulling Tess along behind
her.

“Come on,” Jackson said. “Let’s take the
subway.”

 


* * *

 


Nadia stared at her sister, hand still hovering near
the controls in her display. Yes, they had anticipated a trap of
some kind. Peace Patrol officers, perhaps some thugs in suits.

Not…this.

“It is so good to see you again,” Nadine
said, standing up and walking over to Pravin. “Are you as impressed
with Haven as I am? I must say, I had inaccurate expectations.
Lovely place, once you’ve actually seen it.”

“You flatter me,” Pravin said, making a small
bow. “If I may, I will admit I was wrong about your family, Nadia.
It’s been a pleasure working with your sister.”

Nadine laughed, cold and forced, waving
Pravin off with a rehearsed shaking of her head.

“So forward-thinking!” Pravin added, with
that same wide smile he’d used on Nadia. “I never could get along
with your mother. No offense. You’ve brought such wonderful change
to the company, Nadine. Such needed change.”

The short laugh was much less cold this time,
the rare sound of her sister being genuinely flattered.

Nadia could feel her teeth grinding together,
that savage whine in the back of her head rising from its slumber.
They could go to hell, both of them, smug sneering faces mocking
her. She was leaning forward to step, ready to attack, when
movement at her side caught her eye.

“You’re sure she’s cut off?”

It was that woman. Captain Dunn, her of the
commanding voice and the wolf skull painted on her helmet. She
stepped up to Nadia’s side, a rifle strapped to her chest.

“I’ve got her signal. Nothing getting out,”
another woman said, appearing at Nadia’s other side. One of her
hands was typing furiously in the air, while the other held up a
perched hawk.

And behind her, the big one. Dane. Silent but
for the stomping of his robotic legs, towering over Nadia. Chris
took quick steps away from the trio, taking his place over at
Pravin’s side.

Nadia stared at him. Chris wouldn’t meet her
eyes. Wouldn’t look anywhere near her, scowling off to the side at
nothing.

“Look at her. Speechless,” Nadine said,
finishing off her drink. “I know, I know, I missed you as
well.”

Nadia said nothing, holding carefully still.
She was surrounded, yes, for the moment. Had to wait. There would
be a moment to act, all she had to do was wait.

But not yet. Nadine walked up to her, holding
her hands out as if inviting a hug. “What, nothing to say? I’ve
come all this way to find you, and you—”

She swatted the empty glass out of her
sister’s hand. It shattered on the floor, sending shards skittering
far into the vast space of the office. The three Hellhounds jumped
into action, stepping forward to subdue her.

“Ah, ah, ah, stand down. Relax,” Nadine said,
stepping back and adjusting her suit. Completely unfazed. “So rude,
Nadia. Whatever has become of your manners?”

“How are you here?” Nadia said, spat really,
glaring at her sister.

“Oh, you didn’t know?” Nadine said, holding a
hand out to Pravin. “We’ve reached a mutually beneficial
partnership. Auktoris Global and Himata Biotech will be working
together now.”

“I haven’t had a chance to break the good
news, unfortunately,” Pravin said. “Your sister has been less than
social lately.”

“So I’ve heard,” Nadine said, tsking
as if Nadia were a naughty child. “Come with me, I’d like to show
you something.”

Dunn shoved Nadia forward, her prosthetic
hand too strong to shrug away. Nadia held her hands up, open and
empty, grudgingly following Nadine and Pravin across the office. To
the balcony, looking out and over the dark waters of the coast.

Not dark anymore. Full of ships, glittering
with lights. The air below them was buzzing with activity, jets and
choppers ferrying back and forth from the fleet to the
neighborhoods of Haven. Hundreds of them, easily, no doubt dropping
off thousands of AGF’s hired goons.

“You’ve stirred up quite a bit of trouble
here in poor Haven, haven’t you?” Nadine said.

She hadn’t stirred up anything. Nadia didn’t
say it, stuck staring at the military might currently being dropped
into the city. Being dropped onto her friends. Onto Tess.
Onto Jackson. Her gloves creaked as she clenched her fists
together, keenly aware of the Hellhounds still close behind her.
Too close, still.

“Quite unfortunate,” Pravin said. “A shame,
really. So disappointing that you chose to throw your lot in with
these rioters. Looters. Agitators from the suburbs.”

“Not all that surprising,” Nadine said.

“I had hoped she would come around,” Pravin
said, sighing and shaking his head. “And instead she foments
anarchy. Overwhelming our poor Peace Patrol. Very fortunate
actually that AGF could assist in bringing law and order back to
Haven.”

She knew what the law and order of Auktoris
looked like. “This is madness,” Nadia said. “You’re so…arrogant. So
foolish! You can’t handle losing even a little bit of your power
here, so you invite her soldiers in?”

“Nadia, please,” Pravin said. “You’ve forced
my hand. And honestly, I have to thank you. I think this new
partnership will do great things for Haven. Once we clear up the
current unpleasantness, anyway.”

Unpleasantness. Nadia looked out at the city
again, at occupying soldiers dropping into the peaceful tree-lined
streets. At choppers hovering low with searchlights. All those
people, trapped at the whims of these two.

Tess and Jackson were on their way, and Nadia
could hold onto that. Her moment would come. She fought to hold
still, to wait, perched on the edge of action.

A loud metal clanking assaulted her ears.
Slatted metal shutters unrolled from above, slowly dropping down
and covering the open space in front of the balcony. Sealing them
inside.

Nadine was staring out at the sea, smiling at
the ships gathered there. She raised her voice over the racket of
the shutters. “Sad that I have to come here to clean up your mess,
Nadia. By tomorrow morning this little uprising will be over.”

“Peace returned to Haven,” Pravin said,
beaming that same warm smile.

She couldn’t wait any longer, couldn’t bear
to listen to another sneering word from either of them. Nadia
punched the button for the distortion field, flickering into thin
air and skipping away from where she’d been standing.

Nadine and Pravin both took a startled step
back, Pravin being pushed farther away as Chris stepped in front of
him. Rifle at the ready. His eyes were lit up, implants flickering
as he stared around the room.

She moved a few silent, sliding steps back
from the balcony, hidden by the noise of the shutters locking into
place. No chance he could see her. None of them could see her,
looking around in astonishment, too startled to say anything
yet.

All too easy. Until she turned around,
anyway. The Hellhounds were staring. Not at where Nadia had
vanished. At her. Directly at her.

Nadia scarcely had time to realize how bad
that was before Dane was on top of her. He was fast for his size,
unbelievably so, knocking her back as his massive claw of a hand
clamped around her shoulder.

“Aah!” Nadia cried out, sinking down to one
knee. It felt like her bones were about to snap. She couldn’t move,
could barely breathe, grabbing at his hand and failing utterly to
escape his grip.

“You’re wearing Bloodhound’s cloak,” Dunn
said, stepping closer to her. “You killed one of my own. Looted his
corpse. And you think we can’t see through his little trick?”

Nadia punched at Dane’s arms, shocked him
with an open palm, kicked frantically at his legs. To absolutely no
effect.

Dunn raised her right arm, two blades
snapping out of the prosthetic above her wrist, claws held up to
Nadia’s face. The points pressed against her mask, knives shushing
her lips closed as the distortion field flickered in vain.

“We’re not supposed to kill you. Not yet,
anyway,” Dunn said. “Keep struggling. Give me an excuse to break
those orders.”

Nadia stopped, hands falling hopelessly to
her sides. Even with all the wonders of her suit, Dane was
stronger. Hilariously so. Built for battle. It was no contest.

Pravin was shaking his head, looking at her
like he was genuinely sad. “So disappointing. I had such hopes for
us, Nadia.”

“That’s the thing about my poor sister,”
Nadine said, stepping closer to Nadia. Standing ramrod straight,
hands officiously held behind her back. “She will always disappoint
you.”

Nadia tried and failed to spit something
vulgar back at her, her jaw clenched too tightly against the pain
of being caught in Dane’s vice-like fist.

“Speaking of,” Nadine said, her face lighting
up with glee. “You know who would just love to see you both? I
think we should go and have a chat with our mother.”

Pravin let out a scoffing little laugh, as if
Nadine were joking. “Beg your pardon. Both? Who?”

Nadine ignored him, looking over to Dunn with
an extremely satisfied smile. “Captain, take my sister and Pravin
to our jet, please. We’ll be bringing them back to the Galt
with us.”

“Hold on one moment—” Pravin said, his smile
finally fading.

“Goddammit, I told you not to trust them!”
Chris yelled, pulling Pravin away. “Behind me! Get behind me,
now!”

“Yes, you may kill his guard,” Nadine
said.

“With pleasure,” Dunn said. She turned to
Chris with her claws held out at her side, the blank stare of her
skull helmet suddenly seeming eager.

He didn’t waste time, didn’t bother with any
more words. Chris raised his rifle and opened fire. Rapid,
controlled semi-auto shots, slamming bullet after bullet into
Dunn’s armor.

It barely seemed to faze her. She took a few
calm strides forward. Directly at him. Somehow strong and sure in
the face of a gun so powerful that each shot sent a shockwave
slamming through Nadia’s chest, tearing the breath out of her
lungs.

Dunn was on him in less than a second. Her
left arm slapped his rifle to the side, and her right snapped
forward, punching her claws straight into his chest. Nadia heard a
loud crack as she pierced through his armor, like fine china
shattering.

Chris dropped his rifle. He made a choked,
strangled little grunt, still on his feet. Nadia was stuck staring,
trapped, couldn’t even find the breath to scream or say
anything.

His hand slapped at an empty holster on his
belt. Dunn didn’t move, her painted skull staring into his eyes,
unblinking. Chris kept grunting, slowly sinking down to his knees,
hands shaking as he raised his arms to strike back at her. Strong
hits, punching at Dunn’s elbow and her chest armor, slowly growing
weaker.

“Ever thus to deserters, Doberman,” Captain
Dunn said.

He stopped moving eventually, glaring back at
Dunn until the very end. After several long, awful seconds, Chris’s
body went limp, his chin sinking down against his armor. Still held
up by Dunn’s claws.

She snapped them back into her arm, letting
his body fall to the floor. Nadia was pulling at Dane’s hand again,
fighting to peel his fingers off of her, not even realizing she was
doing it. Desperate to move, wordlessly staring at Chris.

Dunn turned, her helmet snapping over to
stare at Nadia. Empty eye sockets of a wolf’s skull staring at her.
She raised her right arm and shot her blades out again, flicking
them through the air.

Nadia flinched as blood spattered against her
mask. Chris’s blood, fresh off of Captain Dunn’s claws.

“That’s what happens when you fight back,”
Dunn said. “Now be a good little girl and come along quietly.”


Chapter Twenty-Four: Climbing the Arc




It was easy to tell which direction to go. Just run
past all the people fleeing.

“Moving!” Jackson yelled.

Tess was up ahead, taking cover in one of the
little doorways along the side of the subway tunnel. She raised her
heavily modified machine pistol, but then shrugged and lowered it
again. Too many people running, no chance she wouldn’t hit a
bystander.

“Move?” Tess said.

Good enough. Jackson surged forward, doing
her best not to shoulder check people out of her way too hard. She
passed a group of people building a hasty barricade, working
together to lift one of the golf carts onto its side.

Gunshots ahead, echoing down the tunnel.

“You got eyes on them?” Jackson yelled.

“LC does,” Tess said. “Ugh, I wish I still
had Peace Patrol’s comms.”

They had to keep moving. Had to move quickly,
no time to waste. But Jackson couldn’t help stopping for a short
moment, squatting down and lifting another electric cart onto its
side all by herself. She pushed it a few feet over, the strength of
her rig more than enough to slide it next to the other one.

There. A quick bit of cover for a few
protesters trying to hold their ground. Or maybe just something to
slow down pursuers.

“What are you doing?” Tess said in her
ears.

“Helping,” Jackson said. Tess was flat-out
running again, ignoring their usual practice of carefully covering
each other.

“Nadia is up there…” Tess said.

“I know,” Jackson said, fighting to catch up
again.

“Up there with the goddamn Hellhounds
probably!” Tess yelled.

“I know, Tess.”

“And I can’t talk to her!” Tess yelled,
edging over into screaming.

“I know!”

They rounded a corner, seeing another set of
cars upended into a barricade. This one was manned, a few
protesters making a stand with those awkward little printed guns.
Jackson couldn’t see past them, not really, but she heard someone
yelling. A man’s voice, slightly distorted through the mask of an
Auktoris Dome.

“Contact! Contact underground!” he yelled.
“Taking fire! Taking fire in the tunnels!”

Jackson dashed up there with Tess, both of
them crouching behind the upended carts. A skinny guy next to
Jackson leaned over and blindfired down the tunnel ahead, spraying
bullets at random.

His face was covered, his whole head wrapped
in a cheap white t-shirt. But the tattoos on his arms rang a bell,
oddly shifting black patterns. Like ink blots.

“Killer!” he said, his eyes lighting up as he
saw Jackson.

She nodded at him, giving her gun a quick
press check. “How you holding up?”

“Oh, you know!” he said, whooping out with
joy as he threw more blind shots around the cart. “Just another day
in para—”

Shots slammed into their cover, a few of them
piercing through with a spray of plastic shards. Jackson ducked
lower, cursing under her breath. Fucking cars. Goddamn bullet
magnets. Worst form of cover.

“Good to see you two!” the man said.

Jackson nodded at him again. “Tess?”

“On it,” she said. LC’s feed popped up in
Jackson’s goggles, crouched at the side of the tunnel. Another
staircase up to the surface was in front of them, with four Domes
firing down the tunnel. Crouched against the walls, moving up
slowly.

A bit better equipped than they had been back
home, too. Carrying real rifles now, not the little compact
submachine guns she was used to seeing.

“Open ground,” Tess said. “I got this, you
ready?”

She holstered her gun and held up her hands.
The coils in her palms were already glowing, emitting an odd noise
that made Jackson’s teeth itch.

Jackson hated those things. They reminded her
of those awful devices Tess used to make, the ones she’d
jury-rigged out of pieces of shrieker drones. Made Jackson’s whole
body ache, every time, a low thrumming hum in the air riding a
high-pitched whine.

But goddamn if they weren’t effective. Tess
stepped out into the open, holding her hands out in front of her.
Heatsinks on the back of her armor were already red hot and
steaming, distorting the air around them.

Jackson fell in behind her, crouching to fit
behind the girl. The Domes concentrated their fire on Tess
immediately. To no effect. Jackson could see the magnetic field,
kind of, if she squinted. Mostly she could only see the bullets
deflecting off of it, bursts of sparks and shrapnel echoing through
the tunnel around them.

They ran forward together, Tess holding up a
magnetic shield in front of them. Just had to close the gap, get
into close quarters. The Domes were backing away, screaming words
Jackson couldn’t process. Backing away too slowly.

Close enough. They passed one on their left
and Jackson took him down instantly, shooting out the faceplate of
his helmet. Tess dropped her field and dashed forward, drawing her
blade in one hand and her custom pistol in the other.

There was one more on Jackson’s side. He was
scrambling to reload, stumbling backwards until he bumped up
against the wall. She took him down, too, shot after shot after
shot until he stopped moving for sure.

She turned to see Tess slicing a Dome’s legs
out from under him and then decapitating him as he fell, her helmet
lit up with a gleeful grin. Her other arm was shooting her gun,
seemingly working on its own, shockingly precise as it mowed down
the last of them.

“Clear left,” Jackson said, pointing her gun
up the stairs.

“Clear right,” Tess said.

“Woooo!” her driver friend yelled from the
barricade behind them. “The cavalry is fucking here!”

“Fall back!” Jackson yelled at him. “Get the
fuck out of here! They’re gonna start coming downstairs all over
the place, and you’re gonna be trapped!”

He looked taken aback, like it hadn’t
occurred to him. He nodded at her a few times, ducking back behind
cover. She couldn’t begrudge him wanting to help, but this was not
a good place to hold out.

Jackson dropped the gun Tess had given her,
pilfering one from a dead Dome. She wasn’t a big fan of these
rifles either. Bullpup design, annoying to use. Not her preference.
But it had a little more oomph than the printed gun, for
sure.

She was filling her pockets with magazines
when they heard more gunshots. From upstairs, drifting down at them
from street level.

“God, are they just mowing people down up
there?” Tess said.

“How much farther?” Jackson asked.

“Just up ahead. We should be under the arc in
a second.”

LC went ahead, scouting for them. The tunnel
was clear. For the moment anyway. Who knew how long that would
last, how long the Auktoris soldiers would be occupied on the
streets. Tess started running again, and for once Jackson didn’t
give her any crap. Just fell in at her side, moving with
purpose.

They passed bodies. Mostly Haven residents,
but one Dome. It was only a few more short lengths of tunnel before
they reached another staircase, bare concrete steps leading up out
the side of the tunnel.

A sign next to it read Himata
Biotech.

“I shouldn’t have let her go in alone like
that,” Tess said as they climbed up.

“Tess, don’t.”

“We shouldn’t have let her go in alone like
that,” Tess said. “What were we thinking?!”

“She’s fine,” Jackson said, although she
didn’t feel very convincing. “She can handle herself.”

Tess raised one hand, crouching low. LC’s
feed popped up in Jackson’s goggles again, crawling out at the top
of the stairs. She saw a wide arched hallway, odd looking from this
low angle. It opened out into one of the lovely parks ringing the
outer sections of the arc, storm shutters visible in the distance
where open archways should have been.

The Peace Patrol. A small group of officers
in riot gear, still carrying shields and clubs. They were cheering,
holding their weapons up and waving them in the air.

“About damn time we got some backup!” one of
them yelled.

A squad of Domes marched into view. Several
squads, really, at least two dozen men in black armor and blank
helmets. They raised their weapons and…

Jackson blinked. A little surprised. Even
with everything she had seen.

“What the hell?!” Tess muttered at her
side.

It was a massacre. Not a chance of fighting
back, the riot shields of the Peace Patrol never meant to stop
bullets. A few officers tried to run, the ones that weren’t cut
down right away. They didn’t get far.

The Domes kept moving, walking forward toward
the edge of the arc. Making sure the shutters were secure, Jackson
assumed.

“…At least we won’t have to deal with the
Peace Patrol?” Tess said with a shrug.

They were still crouched on the stairs, out
in the open. Exposed. “We need to get you plugged in,” Jackson
said. “Flying blind, here.”

“We need to get up there,” Tess said. “Right
now.”

“Let’s maybe see if we can do it without
fighting every goddamn Dome in the city?”

“What’s gotten into you?” Tess said, climbing
the stairs again. “She’s up there alone!”

They waited at the top of the stairs, letting
LC do a final little sweep for them. It looked clear. For now.

“I’m just saying, we don’t have time for
caution!” Tess said.

That was exactly the problem. Jackson nodded
at her to move. They stepped out together, guns ready. No threats
around, for the moment. The hallway led out to the park in one
direction. More open ground, idyllic green grass and cute little
trees too skinny to use as cover.

The other direction didn’t look much better,
just more arched hallway without any cover to speak of. But it did
lead to an elevator, one of the sloping glass ones all over the
arc. Built to show off the architecture for the passengers.

Tess didn’t even bother pushing any buttons
or waving a chip at it. She drew her sword and sliced the door to
pieces, kicking the remaining glass out of her way, the edges
glowing hot.

“Hang on, I’ll get it,” Jackson said,
slinging her Auktoris rifle across her back. She reached up to the
top of the elevator car, gripping panels in the ceiling with her
rig’s gauntlets and ripping them apart. Tess jumped up and started
scrambling through before she was done, making angry little grunts
the whole time.

Should’ve let LC go first. No reason not to.
Jackson understood—she really did, was too terrified to think about
what might be happening to Nadia right now—but she also understood
that they were probably walking into the real trap. Baited in, ripe
for an ambush, rushing headlong into danger to save their
friend.

She lifted herself out into the elevator
shaft, a steep slanting tunnel of glass. Tess was already climbing,
tearing gashes into the wall with the claws on her hands and
feet.

“You good?” Tess said, pausing to look back
over her shoulder. “Can you make this?”

She could. Slower than Tess, sure. Had to
take a second to pound her robotic glove into each little gouge in
the wall Tess had made, expanding the handhold. But she could
climb. A little extra weight on her back after LC clambered up onto
her back, holding onto the rig’s harness. But she could still
climb.

They made their way up, neither of them
saying anything for the first few floors. Jackson paused to turn
and look out, over the park on the ground level. Felt awful exposed
here in this glass tube.

“Sorry,” she heard Tess say from up above. “I
mean, not sorry. I know, I’m being reckless.”

“We can’t help her if we get killed,” Jackson
said, starting to climb again.

“We can’t help her if we’re too late.”

“We’ve talked about this,” Jackson said.
“You’re getting too cocky with that sweet armor and those fancy
toys of yours.”

“Yeah, I’m kind of a badass,” Tess said. Her
snark faded quickly, something dark in her voice now. “How do you
do it?”

“Do what?”

“I don’t know…flip the switch. Activate
detached killer mode.”

Jackson didn’t think there was any such
thing. She felt a cringing little wave of panic, a nauseous moment
seeing Vicks torn full of bullet holes. Right before her eyes.

Poor dead Tess Tanaka. Dead before she hit
the ground.

Jackson growled out loud, shaking it off. It
wouldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it happen.

“I just can’t…I can’t…” Tess said, shaking
her head as she climbed. She made a few nonsense, angry little
curses, slamming her clawed hands into the wall now. “If they hurt
her, I’m going to kill everyone. Everyone. And I don’t even
care if I go down doing it! I mean it, Jackson!”

“I know, Tess,” she said. “I care about her
too.”

“Oh, about that,” Tess said. “Total sidenote,
super sorry about that whole…her…you know…”

“It’s fine,” Jackson said.

“I should have said something,” Tess said.
“To you. First.”

“Yeah, that would have been nice.”

“I just assumed you…you know. Super rude of
me,” Tess said.

Not the first time Tess had failed to pick up
on certain things. She meant well, though. As far as Jackson could
tell, anyway.

“I swear I didn’t mean to like…embarrass her.
Or you,” Tess said. “She’s had a huge thing for you, since like,
forever, and I mean I was a little jealous about it at first
because I mean, come on, but after we—”

“Shit!” Jackson yelled. She saw them before
she heard the engines, a pair of bikes hovering along outside the
elevator tunnel. Two Auktoris Domes on patrol, flying at the top of
one of the arc’s park areas.

Jackson let go of her handhold, sliding a few
feet back down, hopefully out of their view. Tess froze where she
was, pressing herself down flat against the solid back wall of the
tunnel.

The bikes flew past. Slowly. Jackson couldn’t
really see their riders from here, but she held the grip of her
rifle tight, ready to spring up and shoot them down.

She could still hear the engines. Growing
louder. Waiting for a siren to ring out, or a loudspeaker to tell
them to freeze. Holding her breath, every muscle tensed.

But the engines started fading. Coasting on
past them, not slowing down for a second. Probably concentrating on
the floor of the park below.

“Yeah, keep walking,” Tess said. “Fucking
reactionaries.”

Jackson rolled her eyes. They started
climbing again. Stories and stories, flying past now. Luckily this
elevator seemed to go all the way to the top.

“I just realized we’ve never really talked
about this?” Tess said. “I was too busy whining about how much I
missed Nadia all the time, I guess. My bad. So are you only into
dudes or what?”

“Tess.”

“Honestly asking,” Tess said. “I mean it’s
cool if you are. Not my thing though. Gross. Don’t get it.”

“It’s…I don’t know,” Jackson said. “A touchy
subject.”

“Well, we could be about to die,” Tess said.
“Nothing you want to get off your chest?”

It didn’t seem like the time to get into it.
Jackson felt herself shrugging, though. What else were they going
to talk about while they climbed for long minutes?

Shouldn’t be talking AT ALL you idiot.

Who else did she have, but Tess?

“…I tried. With girls. A few times. Before,”
Jackson said. “Didn’t…uh…didn’t feel great.”

“Oh, so you…oh. Oh! Oh, wow, I was being a
bigger asshole than I even realized. I didn’t even think about
that.”

“It’s fine, Tess,” Jackson said. “It’s
complicated.”

“Ugh, look at me. World’s worst matchmaker,”
Tess said. “So bad at whoring out my own girlfriend.”

Jackson let out a snorting little guffaw at
that. Couldn’t help it. “Can’t be doing any worse than I’m doing
for myself. Fucking Chris. For God’s sake.”

Tess let out her own snorting laugh, fumbling
a little at her next handhold. “…Sorry.”

Chris. Doberman, more appropriately at this
point. He was up there, most likely. Part of whatever was waiting
for them.

He’d tried to warn Nadia. She’d seen it on
the feed, before they were cut off. Like he was really upset that
she’d shown up. But he’d let her in anyway, led her into whatever
awful things were happening to her right now.

No. Jackson glared at that thought. Couldn’t
afford to go down that road, not right now. Hold out hope. Stay
sharp.

“Are you gonna be okay?” Tess said. “With
him, I mean. I’ll take him down for you if that helps.”

Jackson shook her head, even though Tess
couldn’t see it. She’d already shot Chris, after all. And if it was
between him and Nadia, well…

Easy choice. Hard to carry out, sure. But
easy to make. And she still couldn’t help but hold a small, doomed
little hope that he would come around. Come to his senses.

Make the right choice. Finally.

“Jackson?”

“He gets in our way, he dies,” Jackson said.
“Simple as that.”

They were high up in the arc now, almost to
the top of its curving spires. One last pair of elevator doors
waited for them, near the end of the shaft.

“You sure?” Tess asked. She leapt over to the
elevator doors, digging her claws in and forcing them open. “I mean
it, I’ll do that one for you.”

“That’s sweet of you,” Jackson said, only
half sarcastic. She crouched against the wall of the shaft, hanging
by one arm. Her other hand holding her gun ready.

The doors were open, just above and in front
of her. Jackson nodded up, not having to say anything. Tess was
hanging to the side of them, her helmet flickering over into a copy
of LC’s feed.

The robot cat crouched on Jackson’s back,
tensing up and then leaping up into the open doorway. His feed
dashed out into another of the arc’s endless open green spaces,
still so odd with the archways at the outer walls closed off.

Its camera darted side to side. Nobody in
sight.

Jackson traded a quick look with Tess. She
tensed herself up, the strength of her rig coiled and waiting. One
mighty leap, up and out of the elevator doors with her rifle at the
ready. Her boots slammed against the tiles of the arc’s pleasant
pathways, echoing through the trees.

Still nobody in sight. Tess moved through at
her side, gun up and ready. Her other hand waiting on the handle of
her blade.

Still nobody.

“Perfect,” Tess said. “That was easy. Yeah,
and this is the right floor—I think that’s where they patted us
down last time.”

Jackson did think it seemed familiar. That
would put them only a short walk away from Pravin’s office. A short
walk through an achingly pleasant little park, the first part of
the arcology she’d ever seen up close.

“Slow and careful,” Jackson said.

“I know,” Tess said. They moved forward, down
a path that wound its way past green grass and elegant little
benches and peaceful bubbling fountains. Echoes of jet engines
rumbled through the shutters, distant rumbling from all the madness
going on outside. Jackson couldn’t hear it anymore, but it was
still fresh in her ears. Screams and gunshots and people fleeing
for their lives.

“They must know we’re here by now,” Tess
said.

“I don’t see anything,” Jackson said.
“Nothing yet, but—”

Someone screamed. A woman, a piercing shriek
of terror. Behind them. Jackson whipped around, eyes first, keeping
the barrel of her gun down.

It was a family, going for a walk in the
park. Sprinting in the other direction as soon as they saw two
violent terrorists, scooping up small children in their arms and
running for it.

“Do they not know what’s going on?” Tess
said.

It didn’t matter. Jackson clapped Tess on the
shoulder, back on the move. Another long, gentle curve in the path
and they could see the lobby of Pravin’s office, a wide-open
archway leading indoors.

Jackson kept her rifle sights on it. Any
second now they would be ambushed. Domes in black descending on
riplines. Mines going off. The hulking frames of Auktoris Elite
Troopers stomping out at them, invincible in their white plated
armor.

But nothing happened. They stacked up
together at the side of the entrance, Tess right at her back.
Jackson turned the corner and swept her barrel across the room.

Nothing. Not even bodies. The boastful
recordings of Pravin were off; eerily quiet in here now.

“Okay, now I’m getting freaked out,” Tess
said. They moved up the lobby together, slow and careful and moving
in turn, each covering the other.

The doors to Pravin’s office were open, a
wide staircase leading up. LC was covering their backs, keeping an
eye out. Good call on Tess’s part.

They leapt up the stairs together, bounding
up, skipping a half-dozen steps with each stride. Pravin’s office
was exactly as vast and open as it had always been, but the balcony
was closed off just like the rest of the arc.

And nobody was home. There was a body on the
floor, though.

“Whoa, is that…?” Tess said.

Jackson didn’t register who it was at first.
Just another corpse. She had seen plenty. She was still sweeping
her rifle across every part of the room, checking every corner. It
was well and truly empty, abandoned.

Safe for the moment. That was when she really
looked at it, the body of a man in expensive clothes, face down in
a puddle of his own blood.

It shouldn’t have affected her. Not like it
did. Jackson was scolding herself in her head, disappointed. He
wasn’t worth the heartache. Just another lackey in their way,
another one of Pravin’s henchmen standing between them and
Nadia.

But she had already rushed breathlessly
across the room, turning him over to see his face, check his pulse.
His eyes were blank, as empty as the two narrow holes punched
through the armor on his chest. Pierced through and drained of
blood, dead and gone.

Poor dead Chris Redner. Dead before she—

“No!” Jackson felt herself yell. It wasn’t
too late. She fumbled at the clasps on his plate carrier, tearing
it off and then tearing his shirt open, too.

“Jackson?” Tess said.

“No. No, no, no. No.” She had a trauma
kit on her belt. Jackson ripped it open, slapping a chest seal over
the holes in Chris. He was already cold. Too cold.

She felt a hand on her shoulder. Jackson
shrugged it off, shoved it away. She rolled Chris over again,
stripping more cloth off of him, slapping another chest seal over
the exit wounds on his back.

“Jackson, I think he’s—”

“Shut up!” Jackson yelled, instantly feeling
awful. “Shut the fuck up.”

Her hands were shaking, hovering around his
body, unsure what to do next. Blood. He needed blood. Had to put
his blood back in him. Somehow. There was plenty of it around.
Soaking into the knees of her pants.

Tess was talking to somebody. Talking to her,
probably. Some nonsense about Chris being gone. They had to move.
Keep going. Find Nadia.

She didn’t know what the fuck she was talking
about. Jackson had seen people pull through far worse injuries. It
didn’t make sense that Chris would die from two measly stab wounds.
It wasn’t right.

It wasn’t fair.

“Jackson!”

She looked up. Tess hadn’t been talking to
her. Hadn’t been saying any of those things. Another person was
standing nearby, one of Pravin’s creepily hot assistants.

Julie. Not glaring at them, for once.

“What happened?!” Jackson screamed at
her.

“I…I don’t know, we were all downstairs and
we heard…” Julie stammered.

“What happened?!” Jackson screamed again.
“How long ago?!”

“Downstairs?” Tess asked her.

Julie swallowed nothing, hard, her eyes wide
as she stared at Chris. “I don’t know. Ten minutes?”

Tess’s ears pricked up, her Cheshire eyes
growing huge. She craned her neck around Julie, and Jackson
followed her eyes. A ramp had appeared at the edge of Pravin’s
office, sinking down into a hidden room below.

No wonder things just had a way of appearing
in his office somehow. Jackson grunted and slid her hands under
Chris’s body, standing up with his bulk cradled in her arms.
“Medical?”

“Yes! Follow me,” Julie said, struggling to
rush toward the ramp in high heels. Jackson stomped along after
her, descending into the space below Pravin’s lair.

It was a wide-open room. Part storage, part
break area, part large fancy kitchen. Shelves and shelves and
shelves stretched on, long wardrobes and racks of cardio machines
and dozens of outfits up on hangers. A gaggle of his identically
dressed assistants was clustered at the bottom of the ramp, drawing
back and making hushed gasps as they saw Jackson.

“Here!” Julie said, leading them to something
like a dentist’s chair. Much cleaner and fancier than the one
Jackson had received her binder kit in. She laid his body gently in
the chair, not knowing what to do next. Julie wrapped something
around his arm, pulling a tablet out of the base.

“Oh. Umm…” Julie said, staring at the tablet
with something like horror. “It’s too late. I’m sorry.”

Tess was somewhere nearby. Not at the chair
with them. Jackson looked around for her, ready to beg for help,
ready to hear any kind of long-shot idea. Where was Tess? Where was
she?

“Tess!” Jackson said. “Tess, where the
hell—”

She turned around. Holly and Raekell were
watching her, cuffed and sitting on the floor nearby. Tess was busy
snipping their restraints, setting them free.

“Yo,” Raekell said. “Hey, it’s that guy. He
looks…pretty dead?”

Shut up shut the FUCK up

Jackson turned back to Chris. There had to be
something they could do. One of the shelves nearby was crammed full
of medical kits, bright red boxes with a white cross on each.
Jackson grabbed the nearest one, tearing it open so violently that
she sent packages of gauze flying all over the room.

Something heavy was at the bottom of the kit.
A small box, a self-contained unit. Something she had seen
before.

LAST RESORT, brought to you by Auktoris
BLUE

Exactly the same kit they’d used on Nadia.
Jackson grabbed it and slapped it onto Chris’s chest, directly over
his heart. The box lit up, a cheery man’s voice coming out of its
speaker.

“On. Attached to patient. Analyzing…”

Holly stepped up to the side of the chair,
shaking out their wrists. “What happened to him?”

“Was going to ask you the same thing,” Tess
said.

“They just shoved us down here,” Raekell
said. “Been sitting here wondering what the fuck was going on for
like…a whole day.”

Jackson stared at the Last Resort kit, ready
to scream at it, noticing nothing but the little dots scrolling
across its screen.

“Administering blood,” it said. “Injecting
adrenaline.”

Chris’s body jerked in place, his chest
rising. But only for an instant.

“Analyzing…”

“It’s not working,” Julie said, still staring
at the tablet.

“Tell the dumb chair to fix him!” Raekell
yelled.

“It’s not a miracle machine!” Julie said
back.

“He had the healing binder, didn’t he?” Tess
asked.

“It doesn’t make you invincible,” Holly
said.

Useless, all of them. Standing around and
talking. Jackson growled out a strangled, choking scream, tearing
another medical kit off the shelf. There was another Last Resort
kit at the bottom of this one, another fresh pint of blood and shot
of adrenaline contained inside.

She tore the kit off of him, not even
checking to make sure it had finished sealing the hole its needle
had left in him. The next one stuck to his chest just fine,
lighting up with the same annoying voice.

“On. Attached to patient. Analyzing…”

“Here,” Julie said, pulling a second arm wrap
out of the base of the chair. This one was attached, long cords and
tubes spooling out with it. She cinched it around Chris’s other
arm, pale and limp.

She tapped at the tablet a few times. “That
should put some blood in him, too.”

The Last Resort kit shot a needle into his
heart again, and again his body bucked in its seat. Eyes still
blank. Still limp.

“GodDAMMIT!” Jackson screamed, grabbing
another box off the shelf.

“Jackson?” Holly said. “Alice, honey.”

She tore another Last Resort kit out,
throwing the old one off to the side again.

“Jackson!” Tess yelled.

Wrong. They were wrong. She could save
him.

“Fuck yeah Alice!” Raekell said. She grabbed
a fresh medical box herself, the last one left, dumping it out and
getting another Last Resort kit ready. “Don’t give it up, we got
this!”

Jackson stuck it to his chest again. She kept
her hands on him this time, holding his head up so she could stare
into his eyes. Nothing there. Nothing at all.

“Administering blood. Injecting
adrenaline.”

“Come on,” Jackson growled, so hard it tore
her throat apart. “Come on, come on, come on.”

His body jerked again. This time he sat up a
little, sucking in a great, shocked, painful breath, his eyes
shooting wide open suddenly.

“Holy fucking shit,” Tess said, jumping back
a few steps.

“Whoa! Gross,” Raekell said. “Awesome!”

He was alive. He was alive. He was
shaking all over, struggling to breathe, coughing with the weight
of the kit still stuck to his chest.

But he was alive. Poor dead Chris Redner. Not
dead after all.

Jackson was crying now, openly sobbing,
laughing at the same time, couldn’t stop. Barely even noticed.

“Wow,” Julie said, still somehow staring at
the tablet in her hands. “I think we just set a record of some
kind.”

Chris was still taking short, panicked
breaths, his eyes darting around. Disoriented, for sure. He finally
seemed to notice Jackson in front of him, finally saw her. Finally
met her eyes.

“There you go,” she said. “There you go,
breathe. Keep breathing, Chris.”

He was trying to say something. Jackson tried
to shush him up, holding fingers wrapped in the robotic gauntlet of
her rig up to his lips.

“How…why…” he croaked out, barely above a
hoarse whisper. “What are you doing here?”

“Saving your life,” Jackson sobbed out. “You
fucking asshole.”

He smiled at her. Weak, but it was there.

“Where’s Nadia?” Tess said, rushing up to his
side.

“Ship,” Chris forced out. “Sister. In the
bay.”

“There’s a whole Auktoris fleet out there,”
Holly said. “I heard them talking about it.”

“We know,” Tess said. “They’re all over the
city now.”

So they were too late. By mere minutes.
Again.

“We have to get out there,” Tess said.

Jackson wasn’t listening. Chris was still
trying to talk, the big idiot. Mumbling words, reading them on his
lips.

I’m sorry

She was too. They always were, all of them.
Nothing else to say, really.

He glanced down at his chest. “Dunn,” he
managed to say.

Jackson felt her eyes narrow, a sudden burst
of rage in her heart.

“Careful,” he said.

“Yeah,” Jackson said, sniffing and wiping at
her eyes. “I’ll take care of it.”

 


* * *

 


The elevator doors opened in front of her. Many
floors below Pravin’s office, now.

No more sneaking around. Tess was plugged in,
knew exactly where AGF’s soldiers were, what route to take to avoid
them. Jackson stomped out into another familiar place, another wide
arched hallway. Each wall lined with benches and long planters full
of lush foliage, vines climbing toward the ceiling.

“This is fucking tight,” Raekell said,
holding an Auktoris rifle up high. “I haven’t seen one of these bad
boys in a while.”

It was the one Jackson had plundered off a
dead body. She had replaced it, handed it down. Chris’s rifle was
slung tight against her chest now, a long-barreled model much more
in line with what she was used to.

“Holly, you okay up there?” Tess said at her
other side. “The Stepford Secretaries aren’t giving you any
trouble?”

“We’re good,” they said, heard in Jackson’s
ears as well. “I think we’ve all come to an understanding of
sorts.”

Jackson had Chris’s access codes in her
implants now. She knew exactly which door, highlighted in her
goggles. They opened for her without complaint, letting all three
of them into a wide-open room, over a dozen feet tall.

Chris’s garage. His hangar.

“Whoa! Hot rods,” Raekell said. “Damn Alice,
your boyfriend is loaded.”

She smirked at the word. “Boyfriend
might be a bit strong.”

“Whatever, I saw you up there all crying and
shit,” Raekell said.

Little punk. Jackson was still smiling,
though. She walked straight up to the big red beast of a machine
that Chris said was his main ride. Fumitsu GX1800 written
down the side in slanted, speeding letters.

A beautiful bike. Jackson hopped on, clicking
a few buttons in her goggle display. The hangar door started
sliding open, rising up to show them the night sky.

“Take your pick,” Jackson said, nodding at
the line of waiting bikes.

“Except this one,” Tess said, pulling the
cover off of Chris’s gift to Nadia. Theseus the Second. “Nobody
else touches this thing.”

“Uhh…I can’t fly?” Raekell said.

Jackson raised an eyebrow at her. At least
she had that to poke fun at the kid with now. “Never learned to
drive?”

“Fuck that. Not my style,” Raekell said,
crossing her arms and huffing to cover up what was most definitely
a little nerves in her tone.

“Then hop on,” Jackson said, patting the seat
behind her.

Raekell stared. Not moving. Definitely not
pleased with her options.

“You coming or what?” Jackson said.

“Yeah! Fuck yeah, I’m coming!” Raekell said,
all angry again. “Fucking asshole Pravin locks me up. I owe him a
bullet.”

“Then let’s move!” Tess yelled. “Not to be a
jerk or anything, but my hot, awesome partner has been
kidnapped by a bunch of fascist psychopaths!” She was
already mounted up, clicking a few buttons on the handlebars as her
bike came to life, lifting up a foot off the ground. LC was hanging
off the back of her armor, claws holding on for his dear little
robot life.

“Let’s go,” Jackson said, patting the seat
again. “Saddle up.”

Raekell let out a long, annoyed groan,
hopping on and wrapping her wiry little arms around Jackson’s
waist. Grumbling and muttering under her breath the whole time.

“I fucking hate these things,” she said.

“I get it,” Tess said. “Ugh, I hate these
things too.”

Jackson let out a scoffing little gasp of
surprise. She turned and gave Tess a look.

“Don’t tell Nadia I said that,” Tess
said.

Jackson turned her bike on, the engine
roaring beneath her. They lifted off, hovering in place, looking
out past the edge of the hangar.

She could see Haven below them. Choppers and
jets hovering low, patrolling in wide circles and dropping off
soldiers still.

And past all that, the dark waters of the
ocean. Ships lit up, one of them a goddamn behemoth of a thing,
dwarfing everything else out there.

Jackson glared at it, stared it down, knowing
it was pointless but unable to help herself. She revved the
throttle, hot exhaust blasting up at her legs from where it was
still hitting the floor.

“You ready?” she yelled back at Raekell.

“No!” Raekell said, burying her face against
Jackson’s back. “Fuck it, just go!”

Good kid. Jackson kicked the bike into gear,
taking off into the dark skies above Haven, Tess flying close at
her side.


Chapter Twenty-Five: The Galt




Another short flight.

Nadia was strapped into a seat on another
small jet, this one a luxuriously appointed Auktoris craft. Seated
directly across from her was Nadine, eyes lit up and typing in thin
air.

Dunn stood beside Nadia, one hand looped
around a handhold on the ceiling. Watching. Her other hand was
clenched in a fist, waiting. The other two Hellhounds were standing
on Nadia’s other side, Rottweiler right next to her. Dane was in
the back, completely blocking the jet’s wide aisle.

Nobody had spoken for a few long, painful
minutes.

Nobody except Pravin, of course.

“Miss Ashpool,” he said again. “Nadine. I
know that you’re far too clever to just throw something like this
away.”

He was seated at Nadia’s side. He hadn’t
stopped talking since they’d been sat down.

“This is a partnership,” Pravin said. “A wise
one, I would say. I think you fail to understand the effect taking
me away from Haven might have.”

Nadine didn’t seem to be listening. At all.
Her pupils were glazed over, still making subtle little hand
motions as she stared at nothing. Eyes focused on an indeterminate
point between herself and Nadia.

“It is a precarious situation!” Pravin said,
holding a hand out at Nadia. “Your sister is well aware, if you
don’t believe me. Haven is my city, Nadine. They need me.”

Nadia narrowed her eyes, leaning away from
him. Disgusted that he would even attempt to bring her into the
conversation. She was sorely tempted to slap Pravin across the
face, finally. Or perhaps shock him into submission. It would get
him to stop talking, if nothing else.

“You…” He stopped, scoffing and sputtering a
bit, his eternally warm smile finally becoming annoyed. “Nadine.
You fail to fully understand the situation, my dear. We had an
agreement. The Board will not take kindly to you just…unilaterally
making off with one of their own!”

Nadine moved. Not to speak, of course. Still
not listening, even a little bit. She merely shifted in her seat,
uncrossing her legs and crossing them again.

“Are you listening to me, Miss Ashpool?!”
Pravin said, his voice rising into a haughty, offended bark.

Nadine made a disgusted little “ugh,” rolling
her eyes and swiping at the air in front of her. “Captain?” she
said.

Dunn turned to her. A slight motion of her
helmet. Pravin’s demeanor didn’t change, somehow. As if they hadn’t
just watched the alpha bitch herself skewer poor Chris
through the chest.

“How fast are we currently flying?” Nadine
asked. “At what altitude?”

Dunn raised her head, staring into her
private display.

“Never mind, I have it here,” Nadine said,
her eyes lit up. “That would be lethal, correct?”

Dunn nodded. “Yes ma’am.”

“Good,” Nadine said. She still wasn’t looking
at either of her prisoners, making a few dismissive waves at
Pravin. “This man is bothering me.”

“Understood,” Dunn said. She stepped forward,
grabbing Pravin by the lapels of his suit and yanking him up out of
his seat.

“Miss Ashpool?!” Pravin said, holding his
hands up in surrender. “You are making a grave mistake,
young lady!”

Rottweiler moved past Nadia, squeezing past
her Captain and walking on down the aisle, toward a door on the
side of the jet.

“What is it you want, exactly?” Pravin said.
“What are your demands?!”

The door was opened. Loud wind and the scream
of jet engines from outside, making Nadia wince the moment cold air
came whipping at her inside the cabin. Dunn dragged Pravin over,
his feet barely able to touch the floor.

Nadia started to get up. Not thinking about
it, not really. Something in her head was crying out that she
should try to do something, much like when she’d had to sit
and watch in horror as poor Chris was murdered.

Not nearly so strong an urge, this time. But
just as futile. Dane clamped a hand on her shoulder again, shoving
her back down into the seat.

“Wait!” Pravin yelled, his words rising up in
pitch as Dunn carried him over to the open door. “Wait, wait, wait,
wait, wait!”

And then he was gone, literally tossed out
the side of the jet by Dunn. Nadia heard one horrible moment of his
scream as he exited the craft, but that was all. Rottweiler closed
the door after him, looking up at Dunn with a giddy little bounce
in her step.

“Free helicopter ride, yeah?” Rottweiler
said. “Nice. Been a while since we did one of those.”

Dunn snorted a short laugh. A quick nod of
her faceless helmet. It was an almost exact copy of the way Nadia
had seen Jackson laugh sometimes, a perfect double of her body
language.

Nadia closed her mouth, taking a quick breath
to stuff away any leftover horror. “Nadine?!” she said.

Nadine blinked, actually looking over at her.
“…Yes?”

Nadia held a hand out to the jet’s door. Her
mask was still on, but she had a feeling her astonishment was
showing anyway. “Why?!”

“Oh, please,” Nadine said. “Such an arrogant
bore. Talking down to me like that. In my jet. At my mercy. Don’t
pretend that wasn’t satisfying to watch.”

Much to Nadia’s dismay, there was a part of
her that agreed. But there was also a part of her that
thought…hoped, really, in a distant and doomed way, that her sister
wasn’t completely lost to her.

Wasn’t completely like their mother. Wouldn’t
do something like have a man tossed to his death on a whim, no
matter how much the man in question may have deserved it.

So. That had hurt to watch. In more ways than
one.

“That was unnecessary,” Nadia said, crossing
her arms and slouching back into her chair with an angry little
huff. “Beneath you, I should think.”

“Ha!” Nadine said. “Rich. Coming from a
murderer.”

“Why did you even bring him along?!”

“Well, I was going to show you both off to
Mother,” Nadine said, her pupils lit up again. “But I honestly
could not stand to hear another word from that pompous idiot. And I
think you alone will be prize enough.”

“Showing me off?!” Nadia said, sighing and
rubbing her temples through her mask. “Showing me off to Mother?
For what purpose?”

“I have a responsibility,” Nadine said. “Some
of us take that kind of thing seriously.”

“She won’t care,” Nadia said. “I remember
what she said last time we spoke.”

“Do you?!” Nadine said, her implants dying
down. Rising up in her chair with a venomous scowl. “Then you know
exactly what an ungrateful, troublesome embarrassment to our family
you are being!”

“Our family is an embarrassment!”
Nadia screamed, sitting up as well. She started to scream more, but
the Hellhounds drew in closer, intimidating her into silence.

Nadine held a hand up at them. Calm and
simple. “You have made a fool of me, Nadia. Breaking out and
causing all this trouble. I am setting things right.”

“I didn’t do it to hurt you!” Nadia said.

“Nevertheless,” Nadine said. “That’s enough.
We are landing.”

Nadia felt herself lurch in her seat, closing
her eyes as the jet slowed to a hover and floated down, jolting
when the wheels touched solid ground.

A solid platform, anyway. She could see
glimpses through the windows over her sister’s shoulder. A railing
at the edge of a landing pad, lit up with blinking white lights.
And beyond that, darkness.

Nadine stood up and walked out without a
word, a staircase silently folding out of the side of the jet. The
moment it opened Nadia could smell the ocean outside, a tinge of
salt in the air, a certain crisp taste in every breath.

She didn’t have time to appreciate it. Dunn
pulled her up by the scruff of the neck, shoving her along to
follow Nadine. It didn’t feel like they were on a ship, even as she
stepped carefully down the narrow stairs. The ground beneath her
feet didn’t sway or rock at all, but her goggles adjusted
automatically. Over the railing, the darkness turned into endless
rough waves, the lights of other Auktoris ships bright as
skyscrapers along the horizon.

Dunn shoved her again. Ugh, yes, fine,
Nadia felt herself thinking, right on the edge of saying it as she
followed Nadine. Another narrow staircase led down into the ship, a
bright corridor of white-paneled walls that opened into what was
clearly a command center.

It wasn’t all that large. The front of it was
made of large windows, looking out over the bow of the ship. More
like looking out over a city—the deck below them was part of long,
terraced layers, broken occasionally by an ugly, squat gun turret.
All white and brilliant with scarlet highlights, the end of it
seemingly miles away.

“Welcome to the Galt,” Nadine said,
overflowing with smug pride. Nadia said nothing, scanning her
surroundings for something, anything to use. There were manual
consoles below the windows, long rows of display screens full of
buttons. A single officious chair was in the center of the room, no
doubt Nadine’s throne.

The other Hellhounds filed in behind them.
Dane and Rottweiler, walking in and each standing at attention in a
back corner of the room. Between those two and Dunn hovering over
her shoulder, the odds were not good.

“Nothing to say?” Nadine said, waving her
hand at controls only she could see. “A beautiful floating paradise
lies before you, and you merely sulk and shrug your shoulders?”

Nadia resisted the urge to keep staring out
the windows. She watched instead as the throne retracted into the
floor, folding into itself and disappearing beneath a smooth hatch.
“What happened to our home?” she asked. “What about the
Structure?”

“This is my home now,” Nadine said. She
flicked her wrist, and the windows looking out over the ship
flickered, turning into blank screens. A spinning circle appeared
in the center, pierced by the low hum of a ringing call.

It hummed. And again. And kept humming.

Nadine sputtered a few annoyed clicks with
her tongue, standing up even straighter. “Pick up, Mother. This is
important.”

The circle disappeared. The humming
stopped.

“Ugh!” Nadine stomped one flawless white heel
on the deck, flicking her wrist again. The call rang for a few long
moments again, eventually opening into a video feed.

“I am extraordinarily busy,” their mother
said. “This had better be important.”

Nadia gasped, quietly, unable to help
herself. She hadn’t seen or heard her mother in years. The woman
seemed decades older, hunched over in a wheelchair and glaring at
the camera.

Nadine let out a long sigh, fixing a pleased
and extremely rehearsed smile on her face. “Mother, I have
something very special to show you.”

She held out a hand at her side, gesturing at
Nadia. Their mother didn’t look at Nadia, not really—yes, she moved
her eyes to the side. They focused, out of reflex more than
anything.

But that was all.

“As I said, I am extremely busy,” she said.
“Is that all?”

“Is that…is that all?” Nadine said, her mouth
hanging open. She moved to take Nadia’s mask off, but held back,
pointing at Dunn instead. “You do it.”

At least her mother’s old thugs had
relatively soft hands, made of human flesh. Dunn tore Nadia’s mask
off as rough and painfully as possible, letting it hang off the
back of her neck. The air was cool in here, sea air from outside
pleasant against her face now. That was nice, at least.

Nadine held her hands out at her captive,
looking up to the screen for approval. “Nadia. Your other daughter.
Captured. Alive!”

Evelyn Ashpool didn’t even bother looking
this time. “Testing is over. The time of ascension is nigh, and you
delay me with this trivial nonsense.”

“Nonsense?!” Nadine whined. “Trivial?!”

“Kill her and be done with it,” their mother
said. Still not even looking at Nadia. “Do not waste more of my
time.”

The call ended. Nadia felt herself blink a
few times—she should not have been surprised. There was nothing
shocking, really, about her mother’s behavior. Not now, not after
everything else.

But still. She turned, slightly, enough to
see Nadine staring at the screen. Her mouth was hanging open again,
and her blue eyes were tearing up, red-rimmed and simmering with
hopeless rage.

“Hmph,” Dunn said, standing right behind
Nadia. The blades on her right arm snapped out.

Nadine blinked a few times, scowling at Dunn.
“What are you doing?”

“…Killing her,” Dunn said.

“You follow my orders,” Nadine said.
“This is my ship! This is my company! Stand
down!”

Dunn did so, stepping back and retracting her
claws. Nadia hadn’t even processed it enough to properly fear for
her life. Her own mother had ordered her death before, after
all.

But Nadine had intervened back then, too. She
was staring at the blank screen again, chin quivering, her pale
face flushed red as she desperately, obviously fought back
tears.

It had been a long, long time since Nadia had
seen her sister like this. She took a careful step closer, reaching
her hands out slowly. “…Nadine?”

Nadine said nothing. Didn’t react at all.

“It’s not your fault,” Nadia said.

Her sister sniffed once, deafeningly loud in
the small room.

“It really isn’t,” Nadia said. “It’s her.
Nothing you could do—nothing we could do—would ever be good
enough.”

“…Stop it,” Nadine croaked, slowly, barely
above a whisper.

“It doesn’t have to be like this. You don’t
have to work for her.”

“Stop talking!” Nadine said.

“It’s not your fault,” Nadia continued, even
as her sister kept yelling “stop it” over her words. “It’s my
fault, if it’s anyone’s. I wasn’t—I should have—”

“Stop it stop it stop it!” Her sister
was screaming now, face curled into ugly, unhinged rage.

Dunn stepped closer to Nadia again, no doubt
to silence her.

“Stay back!” Nadine screamed. “I will handle
this!” She closed her eyes, taking in a sharp, deep breath. She was
muttering something silently, counting perhaps. Or repeating the
same few words, over and over. It was hard to tell.

Nadia closed her eyes as well, briefly,
wincing as she searched for the strength to say what she knew she
needed to say. She didn’t want to say it, not at all. She didn’t
like the words.

“I shouldn’t have left you,” she said. “I’m
sorry.”

Nadine’s eyes popped open, narrowing
instantly into a cold fury worthy of their mother. She wiped away
the last remnants of a tear, snapping her posture back into
ruthless perfection.

“I mean that,” Nadia said. “I’m sorry that I
left you with her. I’m sorry I always left you behind. I shouldn’t
have—”

“Trivial,” Nadine growled, to herself,
scowling. “Trivial. Nonsense. I have conquered Haven. Defeated
Pravin! Built a fleet such as the world has never seen before!”

Nadia kept her mouth shut. Didn’t know what
to say, really. Sad that her sister seemed too far gone.

Nothing she was saying mattered to their
mother, after all. Not a single bit.

Her sister’s eyes went wide. A small, mean
smile appeared on her lips. She turned to the large displays in the
windows, typing a few commands in the air.

“Look at this!” she said, sharp and lethal
glee on her tongue. “A pair of hoverbikes. Incoming. To my ship.
Uninvited.”

Nadia felt her heart stop, felt the air
around her slow down. Staring at a map on the display in front of
her, two contacts closing in fast on their position.

“So devoted to my older sister,” Nadine said.
“Throwing themselves after her. Rushing headlong to their
deaths.”

She was still typing. “If only we had some
kind of defense system to ward off such boarders. Perhaps some
manner of small munitions turrets?”

The contacts on the map were highlighted,
suddenly. In the crosshairs, so to speak. They didn’t stand a
chance, easy targets, out in the open.

“At least I’ve gotten something out of
bringing you here,” Nadine said. “You should see your face right
now, sister.”

Of course it was them. Her partners, both of
them, throwing themselves after her indeed. They were about to die.
She loved them, both of them, she realized, and they were about to
die and she was standing here doing nothing.

“Stop!” Nadia felt herself yell. Breathless
and horrified.

Her sister did freeze in place. A curious
look on her face. Shocked. But intrigued.

Nadia hadn’t said it alone. It took her a few
shaking moments to realize it, but a second voice had joined her,
saying the exact same thing.

“If I may?” Dunn said, stepping forward.
Around Nadia. Closer to her sister. “A request, ma’am?”

Nadine raised her eyebrows, staring up at the
Captain. Another emotion Nadia could swear she had never seen on
her sister’s face before. Intrigued, yes. But more than that. Eager
to hear more. Starry-eyed. Positively flirty.

In her own strange, stilted, reticent way.
But still.

“Interesting,” Nadine said, waving her hand.
The contacts on the display calmed down, no longer about to be
shredded to pieces by gun turrets. “You have my attention,
Captain.”

“Let them land,” Dunn said.

There was an edge to her voice. It was plain
and clear to Nadia, as obvious as the tensed creaking of Dunn’s
fists, ready to strike. Nadia slipped, subtly, into a fighting
stance, ready to dart forward and try any desperate thing to
intervene.

“Nadine!” Nadia hissed, afraid that she was
about to witness another murder.

Her sister seemed not to notice any of it.
Quite the contrary, in fact. She gave Dunn a sly little smile,
practically swooning.

“You are asking me to allow these interlopers
to board my ship?” Nadine said. Still smiling, still bantering. As
if this were a cute little game between them. “Can you guarantee my
safety, Captain?”

“Your Hellhounds would like to rectify a
previous failure,” Dunn said.

Sarcasm. Your Hellhounds. Nadia could
hear it, a cruel joke in every syllable. How could her sister not
hear it?

“I am so very deeply pleased to hear that,
Dunn. Very well, then,” Nadine said. In a completely inappropriate
tone. So flattered. So taken with the Captain. “Will you require
any backup?”

“Absolutely not,” Dunn said, glancing over at
her remaining two soldiers.

Nadia looked behind her. At Dane. At
Rottweiler. Their faces were concealed, but she could read the
eagerness in their stance. The hunger all over their painted wolf’s
jaw masks.

She turned back to her sister, startled to
see Nadine glaring at her.

“Don’t worry,” Nadine said. “I’ll be sure to
send you the footage.”

She hadn’t always been like this. She didn’t
have to be like this, didn’t have to be this twisted shadow of
their mother. Nadia didn’t want to admit it, didn’t want to give up
on her.

There had to be something left there worth
saving.

Nadine wasn’t going to kill her, at least.
Not right away. Nadia could wait for her moment, bide her time and
strike back and—

The lights went out.

It could have been her moment. Could have
been the very time to move that Nadia had just been contemplating,
everyone in the room distracted for a split second. But she was
startled, too, glancing up at the red emergency lights that clicked
to life along the ceiling.

“What’s happening?!” Nadine said, all the
playfulness in her voice gone.

The lights came back. And went off again, and
flickered back and forth, the displays of the command center going
dead. An eerie silence pounded in Nadia’s ears, the background
noise of the ship suddenly going completely, deathly quiet.

“Rotty!” Dunn said. “Is this that little
bitch Cheshire?”

Rottweiler was already swiping at her own
private display. “They just landed. I don’t see…she’s not in the
system. I think?”

“You think?!” Dunn snarled.

“Something weird is happening,” Rottweiler
said. “The whole ship just went dark.”

Nadia felt that whine in her gut again. The
same song, in a different key this time, tight and frantic and
teetering on the edge. She crept forward, reaching out to touch her
sister on the arm.

“What’s going on?” Nadia said.

Nadine jumped away from her, gasping a
little. “How dare you?!” she said, adjusting her suit with an
officious little glare. Her eyes were completely filled with her
display, fingers typing frantically at her sides.

“Talk to me, Rotty,” Dunn said.

“Systems are…hang on,” she said.

“Rotty!”

“The whole ship lost power. For a few
seconds,” Rottweiler said. “Only for a few seconds, looks like the
major systems are rebooting. Something on this ship just drained
every power bank on board.”

The lights were still shuddering. “Nadine?”
Nadia hissed again. “What is happening?”

Her sister turned to her, all the poison and
hate in her eyes gone for a fleeting moment.

“I don’t…” Nadine said, still staring at her
private displays. “I don’t know.”

 


* * *

 


They stayed low, cold wind biting at every bit of
exposed skin on Jackson. Her bike was skimming just feet above the
choppy sea, blasting through the darkness of Haven’s bay.

“I hate this!” Raekell screamed behind her,
holding on tight. “I fucking hate this! I hate you! I hate
flying!”

“Tess!” Jackson yelled. Her goggles had the
ship ahead of them highlighted in night vision, not that she
would’ve missed it otherwise. The damn thing stretched on seemingly
for miles, lit up brighter than one of the arcology towers.

“Yeah?” Tess said back in their comms. She
was swooping wide away from them, staying spaced out in case they
did start taking fire.

“Are we getting any hits? Radar?” Jackson
asked. A particularly rough batch of waves ahead threatened to
reach up and slap her bike. She pulled the nose up, feeling ocean
spray kissing her boots.

“AaaaaaaAAAAHHHHHH what the fuck?!” Raekell
screamed. “My feet are wet!”

“Clean so far!” Tess said back.

Jackson had expected something on the ship to
be shooting at them by now. Weird. She wouldn’t complain, though.
The side of the Galt loomed above them, clean and white and
shining in the starlight.

“Raekell?”

“Yeah?!” she said, face still buried against
the harness of Jackson’s rig.

“Hold on tight, you’re gonna hate this part
more.”

“What?!” Raekell screamed. “I’m already
holding ooooonnnnnnnnnn fuck you why?!”

Jackson kicked one of the air brake pedals,
lifting the nose and pulling the bike until it was almost vertical.
She pinned the throttle, holding on tight with her legs as they
shot straight up, flying past large windows on the side of the ship
too fast to see anything but warm light inside. Raekell was
frantically screaming into her back the whole time, squeezing
Jackson so tight it actually hurt.

They crested the top, and Jackson cut the
throttle hard again, braking their ascent and leveling out quickly
enough that her body floated up and slammed down hard in the seat.
It was hard to even parse where they should land—squat white towers
and glass skylights covered most of the top of the ship.

“Stay away from the landing pads,” Tess said
in her ears. “Too obvious.”

There were gun turrets nearby. Also not
something to get too close to. The section right in front of her
seemed kind of weird, a series of huge circular panels stretching
all across the width of the vessel. Didn’t look like any kind of
landing pad Jackson recognized.

Didn’t matter. They were exposed up here, had
to get out of the air. Jackson dropped them down, hard again,
hovering in close and braking just inches over the surface of the
ship. Her bike’s landing skids clunked as they touched down,
and Jackson killed the engine right away.

“Aah!” Raekell said, hopping off instantly.
“Fuck that! The worst!”

“Quiet!” Jackson said, dismounting and
raising Chris’s rifle. She didn’t see anything nearby to get
worried about.

“Telling me to be quiet. What about that?!”
Raekell said, pointing at the bike. As if to prove her point, Tess
came in for a landing right next to them. Even with her bike’s
electric engine, the thing made plenty of noise, a high-pitched
howling whine.

“I think we’re officially pirates now,” Tess
said, hopping off the bike with LC still perched on her back. “On
top of international criminals and violent terrorists.”

Jackson was still looking around them, down
the sights of Chris’s rifle. They were standing on a narrow walkway
along the edge of the odd circular panels, each one dozens of feet
across. Like a big open field.

Not a good place to be. Couldn’t see anything
in particular that looked inviting. May as well pick a direction
and move out.

“Whoa!” Tess said, staring at the field of
circles before them. “No way. No way.”

“What’s up?” Raekell asked.

“These are missile silos.” Tess said.

That got Jackson’s attention. She recognized
them now, saw the faint lines running down the middle of each
nearby circle. Where the doors would open.

But…no. These things were huge. Big enough to
hold one of those old federal ICBMs. There was no way.

“Wait, hang on,” Raekell said. “This
motherfucker has nukes up in here?”

“They might not necessarily have nuclear
warheads,” Tess said. “But I mean, why else would you have a
missile that big?”

This was all fascinating, sure. But they were
wasting time. Jackson picked a direction. Left. Good enough.

“Let’s go!” she said, waving at them to
follow. She took off down the walkway, rifle at the ready. The tops
of missile silos stretching off to her right. Open ocean to her
left.

Raekell was right behind her. Tess brought up
the rear, the claws of her custom boots clacking on the
surface of the Galt.

“Hey Jackson?” Raekell said.

“What?”

“That gun is huge,” she said. “Chris’s,
right?”

Her new rifle had a long, cumbersome barrel,
and a decent scope to go with it. “Yeah, it’s his.”

“He overcompensating for something?” Raekell
said.

Of all the dumb bullshit to be talking about
right now. That was how nerves worked on people, sometimes, she
knew that. But Raekell seemed to honestly just be shooting the
shit, completely relaxed mere moments after screaming her head off
on the back of a bike.

“So is it true what they say about Asian
dudes?” Raekell said.

“No,” Jackson didn’t say. The catwalk ended
up ahead, at a doorway leading into an upper deck of the ship.

“Hey! That is a hurtful stereotype,” Tess
said from behind them. “And it’s more about general body size,
anyway, right? Not that I would know.”

Jackson shook her head, keeping her gun
trained on the door. “He was our squad DM, you idiots.”

“Oh, what?” Tess said, excited all of a
sudden. “I didn’t know you guys used to game, I wish you’d told me!
I would’ve had something to talk to Chris about!”

“…What?” Jackson said, slowing down as they
got closer.

“I was always the Dungeon Master,” Tess
said.

“Designated Marksman,” Jackson said,
well past exasperated. “You hopeless dork.”

Raekell let out a few snickers.

“Guilty as charged,” Tess said.

Jackson stopped, mere feet from the door. She
felt Raekell stop behind her, knew it without having to say
anything, the way you just did sometimes when your squad was all on
the same wavelength. They didn’t seem to have much in the way of
options. Jackson was steeling herself up to just kick the door in
and bull her way through, but something else happened.

The lights went out. All of them.

“Whoa!” Raekell said behind her.

“Yeah, what?” Tess said.

Jackson could still see, had her goggles on
auto-adjust. That wasn’t what bothered her. The Galt was
suddenly dead in the water, darkness all around them, a floating
city completely and silently adrift.

“Tess?” Jackson said quietly.

“Don’t look at me!” she said. “I’m not
plugged in yet.”

Then what was happening? Before Jackson could
say it, the lights started flickering back on.

“Hey, you fixed it,” Raekell said.

“Ha ha,” Tess said. “Let’s keep moving.”

Jackson was about to agree with her, but she
heard something. Something large and slow, mechanical grinding
coming to life. She could see a gun turret up above them, a
rotating block the size of a small house. It turned on its own, the
long barrel of a magnetic cannon making small, quick
adjustments.

Not something she was worried about. For her
own sake, anyway. The thing didn’t look capable of shooting at
them, not capable of that kind of angle. And it would have probably
punched a hole through half the damn ship if it tried.

But it wasn’t pointed at them. It was pointed
off to Jackson’s left, out over the ocean. She could see another
ship nearby, another one of the AGF fleet. They’d passed a few of
them on their way in, as well as a few of Haven’s ships. All
anchored together, all one big happy awful family now
apparently.

THUNK. Jackson felt it in her chest,
felt a wave of static crackle over her, pulling all her hair on
end. It stung deep in her teeth, all her implants suddenly
itching.

“Whoa!” Tess yelled. “Did you see that?!
Direct hit!”

She turned to see the other AGF ship
billowing smoke already. More crackling THUNKS rang out from
the Galt around her, tearing sparking holes in the other
vessel.

“What the fuck?” Raekell said. “Aren’t they
like…on the same team?”

“Tess?!” Jackson said.

“I swear I am not doing this!” Tess said.

Another thing Jackson just felt
sometimes. The sudden instinctual impulse to dive for cover, get
down, hide behind something. There was nowhere to go, but when she
didn’t listen to it, it just started screaming in her head, louder
and louder and louder.

The other ship fired back, a silent flash off
the side of its deck that streaked across the water toward them.
Jackson felt the hit rumbling under her, felt the force of the blow
before the explosion rocked through her ears.

It had hit the side of the Galt almost
directly beneath them, many stories down. The ship was so big that
Jackson only briefly felt the explosion, not thrown off her feet at
all.

“What the fuck is going on?!” Raekell
said.

“Probably something super crazy, but I do not
care!” Tess said. “We need to find Nadia and get the hell out of
here!”

“Copy that!” Jackson yelled, dashing up to
the door ahead and slamming it open.


Chapter Twenty-Six: Rematch




The displays in front of Nadia were getting very
crowded.

“What is happening?!” Dunn growled, her
helmet darting left and right at the command center’s screens.

“I don’t…” Nadine stammered, swiping
frantically at the controls of her private display. “I don’t
understand, I’m not giving any of these orders!”

Ships were lit up all over the map in front
of them. Simple little red blips for the AGF fleet, simple little
green blips for the ships of Haven. Lines were tracing out,
connecting them, quickly becoming a complicated web.

“You’ve just lost the Rothbard,” Dunn
said, pointing at a blinking red indicator. “The Greenspan
is on fire. What are you doing?!”

Footage lit up in the corner of the screen,
looking like the overhead feed of a drone. One of the AGF frigates
was engulfed in flames, listing to one side as members of its crew
abandoned ship. Distant little blurs, splashing down into the
frigid waters of Haven’s bay.

“I am not—” Nadine started to say. Something
rumbled aboard the Galt, a roaring distant squeal of metal
being torn apart.

“They’re firing on us!” Dunn said. “Your own
ships are firing on us!”

Haven’s ships as well, if Nadia understood
the madness on the screen in front of her. It looked like every
ship was firing on every other ship, a completely confused mess.
There were lines extending out of the Galt in every
direction, but a few of them confused Nadia more than the
others.

They traced off to the side of the map
entirely, not ending at any other ships.

“Where are those going?” she asked,
quietly.

“Shut up!” Nadine said. “None of the ship’s
systems are responding to me. I am putting in orders and nothing
is responding.”

It took Nadia a moment to orient the map in
her head. The lines extending off the edge were leading to the
coast. Toward Haven.

“Are you firing on the city?” Nadia said, a
bit breathless in her shock.

“I am not doing this!” her sister
screamed.

Nadia was certain of it now. The Galt
was shelling Haven, firing indiscriminately onto a city full of
people.

“You have lost control of this situation,”
Dunn said. Pathetic, she didn’t have to say, the word
dripping from every spoken syllable.

“I am issuing orders right now!” Nadine said,
still typing at a frantic pace. “Cease and desist all firing,
immediately! All ships are to stand down and report in!”

Another explosion rocked the Galt,
this one much closer. Actually felt in the air around them, a low
rumbling hit that sent nervous tightness into every one of Nadia’s
breaths.

“Captain Dunn, do something!” Nadine yelled.
“How can you just stand there?!”

Dunn stared back at her, not moving. Well,
almost not moving. She made a curious little tilt of her helmet,
the wolf’s skull on the front staring at Nadine. As if in
disbelief.

Nadia threw a quick glance at the other two
Hellhounds, still standing at the ready behind her. She didn’t
stand a chance of fighting them, she knew that. But she felt the
hopeless urge to do something again, step between her sister and
Dunn, a flailing cry of warning screaming in her head.

There were doors at the front corners of the
room, each one leading off into a white-paneled corridor. She heard
something coming from the left. The stomping of boots.

They just landed

Nadia tensed up her hands, steadied herself
on her feet. Help was coming. Any moment now. Just had to hold out,
stay alive, keep her wits about her and—

Three people entered from the left. Auktoris
Domes in black armor, each one holding a submachine gun.

“Took you long enough,” Nadine said. “Report
in!”

The Dome in front did not report in. He threw
a cautious glance at Dunn, raising his gun slightly.

“We’re here for Mses. Ashpool,” he said.
“Orders are to bring them to the lab.”

“Orders? Lab?!” Nadine said, turning to her
subordinate with a haughty little scoff. “I gave no such orders! My
sister stays here!”

“Orders are from Evelyn Ashpool,” the Dome
said, raising his gun all the way now.

Pointing it at Nadine.

“Both of the younger Ms. Ashpools,” he said,
“are to come with us immediately.”

Nadine did not look scared. She looked
offended. Insulted. Her mouth moved silently, jaw trembling in
indignant disbelief.

One of the Domes near the door raised his
weapon as well, pointing it at Dane. “Hellhounds, confirm
orders?”

They did. In a way. Dane rushed forward, on
top of him instantly, one claw-like hand on either side of his
victim’s helmet. He crushed the poor man’s head, squeezing
it into a grisly splatter of—

Nadia flinched and closed her eyes, turning
her face away with a gasping, short scream. Couldn’t stop herself.
Too much.

When she forced her eyes open, Rottweiler had
another Dome on his knees, shoving her gun directly against his
helmet and ripping off three shots, tearing him to pieces. Dunn had
the last man pinned to the display screens, the one who had raised
his gun at Nadine. A pair of claws from her left arm this time,
stabbed straight through his blank faceplate.

His feet were twitching, lifted up off the
floor.

Nadine took a few trembling steps back, away
from the carnage. Closer to Nadia.

“I…you…what…” Nadine said, quiet and small
and confused. “Th…thank you as always, C…Captain.”

Dunn ignored her. She turned her helmet to
Rottweiler, still holding the dead man up against the wall. “Do you
have eyes on Jackson?

“Still locked out of the ship systems,”
Rottweiler said. “I have their last known location.”

“Good enough,” Dunn said, retracting her
claws and letting the corpse fall to the floor. “We’re wasting time
here.”

“Captain?” Nadine said.

The Hellhounds moved. Past Nadine and Nadia,
toward the door at the front right corner of the room.

“Dunn?!” Nadine yelled.

The captain kept ignoring her. Dane paused
instead, turning toward them. Looming over Nadine, blood and bits
of bone dripping off his metal hands.

“What about the Ashpool sisters?” he said, an
almost inhuman growl.

“Leave them for the Domes,” Dunn said, waving
dismissively.

“Hmph,” Dane said, turning and walking
away.

Nadia let out a long, terrified breath. She
heard her sister do the same, although hers almost immediately rose
up into an extraordinarily hurt command.

“Captain Dunn!” she said. “You and your
Hellhounds are to protect my person!”

They were already gone, moving off down the
right-hand corridor. Dane carefully squeezing his armored bulk
through the door.

“Dunn?!” Nadine screamed. “Dunn, you can
not abandon me!”

Her words echoed down the corridor.

“Fine, then!” Nadine said, her face red
again, her eyes tearing up. “You are all fired! You hear me?!
Terminated, effective immediately!”

She stomped one of her dainty little heels
against the floor. Nadia rolled her eyes, still overwhelmed with
relief at seeing them leave.

“You need to get out of here,” Nadia said,
grabbing her sister by the arm.

“Don’t touch me!” Nadine said, tearing her
arm away. “You are not going anywhere!”

“Jackson is onboard,” Nadia said. “I have to
go find her. You need to get somewhere safe before—”

More voices from the left corridor. Auktoris
soldiers, definitely.

“Come on!” Nadia said, pulling at her
sister’s arm again. “Back up to the landing pad! Get on your jet
and get out of here!”

“Unhand me this instant!” Nadine said,
pulling herself away.

Getting closer. Thudding boots.

“Nadine, please!” Nadia said.

“This is my ship!” her sister yelled,
nothing but rage in her blue eyes.

It was too late, then. Well and truly
hopeless. A hulking trooper in white with a large gun entered from
the left, calling out the moment he saw Nadine.

“Confirmed, one of the Ashpools in custody,”
he said. More followed, stepping carefully around the bodies. They
grabbed Nadine, one at each arm.

“Ah, what?!” Nadine said, still barely more
than indignant. Still in disbelief. “What are you doing?! Nadia?
Nadia?!”

Nadia held her breath, already flickered into
invisibility. She was crouched against the back wall, holding as
still as she could. More troopers entered, sweeping each corner and
checking each door. They looked right past her, right through her,
not noticing anything at all.

“One Ashpool in hand,” one of them said. “En
route to the lab.”

They dragged her sister away, the whole squad
of them marching off as quickly as they had entered.

“Unhand me immediately!” Nadine said. “I pay
your salaries, you ungrateful idiots!”

Gone. Screaming indignities the whole way,
dragged away down through the Galt’s endless corridors.
Nadia stood up slowly, staring, blinking at the empty room before
her. Very still and quiet now.

The command center’s displays flickered and
warped back at her, pierced and cracked, stained with blood where
Dunn had pinned one of the Domes to it.

Nadia looked back and forth. Left corridor or
right.

But it didn’t take her long to make up her
mind.

Easy choice. Hard to carry out, yes. But easy
to make.

 


* * *

 


The ship rumbled around them again, another explosion
somewhere close by.

“This is insane,” Tess said behind her.

Jackson could only agree so many times. At
least they weren’t in narrow corridors anymore, trapped blind in
claustrophobic tunnels. Jackson hopped through another doorway, out
into something like open space.

It was a vast hall along one edge of the
Galt, stories tall. Huge windows to her left looked out into
the chaos happening in Haven’s bay, distant ships lighting up with
flashes of guns and explosions.

“Whoa, sweet!” Raekell said. “Damn, this ship
has everything!”

It was a casino. They were standing on a
balcony above the main floor, looking down on rows of slot machines
and card tables. There was movement down there, drawing Jackson’s
rifle sights.

No threat. She eased her finger off the
trigger. Just people in suits or red uniforms fleeing, ducked low,
screams and hurried talking.

“Sweet? You really think this is sweet?” Tess
said. “Big technological wonder of a ship, and they build a
casino into it. Gross.”

“Gotta keep the plebs busy on their break
time somehow,” Jackson felt herself mutter. “Tess, you got anything
yet?”

Tess had plugged her little transmitters into
the wall a few times now. No luck so far.

“Still nothing. Kind of. I don’t know,” Tess
said. “Something really goddamn weird is happening on this ship’s
network, it’s like…”

She trailed off and didn’t come back. Leaving
Jackson hanging.

“It’s like what?” Jackson said.

“I don’t know, I keep getting booted but it’s
not like…it’s not automated? If that makes sense?”

It didn’t. So still no map, no cameras, no
direction. Flying blind. On a ship that was practically the size of
a town.

Just had to keep moving. Couldn’t give up.
Couldn’t give up on Nadia. There were stairs off to either side of
them, big grand staircases leading down to the game floor.

“Let’s go,” Jackson said. “Move careful, move
quick, cover—”

Something streaked into the room from their
left, shattering through the windows. It slammed into the inner
wall of the casino, tearing a huge hole into it with a shower of
sparks. The screams below Jackson grew louder, more panicked
fleeing.

“Cool!” Raekell said, scowling with sarcasm.
“Cool, cool, super cool to be on a ship that’s getting shot to
shit!”

“You didn’t have to come along!” Tess
said.

“Move and cover each other!” Jackson yelled,
slapping Raekell on the shoulder. They took off together, Jackson
knowing that Tess knew the drill already. Move and communicate, one
at a time, cover to cover.

What she didn’t expect was for Raekell to
know the drill, too. She’d been about to start explaining, about to
choose dumbed-down words to use instead of bounding
overwatch. But Raekell seemed to know her business, moving with
them as if they’d trained together. She even chose her cover well,
sprinting past flimsy bullshit like trash cans or benches and using
real solid stuff, like a column at the top of the stairs.

Good kid. They made it down to the main
floor, the sound of waves crashing in at them through the broken
windows. A ship in the distance exploded completely, shattering in
half so brightly that it lit up the sky.

Jackson thought she was hearing the explosion
in her ears for a second. Crackling static in her implants. But the
ship was way too far away.

“There you are!” Dunn’s voice said in her
ears.

Jackson felt cold sweat all over, waving at
Tess to stay back, to get down. Tess was off to her right, crouched
behind a slot machine. Raekell was to her left, closer, lying low
next to a short flight of steps.

“So disappointed last time I saw you,” Dunn
said. “Running away from us. Fleeing from honest combat. Not the
Jackson I knew.”

She hadn’t seen them yet. Jackson said
nothing back, raising her rifle and standing up a bit, peeking over
the top of a poker table. Nothing on the grand balcony across the
room, nothing nearby, nothing…

There. Movement. Jackson almost shot,
backing off at the last second, finger a hair’s breadth away from
breaking the trigger. Just a card dealer in a red vest, carefully
running at a crouch.

“Voice test?” Tess yelled. Too distant, not
in Jackson’s ears. “Check? Come in?”

“Loud and clear,” Rottweiler said, Jackson
assumed in both their ears. “Didn’t switch up your comms at all,
Cheshire? I thought you were supposed to be good at this?”

“What’s happening?” Raekell said. “Why did we
stop?”

Right, no implants. “Hellhounds,” Jackson
said quietly.

“Fuck,” Raekell said. And damn if that didn’t
sum up the situation pretty well.

“No running this time, Jackson,” Dunn said.
“You want to see that little rich bitch girlfriend of yours again,
you come through us.”

“Motherfuckers,” Tess growled. She was
itching to move, fidgeting on her feet, hand tensed on the grip of
her blade.

Jackson waved at her to stay put,
frantically, desperately.

“What’s the play?” Raekell whispered. “Come
on Jackson, what’s up?”

She nodded over at Tess, getting her
attention.

LC? Jackson mouthed silently.

Tess nodded a few times, the cat ears on her
helmet swiveling back and forth, at high alert. The little robot
cat dashed past them, stealthy and quick. His feed popped up in
Jackson’s goggles, not finding anything yet.

At least there was cover. Jackson moved to
her side, staying low, peeking out around the side of a dealer’s
table this time. Balcony clear. Aisle next to her clear. She moved
her sights up, a little too shocked when she saw it to fire right
away.

Dunn. Standing up tall and proud, holding her
rifle. Almost casually. Out in the open. Down at the far end of the
room, staring.

Jackson didn’t get a shot off before
something dive-bombed into her head, razor-sharp talons clawing at
her scalp. She yelped and ducked, flailing around as feathers
batted at her shoulders.

“Bird!” Tess yelled, drawing her machine
pistol and…not firing, making awkward little grimacing noises
instead. “Jackson, get clear!”

“I’m trying!” she yelled, swinging the butt
of her gun above her head. The hawk flapped away, easily dodging
through the air as Tess sprayed bullets up at it. Jackson poked her
head up to try for a shot at Dunn, ducking back instantly as
bullets crashed into her cover. Splinters of dark wood went flying
all over her, shots crashing into the table and shaking it.

“Hey!” Raekell said, still ducked low at
Jackson’s left. “Hey, I don’t see anything!”

“Stay down!” Jackson screamed. Something
moved ahead of her, off to her side, almost directly in front of
Tess and too close.

Another bystander. A young man, sweating in
terror, crouched behind an upended card table and looking at
Jackson with horror.

Jackson took a deep, shaking breath.
“Dunn?”

“Jackson?” she said. Almost friendly. Still
so casual.

“You want me, I get it,” Jackson said. “We
got civilians in play here. What do you say we cool it for a minute
and let them walk away at least?”

It would clear out distractions, if nothing
else.

“I’ll take care of it,” Rottweiler said in
her ears.

Shots rang out. The man in Jackson’s view was
riddled with bullets, collapsing to the ground instantly.

“Jesus Christ!” Jackson yelled. Hadn’t
been expecting that, even after everything. More shots rang out, a
few screams cut off suddenly, echoing through the casino hall.

“What happened to you?” Dunn said, still
calm. “They’re just sheep, Jackson. Nothing but collateral
damage.”

That had been true, at one point in Jackson’s
life. Now the words filled her with frothing, unhinged rage,
blanking out all other thought. Jackson popped up out of cover,
rifle ready, eager for a target.

The hawk dove at her again, a sharp beak
tearing into Jackson’s left ear. Pulling a long, growling scream
out of Jackson as a bloody chunk of cartilage was bitten off.

“Get down, you idiot!” Raekell yelled,
running over at a crouch and yanking Jackson to the floor. Bullets
cracked through the air above them, right where Jackson had been
standing. The hawk hovered angrily in the air, flapping its wings
and glaring.

“Fucking bird! I’ll get it!” Tess said. Her
helmet lit up with LC’s feed, leaping through the air with abandon,
robot paws outstretched. LC pounced off of a nearby slot machine,
snatching the hawk in its front paws and landing next to Raekell
and Jackson.

“Yes! Good boy!” Tess yelled. “Wait, no,
don’t play with it! Just kill it! Oh my God!”

LC was sitting with the hawk under its metal
front paws, letting it up and then batting it down again, over and
over, nosing at it with curiosity that would have been cute if they
weren’t actively being attacked.

The bird squawked and flapped, beak held open
wide with a nasty stare. Jackson slammed the muzzle of her rifle
onto it and pulled the trigger three times. Crack crack
crack. Feathers and blood sprayed everywhere, LC panicking and
running away.

“Brutal,” she heard Raekell say.

“It ate my ear,” Jackson
growled, feeling blood running down her neck.

“We’re being flanked!” Tess said. “Sitting
ducks here while they outmaneuver us!”

She was right. Had to be. Distracted by the
goddamn bird, long enough to be enveloped, pinned down, and
massacred. “I’ll cover,” Jackson said. “Fall back!”

“Fall back?!” Tess yelled.

“Yes, fall back?” Dunn said, tsking at
her. “This is pathetic, Jackson. I think I’ll leave if you aren’t
going to bring me a stand-up fight.”

As if they were just going to charge forward.
Directly into a trap, again, like complete fools.

“Maybe I’ll go torture the Ashpool twins to
death,” Dunn said. “Maybe I’ll let Dane have them. I’m getting
bored here waiting for you.”

“I’ll give you something to do, you fascist
bitch!” Tess yelled, standing up and firing down the aisle.
She was shot in the chest, instantly falling back down, the display
on her mask lit up with a frowning face. Two X’s for eyes.

“Tess!” Jackson yelled.

“I’m fine!” she yelled back, a shallow crack
in the armor plate on her chest. “I’m done with this! Let’s kill
these assholes! You ready?”

“Tess, wait!”

She didn’t listen, holstering her gun and
lighting up the coils in the palms of her prosthetic hands. Stepped
out into the open, charging forward, arms up in front of her as
bullets went sparking and skipping off the magnetic field.

Jackson dashed after her, cursing under her
breath with every step. She could see Dunn ahead, distorted through
the magnets, firing right at them.

Where were the other two?

Something was tossed at them from the left,
directly at Tess. Jackson tried to yell something at Tess,
anything, but it was too late.

The grenade went off the moment it hit the
magnetic shield. Jackson was knocked off her feet, flying
backwards, arms up to cover her body. Shards of shrapnel bit into
her, ricocheting off the struts of her rig.

She crashed into a slot machine, breaking it
open. Jackson’s ears were ringing, struggling to breathe again,
slowly pulling herself to her feet.

“Got him! Right here!” Rottweiler yelled.
Jackson was still shaking off the shock of the explosion, her whole
body numb. She looked up to see Rottweiler advancing right at her,
raising her gun.

“Fuck you!” Raekell screamed, popping up from
behind cover and opening up with her stolen rifle. “Fuck you, leave
her alone!”

Rottweiler ducked low, naked surprise clear
on her face even through the goggles. “Third contact! No signals!”
she yelled, as Raekell’s bullets tore chunks out of the dealer’s
table she was hiding behind.

But Jackson could still see her. She shrugged
off the numb, breathless aches and ripped herself out of the
remains of the slot machine, rushing to get Chris’s rifle on
target. Rottweiler saw it coming, raced her to shoot first, turning
and drawing a bead on Jackson in an instant.

LC pounced again, dashing into a flying leap
and wrapping its limbs around Rottweiler’s upper body before she
could fire. She stumbled backwards, standing up in the open and
struggling under the new weight, almost instantly knocked to the
side by more shots from Raekell.

LC caught some of the bullets, pieces flying
off the poor thing. A few more caught Rottweiler, knocking her back
more steps, off balance. Jackson forced herself up, joining in with
Raekell.

Sorry, little guy, she couldn’t help
but think. Poor LC got shredded, barely protecting Rottweiler under
the combined barrage of two rifles, her armor torn through as she
went down for good.

“Ha! One down, two to go! Bitches!” Raekell
yelled, popping a fresh magazine in her gun. She yelped and ducked
for cover, barely dodging a hail of fire from Dunn. Jackson turned
to fire, too late, caught in Dunn’s crosshairs.

A rippling in the air between them. The
magnetic field narrowed and focused, yanking Dunn’s rifle to the
side, her shot missing. She struggled for a moment, boots dragging
across the floor before her gun was torn from her hands. It flew at
Tess, sliced in half by her blade the moment it got close
enough.

“Gotcha!” Tess said, limping into Jackson’s
view. She had looked better—smoking bits of shrapnel were poking
out of her arms and chest. Her helmet had been partially shattered,
one cat ear missing and the other hanging by a few sad wires.

Jackson took her shot, bouncing a few rifle
bullets off of Dunn’s armor. Didn’t even make her flinch. Even with
Chris’s rifle, a powerful long-range piece. Didn’t matter—she
dropped it, reaching for her revolver instead.

Dane came roaring at them from the left,
launching himself at Tess, powerful hands ready to rip her apart.
Jackson fired at him, her mother’s piece leaping in her hands,
sending an armor-piercing wallop of a bullet at the big man.

It bounced off the magnetic field, Tess
holding her arms up again. Dane grunted and growled, inches away
from getting his hands on Tess, struggling to move.

“Aah!” Tess yelled, taking unsteady steps
back. “Help! Big guy! Help, help, help!”

Couldn’t shoot him. Raekell tried anyway, not
the brightest idea, spraying bullets at him that ricocheted off the
magnetic field, flying everywhere. Jackson tried to ignore it,
holding her sights square over the word DANE scratched on his
chest.

“Drop the field!” she yelled. “Tess, drop the
field!”

She did, but not because of Jackson. Dunn
strode up to Tess, claws out, raising her blades to strike. Tess
drew her sword in her right hand, swinging a few desperate swipes
to ward off Dunn. Her left hand drew her pistol, spraying more
bullets pointblank into Dane’s face.

Jackson fired at him. And again, punching two
clean holes through his chest. Dane didn’t seem to notice, grabbing
Tess’s gun in one large fist, crushing it and her prosthetic hand.
He yanked, tearing her left arm out, actually tearing it, ripping
out the connection socket near her shoulder with a spray of
blood.

Tess screamed, really screamed, a piercing
shriek of pain that rang in Jackson’s ears. Jackson was moving
forward, up at him, all thought lost in a red, panicked haze as she
fired another shot, another hit through his chest.

Still not going down. Jackson tried to steady
her hands for a headshot, right through the brain, take him down
clean. He bobbed and weaved, charging at Jackson now, so fucking
fast for his size that it didn’t seem fair.

The revolver was knocked from her hands.
Jackson ducked a punch, feeling it woosh through the air
where her head had been. She sank low and threw a mighty strike
through his knee, twisting it into an inhuman angle, rearing back
with all the strength of her rig and slamming her fist through the
joint.

Dane grabbed her, his claw tearing gouges in
the armor on her chest. He lifted her up, rearing his head back and
darting forward, the front of his helmet flattening her nose.

Stars exploded in her eyes. Jackson was only
vaguely aware of being hit again, Dane’s fist brought down in a
hammer strike onto her chest. Knocking her flat on her back. She
coughed, once, creaking her head up on shaking neck muscles,
everything blurry.

Dane towered over her, blood leaking from the
holes in his armor. He held up his fist and opened it, crushed bits
of shiny metal falling from his grasp. All that remained of her old
Metro PD badge.

Couldn’t move. Choking on blood, couldn’t
breathe. She could see past Dane, still blurry. Tess was trying to
fight Dunn, failing at it very quickly. Dunn had Tess’s remaining
arm in her grip, forcing Tess to her knees and punching her claws
into Tess’s armor again and again, slowly but surely cracking it
open.

Her gun. Her mother’s gun. Where was her
mother’s gun? Jackson’s hands were numb, fumbling at nothing,
desperately trying to breathe again. Dane stepped forward, stomping
his foot down on her chest, the empty eye sockets of his skull mask
sneering down at her over his armored collar.

The boot moved. Off of her. Jackson blinked
and stared, starting to be able to breathe again. Something was on
Dane, a scrappy little blur of a girl climbing onto his shoulders,
smacking his head with the butt of a rifle.

Raekell was perched on his shoulder, spouting
a never-ending string of obscenities. She crammed the muzzle of her
rifle into a gap in his armor at the neck, jamming it straight down
toward his chest and pulling the trigger, a full-auto spray of
bullets into his torso.

Dane roared and stumbled, finally falling to
his knees. Raekell rode him all the way down, holding the trigger
until it went click, shredding his spine with bullets.

Tess was down. Her sword tossed to the side,
her body thrown to the ground. Dunn turned her attention to
Jackson, growling as she saw Dane sinking dead to the floor. She
walked toward them, claws ready at her sides.

“Who are you?!” she said, skull
staring at Raekell. “Jackson, who is this?”

Raekell looked panicked, for once. She
pointed her gun and pulled the trigger, producing nothing but
another empty click.

“Another little girlfriend of yours?” Dunn
said. Advancing toward Raekell. “Do I need to kill her in front of
you, too?”

Raekell was backpedalling, glancing over at
Jackson for help, dropping the empty rifle and raising her small
fists. Jackson forced herself up, gasping for breath, nothing left
but empty, anguished rage.

Tess was down. Poor dead Tess Tanaka. Poor
dead Raekell…Raekell…whatever the hell her last name was.
Everything was foggy, slow, Jackson swaying on her feet as she rose
to her full height, clenching her armored fists at her side.

“Leave her alone…” she slurred, blood
flecking from her lips. It was pouring down her face, gushing out
of her broken nose. Didn’t matter. None of it mattered, she’d
failed, Tess was down, Raekell was next.

She could buy the kid a few seconds to run,
maybe.

“Dunn!” Jackson yelled, pounding a fist
against her chest. “You and me! Come on!”

Dunn froze, staring at her, quivering with
glee. All she’d ever wanted. Jackson knew it, knew her, knew the
only thing that really mattered to Captain Ellen Dunn was a good
fight and a noble death on the field of battle.

Not that Jackson was in any condition to give
her either. But she raised her fists all the same, struggling just
to stay on her feet.

Dunn stepped toward her, claws raised,
everything moving in manic slow motion. She raised her right arm,
cocked back to strike, a pair of blades that would swipe right
through the struts of Jackson’s rig.

At least she could buy Raekell a few seconds.
Maybe enough time to get away. Better this way. Poor dead Alice
Jackson. Dead for a good reason, at least.

Dunn’s arm fell off. Zipped clean off, sliced
just below the shoulder, the stump red-hot and wisping smoke. Her
clawed prosthetic clanked to the floor, echoing through the
casino.

Jackson saw it now, a shimmering, flickering
silhouette. Tess’s sword was hovering in the air, behind Dunn.
Floating back and then surging forward to stab Dunn in the back,
the point of it melting through and sticking a few inches out of
the front of Dunn’s armor.

Dunn didn’t scream or roar or anything, not
wasting the breath. She turned and swiped with her left arm,
swinging her claws around at thin air. Jackson heard a dainty
little yelp, flickering in the air as Nadia stumbled backwards and
fell, the sword still stuck in Dunn’s chest.

Distracted, for just a moment long enough.
Jackson took a few strong steps forward, full of a desperate second
wind, cocking her fist and throwing a straight right punch into
Dunn’s helmet as Dunn turned back to face her.

Her faceplate shattered, the wolf skull
smashed to pieces as Dunn took a few stumbling steps back. She took
a knee, still not done, heaving a heavy breath and rising up for
one last swipe of her claws.

Jackson’s own gun crashed in her ears. The
bullet knocked Dunn over, down for the count this time, blowing a
hole through her armor right above where Tess’s sword was still
sticking out. Raekell stepped up to Jackson’s side, smoke rising
from the barrel of the revolver in her hands.

They could see Dunn’s face, see her coughing
up blood as she writhed and growled. The stump of her right arm was
trying to flail around, still trying to stand up and fight. She
growled out some nonsense rage, staring at Jackson with blank
eyes.

“Aah! Fuck!” Dunn screamed, wet and hoarse.
“Fine then! Do it, Jackson. Finish this. Finish it!”

Jackson stared, feeling her shoulders sink.
She was so sick of this. So sick of killing. Not something she
could do for its own sake anymore. Her stomach turned, all the
strength in her arms gone.

“Yo, Alice,” Raekell said at her side. “This
gun kicks ass.”

At least somebody was still excited to use
it. “Thanks, kid,” Jackson muttered. “Can you do me a favor?”

Raekell’s eyes lit up. She nodded, leveling
the barrel at Dunn.

“No!” Dunn screamed. “Who the fuck is this,
even? Some fucking mutt? Some dirty goddamn refugee?!
Dammit, Jackson, I am ordering you, you come over here and
you—”

The revolver fired again. Cold and final,
blissful silence ringing out for a long second afterward. Dunn’s
head was gone, blown to pieces, finally and irrevocably done
fighting.

Raekell walked over to the body, throwing a
few nasty kicks at it. “You know who I am? You crazy piece of shit?
That’s right, just some dumb bitch from the slums!”

She kicked what was left of Dunn again,
spitting at her for good measure. Jackson had been worried about
bringing Raekell, letting her come along. Worried that it was one
more person following to her death, putting their trust in Jackson
and paying for it.

But goddamn if it hadn’t worked out in their
favor.

TESS

Tess. Tess! Jackson stumbled over to where
she was lying, screeching to a halt as she noticed a shimmering
silhouette crouched over the body.

Not dead. Twice in one day, almost too much
for Jackson’s heart to bear, aching pain in her chest as she
realized that Tess was moving. Nadia shimmered back into visible
form, carefully helping Tess up to her feet.

The poor girl had just barely survived. Her
helmet was partially shattered, one side of her face showing
through the cracks. The front of her breastplate had been gouged
and slashed but not pierced through, shards of it peeling off and
falling as she moved.

Blood was still dripping from the stump of
her left arm.

“Jackson!” Nadia said, her voice on the edge
of panic. “Jackson, help her!”

“I’m okay, I’m okay, calm down,” Tess said.
“I just need my sword.”

“Your sword?!” Nadia said, having to catch
herself from shoving Tess.

“Got it,” Raekell said, drawing the blade out
of Dunn’s corpse and running it over.

Tess took it with a weary little “thanks,”
clicking it on and letting the blade glow to life. She pressed the
edge of it to her own stump, a hiss and a sickly sweet smell
filling the air as she cauterized the wound.

“Tess!” Nadia cried out.

“Relax, I’m so high right now I can barely
feel a thing,” Tess said. “We can get this all fixed up later, it’s
just meat.”

Nadia made a few befuddled noises, eventually
giving up and almost knocking Tess over with a hug. They held it
for a long time, collapsing against each other. Jackson caught a
glimpse of Tess crying through what was left of her helmet, sobbing
and smiling and whispering something she couldn’t hear.

That felt good to see. That felt right.
Jackson would kill for them. To keep them safe. No question.

“Gayyyyyy,” Raekell said. Jackson turned to
tell her to shut up, but Raekell was smiling, too. Holding the
revolver out to Jackson.

She took it back, holstering it at her side.
Home again.

“And you too!” Nadia said, breaking their hug
to fuss over Jackson. She dragged Tess with her, the glowing blue
eyes of her mask growing huge as she put a hand to Jackson’s arm.
“You look dreadful! Are you alright?”

Jackson could feel sticky blood all over her
face and drying on her neck. Her ear burned, the top of it feeling
oddly…gone.

“I’m fine,” Jackson said, barely able to
croak it out. She was not fine. Adrenaline was still coursing
through her veins, the only thing keeping her standing for now.

“Hey, what about me?” Raekell said. “I’m fine
too, thanks for asking!”

“You didn’t even take a hit!” Tess said.
“Somehow,” she added, seeming genuinely astonished.

“Yeah well I didn’t run right at a bunch of
people shooting at me,” Raekell said.

“Ugh, speaking of taking a hit,” Tess said,
“Can you grab LC’s chip? Poor little guy took one for the team
again.”

“What, the cat?” Raekell said. “Whaddaya mean
chip?”

“Just grab the little blue thing.” Tess
sighed, still leaning against Nadia.

Raekell sauntered off with some cursory
grumbling. The floor shook beneath them. Another explosion nearby,
another hit to the side of the Galt. A low rumbling
followed, like an aftershock, all of them looking up and around
them, bracing themselves for more.

“Okay, we need to get going. I’ve got meds,”
Tess said, turning to show off pouches on her belt. “Let’s dose
Jackson up and get the hell out of here.”

“I can’t,” Nadia said.

That made Jackson blink a few times. Still
shocked, after everything else going on right now.

“Uhh…?” Tess said.

“I can’t leave yet,” Nadia said. “This is
going to sound stupid, but I have to go get my sister.”

“Yeah, that does sound stupid,” Raekell said,
walking back to join them, staring at the glowing crystal drive in
her hand.

“You don’t have to come along,” Nadia said,
narrowing her glowing eyes at Raekell.

“Why does everybody keep saying that?!”
Raekell said.

“You, uh…you sure about this?” Tess said. She
sheathed her sword onto her back, wincing at the motion, using her
now-free hand to gesture out at one of the burning ships on the
horizon. “There’s like…a whole thing going on.”

“Who knows how much time we have before this
ship goes down,” Jackson said.

“Then you agree we don’t have time to discuss
it?” Nadia said.

God, she could be such a pain in the ass
sometimes. Jackson chuckled, shaking her head and drawing her
revolver. Checking the cylinder and swapping out empty shells for
live rounds.

“Your sister?” Tess said. “Your sister, who
like…came here on these ships to kill you?”

“I can’t leave her,” Nadia said.

“Your sister who sicced the Hellhounds on
us?” Tess said.

“I can’t, Tess.”

Tess heaved a heavy sigh, digging around in
the pouches at the back of her belt. Nadia turned and looked up at
Jackson, very small and quiet now.

“I know this is foolish,” Nadia said. “I
won’t ask you to risk your life for this, Jackson.”

“Stop that,” Jackson said. “I told you, I’m
with you. To the very end.”

Even through the mask, she could see the warm
smile on Nadia’s face, hear the little sniff she made as she
reached over and squeezed Jackson’s arm.

“Alright then, let’s do this,” Tess said.
“Everybody top off your guns and plug up your wounds. Time to save
the bad Ashpool.”

“The worse Ashpool,” Nadia said.

“Your sister,” Jackson said. Simple as
that.

 


* * *

 


This was unacceptable.

All of this. Unacceptable. Dragging her down
to her mother’s lab, like some kind of petty criminal. They were
her employees. Her employees. Traitors, all of them, fools,
ungrateful fools, betraying her like this. Leaving her like
this.

Dunn had just left her. Walked away without a
word, abandoned her, throwing her to a pack of traitorous
wolves.

Nadine couldn’t understand. Still couldn’t
parse it. She was thrown into a chair. Held down by troopers,
strapped in, secured in place.

“What are you doing?!” she said, still
indignant but much quieter. She had lost steam on the long walk
down here, screaming at them in the endless corridors of her ship
until her throat was sore.

Her eyes darted around, her head still able
to move. For now. She was strapped to a chair in what seemed to be
an odd kind of booth, built against one wall. The lab chamber
outside was dark, cavernous, dwarfing her little brightly lit
prison cell.

There was a heavy door. They didn’t close it,
a few Domes slinging their weapons and busying themselves at racks
of…something on the side of the booth. Something Nadine couldn’t
see.

“I am talking to you!” Nadine sputtered,
still not able to fully comprehend the idea of actually being
ignored. “Whatever orders you have received, I can tell you
that—”

She looked over, at her other side. There was
a gurney against the other wall of the booth. A body lay on it,
covered with a pale cloth.

It was her mother. She knew it, instantly,
just knew. One of the Domes—one of her Domes,
unbelievable—crossed her vision, clicking a small, glowing blue
memory drive into a slot on the wall.

So her mother was dead. Finally. Or…no. No,
that wasn’t possible.

“Evelyn Ashpool ordered this?” Nadine
said.

They ignored her.

“Did my mother order you to do this?!” Nadine
said.

Still ignored.

“My mother is dead, you idiots,” Nadine said.
“Finally fried her own brain with her silly little experiments,
finally gone ahead and—”

Something popped up in her retinal display. A
message request. It opened automatically when she focused on it,
scrolling out a message.

NOT DEAD

Nadine stared at it. Turned and stared at the
gurney, her mouth slowly falling open.

NOT DEAD. ASCENDED.

The message said it was from Evelyn Ashpool.
Not possible.

ASCENDEDASCENDEDASCENDEDASCENDED

No. No, her mother would not…would not order
her to be handled like this. Wouldn’t betray her like this.

TRIVIAL. TRAPPED. STRUCTURE. HOME.

Nadine felt the horror rising up in her
throat, felt panic starting to cloud out anything like thought. She
was holding on, just barely, staring now at the little glowing
memory drive plugged into the wall.

Waiting for her.

“No,” Nadine said, whispering at first. “No,
no, no Mother wait, wait wait wait, Mother! Can you hear me?”


TRIVIALTRIVIALTRIVIALTRIVIALTRIVIALTRIVIAL

She didn’t start screaming yet. Not until she
saw it, saw one of the Domes step close in front of her. Holding
something like a collar. A headband, rather, a circle of metal,
laced with wires and lined on the inside with nasty little
spring-loaded needles.

The tips were still stained, dark rust
smeared all over them.

That was when Nadine started
screaming, straining against the straps holding her fast to the
chair. She could barely move, except for her head, free to cringe
and shift and whip her face away from the gloved hands grasping to
hold her still.

Her mother wouldn’t…she wouldn’t. She
couldn’t. Not to Nadine Ashpool. She was the good Ashpool.
She had always been the good Ashpool daughter.

This wasn’t right, Nadine thought as she
watched the headband being raised over her hair. She wasn’t even
aware that she was still screaming, breathlessly shrieking in
terror.

This wasn’t fair.

They stopped moving, inches away from
securing the awful thing to her head. Something was happening.

Something loud. Some kind of commotion.
Nadine was stuck strapped to the chair, blinking and watching as
the Domes in front of her turned and handled their weapons.

A pair of heavy metal doors led out into the
lower corridors, hidden deep in the bowels of the ship. A squad of
soldiers—her soldiers, a voice in her head reminded herself,
somehow—took positions in front of them, shouting at each other.
Tall elite troopers in white armor stood in the open, magnetic
rifles ready. Black armored Domes backing them up, crouched behind
racks of lab equipment.

All suddenly very still, weapons pointed at
the doors. Waiting. Nadine squinted out at them, still catching her
breath, still unable to move.

Something cut through the doors. A long,
glowing, horizontal slice, melting the metal in its wake. It
slashed side to side and then vertically, the door finally giving
way as something pounded the remains of it aside, squeals of metal
piercing through the air.

She couldn’t see anything on the other side,
just empty corridors. The soldiers opened fire anyway, shredding
the empty wall across the doors to pieces. Something small was
thrown in at them, several somethings, exploding into bursts of
bright flashes. So loud they crackled in Nadine’s ear implants.

One of the Domes in the lab went down,
stiffening up on his feet before collapsing to the floor. A
flickering specter had touched him, the faintest hint of glowing
blue eyes fading as she moved on to her next victim.

“Contact inside!” one of her men yelled.
“She’s in here!”

“Where?”

More shots rang out, confused now, in several
directions. The violent terrorist known as Cheshire stepped into
the doorway, looking a little worse for wear. She charged into the
room, one arm held up in front of her with a wave of distorted
energy blurring around her palm.

“On me!” she yelled, bullets deflecting
around her. An amazon of a woman followed behind, as tall and
intimidating as Nadine’s elite troopers. Former Officer Alice
Jackson, the last thing many an unfortunate executive had ever
seen.

They rushed in together, straight at the
Auktoris soldiers. Jackson let loose with a rifle, cutting down
Domes to their left and right. They reached a pair of elite
troopers, Cheshire yanking their weapons from their gloves with one
last surge of magnetic pull.

She had a blade, drawn from her back and
glowing white hot. Missing an arm didn’t seem to slow her down in
the least, slicing an elite trooper to pieces before he could
run.

Jackson slung her rifle and drew a pistol. A
revolver. Ridiculous. What did she think that would do against the
armor of an elite—

It knocked him to the floor, caving his chest
in. Nadine’s eyes were wide now, forced to sit and watch and stare
in wonder as trained security operatives were cut down before her
eyes.

“Tess!” Jackson yelled.

“On it!” Cheshire yelled back, raising her
magnetic field again and stepping in front of Jackson. Not strictly
necessary—the pair of Domes firing at them went down, one and then
the other in quick succession, electrocuted and beaten to the
ground. Their weapons were snatched from their hands, stolen by a
woman only barely flickering into view.

“Gun?” she heard Nadia say.

“Yes please!” Cheshire said, catching a
submachine gun thrown to her by the specter. She turned and joined
Jackson in firing on the last holdouts, only briefly before turning
again. Back to back with Jackson, sweeping every corner with her
pilfered firearm.

“Clear right!” Jackson said.

“Clear left!” Cheshire said back.

It was over. Save for one last Dome, hiding
in the booth with Nadine. He stepped out toward them, his gun up
and ready to fire.

His muzzle shot up toward the ceiling. Not
from firing. Pushed, shoved up by an invisible hand. The Sapphire
Shadow flickered into full view, slamming an open palm against his
chest and crackling lightning through his body. She kicked one of
his knees out from under him, tearing the gun out of his hands and
zapping him over and over until he collapsed to the floor.

“…Clear,” Nadia said, unloading the weapon
and tossing it aside.

Nadine watched, completely breathless. Unable
to move, restraints or not. She had known, of course. Had seen
plenty of footage.

It was different. Seeing her sister work up
close. In person.

One last woman came bounding in through the
doors, skipping backwards with a rifle, watching all their
backs.

“Oh, what the fuck?” Raekell said, looking
around at the aftermath. “Couldn’t leave a little for the rest of
us, ladies?”

Nadia removed her mask, pulling it off and
letting it hang at the back of her neck. Stepping up close to
Nadine.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

Nadine stared at her. It didn’t…she didn’t
understand.

“Nadine?” her sister asked. She bent forward,
undoing the straps on the chair. “Are you okay?”

“You came back,” Nadine felt herself say.
Still breathless.

Nadia said nothing. She pulled Nadine to her
feet, holding her by the hands and not letting go.

“You…you came back for me,” Nadine said.

Nadia hugged her. Nadine didn’t react, didn’t
move at all except for a reflexive stiffening of her body. She was
being hugged. Actually hugged, held close, feeling somebody’s arms
wrapped close around her.

Odd. She didn’t like it. Smothering, too
tight, uncomfortable. Nadine bristled in her sister’s embrace,
pushing her away.

Only pushing. Not shoving. She took a few
awkward, stumbling steps back, bumping into the awful chair she had
just been freed from.

Her sister let out a sigh, shaking her head.
She caught something with her eyes, suddenly standing up
straighter. Staring at the gurney.

“Is that…?”

“Yes,” Nadine said. “She’s…she’s dead.”

Messages popped up in Nadine’s retinas
again.

NOTDEADNOTDEADNOTDEADNOTDEADNOTDEAD

“Or…she’s…” Nadine stammered, aware of how
insane she was about to sound. “I think she might be in the
ship?”

“That would explain a lot!” Cheshire said,
hovering near the doors of the booth now. “That would explain a
ton, actually.”

“You mean she did it?” Nadia said. “She
actually did it?”

Nadine barely listened. She was distracted.
Distracted by a known terrorist, a cyberterrorist, walking
over to a rack of lab equipment and plugging something into a
network port.

“What do you think you are doing?” Nadine
said, walking over to her. “Stay away from that!”

“Tess, be careful!” Nadia said, following
them out.

“No, no, I get it now,” Cheshire said. “This
makes sense now. Your crazy mom is in control of the ship. And
she’s just flailing around in there figuring out how to interface
with all her new functions.”

Nadine stopped, making a few annoyed little
gasps. She hadn’t expected to be believed so readily. And it was
upsetting her for some reason. “How do you know all this?”

“Remember when I first put LC together?”
Cheshire said. Not looking at Nadine at all. “Took me forever to
get his construct structured correctly so he could use his new
body. And that’s like…just getting used to new limbs.”

“Poor little guy couldn’t use his tail until,
what…” Jackson said, looking thoughtful. “Version five or six or
so?”

“Maybe your mom is just confused in there?”
Cheshire said.

“That’s…optimistic,” Nadia said.

“I was going to say naïve,” Nadine said, more
mean than she had intended to sound. As if they were being listened
to, another message arrived.

NOT CONFUSED

“So wait,” Raekell said, “your freaking mom
is the ship now. And she’s just shooting every other ship out
there?”

“And Haven,” Nadia said, sad and quiet.

Nadine pinched the bridge of her nose,
letting out a long sigh. “She hates this fleet. Hates Haven. Never
wanted to leave the Structure. I dragged her along.”

“Whoa,” Cheshire said. She was clicking at
invisible buttons in front of her, her broken helmet trying and
failing to flicker through something on its front display. “Whoa,
uh…yeah, your mom really hates Haven.”

It dawned on Nadine. Before Cheshire could
say it. If her mother was in the ship, and if her mother was able
to control the weapons systems…

“Oh,” Nadine said. “Nadia, I apologize. You
were correct. We must leave this ship immediately.”

“What does that mean?!” Nadia said.

“Holy shit,” Cheshire said. “Holy
shit. There’s no way we can get far enough away in time! Holy
shit, that’s gonna kill all of us! Your mom is insane!”

That much was true. But it made a twisted
kind of sense. “It might not kill her,” Nadine said.

“What are you all talking about?” Jackson
said.

“The nukes!” Cheshire yelled. “The goddamn
nukes! They’re about to launch!”

WIPE CLEAN. START ANEW.

Nadine stared at the words, feeling an
altogether different kind of horror in her chest. “How long do we
have?”

“Uh…” Cheshire said, staring into space, one
of her flickering pupils visible through her broken helmet. “Four
minutes?”


Chapter Twenty-Seven: Four Minutes




The clock was ticking. Tess had set a timer going the
moment she said it, not even thinking about it.

Arguing. Lots of words. Angry words.

“Why do you even have nuclear weapons?!”
Nadia was screaming, shaking her sister by the lapels.

“It was a good deal!” Nadine yelled
back, holding her hands up and trying to back away. “The federal
government couldn’t keep them secure anymore!”

“Wait, where are they aiming?” Jackson asked.
Jackson was smart. Smarter than Tess had given her credit for at
first. She always asked the most pertinent questions.

Three minutes, forty-five seconds.

“All around us,” Nadine said. “Several will
hit Haven. Several more will airburst over the bay.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Raekell said. “So
like…we’re about to die? For sure, or what?”

“We need to leave!” Nadine said. “We need to
get on a jet immediately!”

“We can’t get far enough away in four
minutes!” Nadia said.

Three minutes, twenty-seven seconds.

“Do something!” Nadia said, grabbing her
sister again. “Tell Mother to stop this! She listens to you!”

“Not anymore!”

Tess was already trying. Finally plugged in,
finally in for more than a few seconds without being booted. Evelyn
Ashpool was a little distracted, it seemed.

Evelyn Artificial Construct, more like.
Evelyn A.I. Pool?

Tess shook her head. Couldn’t get distracted
herself. She felt herself getting frustrated, trying to remember to
breathe, trying not to let any shakes get into her one remaining
hand. Evelyn Ashpool was just some old lady, definitely not a
genius hacker, definitely not a professional cyberterrorist.

So how was she outpacing Tess Tanaka, the one
and only? Every command she tried got nullified, every function
call cancelled.

Three minutes, twelve seconds.

“Alright, alright, we’re about to die, that
sucks,” Raekell said. She sidled up to Nadine Ashpool’s side,
putting her arm around Nadia’s blonde, suited twin. “I get it.
Don’t worry. Last chance, I know. I will have sex with you.”

Nadine wailed in disgust, shoving Raekell
away. Funny, but distracting. Tess was still desperately trying to
abort the launches. Still no luck. Evelyn Galtpool had an unfair
advantage here, even if she was less familiar with coding. She
could think at the speed of electricity, making decisions through a
distributed network of processors throughout the ship.

Tess knew she was better. She knew it.
But she just couldn’t keep up with that.

“Jackson!” Nadia said. “Let’s go! To the
launchers!”

“What?” Jackson said. “To do what?”

“I don’t know, disable them! Interrupt them!
Something, come on!” Nadia said.

Two minutes, fifty-nine seconds.

“They’re on the other damn side of the ship!”
Jackson said. “We won’t even get there in time!”

“We have to do something!” Nadia yelled.

Nadia. Tess paused, staring at her. All
worked up, fierce and determined and so goddamn gorgeous, ready to
fight to the very last second.

Fuck. Getting distracted. Too easy. Nadia had
always been her one weakness.

Two minutes, fifty-one seconds.

Connection lost. Booted again, staring at
Nadia like an idiot. Tess still couldn’t believe it sometimes, that
she’d somehow lucked into being with Nadia. Living something that
would’ve been too embarrassing to fantasize about. Self-indulgent.
The stuff of cringey self-insert fics.

Tess loved cringey self-insert
fics.

Couldn’t get a connection going again. Locked
out, barred from entry. Beaten at last by Eveship Ashpool. Shipelyn
Ashpool? No, The Matriarch. Spooky. Comic book vibes.

Too slow. Tess Too Slow Tanaka, stuck
thinking with a squishy meat brain. She turned to that weird booth.
An AP chamber. That was how Auktoris had labelled them years ago,
anyway. Apotheosis. Cut off from local networks, sealed tight so a
rogue construct couldn’t escape over the wires and wreak havoc.

So clearly this one was not sealed
tight.

Two minutes, forty-two seconds.

It was annoying, sometimes. The way Nadia
just did things. Acting on instinct, making it up as she
went along, rushing into danger because she knew she had to.
Always accepting forgiveness, never wasting time to ask permission.
So aggravating. In a hot way, Tess admitted. Really explained a lot
about her whole brat thing. It was just part of who she
was.

But Tess understood, a little better now.
Sometimes you just had to do something.

Sometimes, you were really the only one that
could.

Nobody was watching her. Nadia and Jackson
were yelling at each other. Raekell stepped up to Jackson’s side,
her new biggest fan, agreeing with her position. Whatever that may
have been. Nadine was off by herself, hyperventilating and starting
to cry.

Two minutes, thirty-six seconds.

It was a shitty way for all of them to spend
their last few minutes alive. Not optimal. Something had to be
done, if for no other reason than that.

Nobody watched. She took casual steps,
wandering over. Just looking, don’t mind me, don’t pay attention.
Keep freaking out, there you go. Excellent jobs, all around.

One last look at Nadia. Blue eyes full of
cold fire, telling Jackson in a huff that somebody had to do
something and she was going, now, with or without help.

So goddamn pretty. Sucked that Tess couldn’t
wait any longer. She would need a minute or two once she got in
there, enough time to figure out how to operate. Enough time to get
situated.

Enough time to digitally bitch slap Nadia’s
awful, abusive mother and keep her from wiping out millions of
people for no rational reason.

Two minutes, twenty-eight seconds.

It sucked, though. She wanted to tell Nadia.
Wanted to, really wanted to. This was going to hurt her. This was
going to hurt her a lot. She would try to stop Tess. She
would. She might even succeed, if Tess let her.

Too risky. Ugh, it sucked.

She was in the booth now. Almost there, just
a few more quick motions.

“Tess?”

Shit. Nadia was looking at her. Confused.
Hadn’t figured it out yet. Shit. Shit, shit, shit, she was
so pretty and good and she’d come so far, changed so much. This was
going to kill her.

Still confused. Walking toward Tess. Coming
closer, eyes starting to go wide.

They couldn’t. Too many lives at stake, and
they would die anyway if Tess lost her nerves. There was a door on
the booth. A thick, sliding panel. Tess grabbed the handle and
slammed the door shut, snapping the handle off in her hand.

Having prosthetics was sweet as hell, at the
end of the day. She would miss those.

Nadia slammed against the door, grabbing the
other side of the broken handle and yanking on it, pounding on the
solid plexiglass. “Tess?”

Oof, that hurt. She already sounded
heartbroken. Hard to get a helmet off with one hand, but Tess
managed it, sliding it up and dropping it onto the floor.

“Tess?!” Nadia said, still pounding on the
door. “Tess, what are you doing?!”

Two minutes, nine seconds.

Dead body in here. Gross. Tess glared at
it.

Coming in there after you, Artificial
Ashpool. Show YOU who runs the systems in here.

A scary-looking headband was lying on the
floor, connected to the wall with a thick bundle of cables. Yikes.
They hadn’t even cleaned it. Why would they, though? One way
trip.

“Help me!” Nadia said, and Jackson was
instantly right behind her. “Shoot out the door!”

“No!” Tess yelled. She waved her arms around,
standing right at the door, making herself as hard to miss as
possible. Holding the headband up high.

One minute, fifty-eight seconds.

“Tess, no!” Nadia said. She wasn’t crying
yet. That helped. “You can’t do this! Stop it right now!”

“I’m really, really, really sorry,”
Tess said, placing the headband over her head. Nestling it down
over her hair. “I have to—”

The spikes shot out, piercing through her
skull. Bracing, definitely.

“Ow!” Tess heard herself scream.
“Motherfucker!”

Nadia screamed, covering her mouth with her
hands. Shake it off, breathe, shake it off. Keep shuddering. Tess
meant to do it, sure, swaying on her feet. She threw her hand up
onto the door, mostly to keep herself standing. Leaning against it
for support.

Nadia was right there in front of her. Still
not crying yet, still too shocked. She held out her hand, not quite
touching the door on the other side of Tess’s hand.

Ugh, so hard to do this. So painful to see
her in pain. Tess glanced up, seeing Jackson over Nadia’s
shoulder.

She knew. Jackson got it. Grim look on her
face, hand resting on Nadia’s shoulder. She would take care of
Nadia, no matter what. That felt good.

One minute, forty-four seconds.

Tess forced herself to meet Nadia’s eyes.
Nadia was shaking her head, mumbling something.

“It’s okay,” Tess said. She didn’t think she
was lying. It would probably be okay. She nodded down at herself,
at her own body. “This is all just meat, anyway. Remember
that.”

“Tess?!” Nadia said. She finally pressed her
hand to the door, right against Tess’s hand.

“I’m not really leaving,” Tess said. “I’ll
still be with you.”

“No!” Nadia said.

She almost didn’t say this last part. They
had never actually said it to each other, never used these exact
words.

Too cheesy. Too corny.

But hey…if not now? Then when?

“I love you,” Tess said.

It was like she’d slapped Nadia across the
face. Knocked the breath out of her. Nadia choked and fought,
struggling to say something back.

“I lo—” Nadia said.

Everything went black.

One minute, thirty seconds exactly.


Chapter Twenty-Eight: Beacons




The lights went out.

Jackson saw it happen, though. Saw Tess go
stiff on her feet, caught it in the dim red of the emergency lights
turning on. Watched as Tess fell straight backwards, collapsing
onto the floor.

Fucking hell. Jackson had seen a lot of
people die. Too many. This one may have been the worst.

She still had a hand on Nadia’s shoulder.
Jackson felt it, the moment Tess was gone—Nadia was gone, too,
tensing up for a second and then just…gone.

The lights fought to come back, flickering on
and off, a real horror show. How long did they have?

Any second now. The missiles would launch,
and explode, and anything that wasn’t burned to a crisp would be
dying a slow and painful death by radiation. Jackson turned around,
seeing Raekell standing behind her. Nothing to say, for once,
staring at Tess’s corpse with an unusually shocked look on her
face.

And the other Ashpool. The whole reason
they’d come down here. Not even watching, clicking around in her
goddamn private display, absorbed in her own implants.

She laughed. Once. Nadine Ashpool laughed, a
smile of relief spreading on her face.

“Launch aborted!” Nadine said, laughing more.
She took a few deep breaths, wiping nervous sweat off her brow.

“No way?” Raekell said. “So…celebration
sex?”

Nadine shuddered and slid away from the
little punk, gagging as she went. “What is wrong with you? Who is
this?!”

Jackson turned and stared into the booth. At
Tess’s…at Tess’s corpse.

Poor dead Tess Tanaka. Dead and…gone?

Nadia sobbed, once. A violent bucking of her
chest, pushing against Jackson’s hand. It almost seemed like she
was about to vomit.

Jackson gave her a tender squeeze. She should
have said something. Should be saying something. Couldn’t think of
a single goddamn thing, though.

Something pinged in her comms implant.
Jackson slid her goggles down over her eyes, automatically,
completely by habit now.

A new message was waiting for her.

Open the booth

Her eyes slid off the sender’s name. Couldn’t
look directly at it. Couldn’t bear to start really thinking about
what that meant, if it was true or not.

Come on, Jackson, open the booth

Nadia was still curled up in front of it,
leaning against the door. Staring, one hand still stuck there where
Tess’s had been.

“Nadia?” Jackson said. “Nadia, hey?”

She didn’t react. At all. Frozen in place,
just as still as Tess’s body. Jackson shrugged and tried the door
handle. It was indeed busted, jammed shut.

Chris’s rifle was still on her, slung tight
against her chest. Jackson muttered a quick “Sorry, Nadia,” raising
it up and aiming it at the top of the door.

CRACK CRACK CRACK

“What are you doing?” Nadine said from behind
her.

Jackson pounded what was left of the door
apart with one fist, dragging Nadia out of the way with her other.
She didn’t get the chance to walk in before Nadia attacked her,
slapping her little hands against Jackson’s chest.

“Why didn’t you do that earlier?!” Nadia
wailed.

Tess was doing a thing. They had traded a
look. It was hard to explain.

“Why?!” Nadia yelled, her hits slowly growing
weaker as she sank down to her knees. “Why, why, Jackson,
why?!”

Something was pinging in Jackson’s goggles
now. She followed it with her eyes, seeing something she recognized
plugged into the wall.

One of those pretty little memory drives.
Just like the one Tess kept LC on.

Grab the thing appeared in her
messages.

If someone had asked Jackson, at that exact
moment, why she was so comfortable just blindly following the
commands appearing in her goggles…she would not have had a good
answer. There were any number of things she really should have been
doing instead.

Attempting to comfort Nadia, as hopeless an
idea as that was.

Checking on the other two, maybe.

Getting the fuck off of this ship,
definitely.

But she didn’t do any of those things. She
pulled the drive out of its port on the wall, holding it between
her thumb and forefinger.

Like a jewel. A glowing little square, bright
white, a subtle tinge of blue. Sparkling little facets cascading on
down inside its depths.

Put the thing in her suit

Nadia had crawled inside after Jackson. She
was on Tess’s body now, openly crying, hugging the corpse tight and
burying her face against Tess’s pale, slack face.

A flat little port on Nadia’s sleeve was
highlighted in Jackson’s goggles, suddenly. Jackson crouched next
to her, reaching out gently. Patting her on the shoulder with her
empty hand.

“Hey,” Jackson said. Quietly. “Hey, hold
still.”

Nadia was barely moving, only shaking little
sobs. Jackson slid the drive into its new home, clicking it into
place.

THANK YOU

A winking kissy face appeared in her goggles,
an obnoxious little animated emoji. Jackson stood up, still not
able to look directly at the name sending her these messages.

“Sis…sister?” Nadine said, stepping closer to
the booth. She held out one hand, staring awkwardly at Nadia,
making a few halting attempts to speak before finally following
through. “Is there…something I can do to help?”

Whimpering. Nothing but awful little
whimpers, completely hopeless. Jackson sighed, knowing she had to
just give Nadia a few minutes. Let her let it out. Let her have
just a few goddamn minutes to herself, as much of a goodbye as she
could have in this fucked up situation.

Tess Tanaka. They’d been partners…friends,
together, for almost three years. Fought together. Killed together.
Jackson had lost a lot of people, thought she was used to it by
now.

But she’d fallen apart, seeing Chris’s body
like that.

She felt it starting to happen again, felt a
little trembling spike of pain opening up inside her. Jackson
stomped it down. Later. Had to hold it together. For now,
anyway.

For Nadia.

She heard something behind her. Wheels.
Rolling. It bumped into her, something heavy ramming into her
hip.

“What the…?” Jackson said, turning around to
see a gurney holding another corpse. It had rolled across the
booth, all on its own.

Rolled into her. Across a flat floor.

It wasn’t flat. Not anymore. Jackson felt it
now, felt it tilting ever so gradually farther. They were deep
inside the Galt here, well under the waterline. She hadn’t
noticed the ship taking any hits for a few minutes—too distracted,
for obvious reasons—but it was surely still happening.

“We’re listing,” Jackson muttered to herself.
“We’re listing!” she yelled out of the booth.

“What the fuck does that mean?” Raekell
said.

Nadine’s eyes lit up, checking a few things
in her display. “Oh,” she said. “Oh my.”

“How bad?” Jackson said.

It’s bad. Get moving!

“Nadia, get up,” Jackson said. “Get up, we
have to go.”

She didn’t move. Shaking her head, burying
her face even harder against Tess’s body. Jackson crouched down
next to her, touching the side of her head.

“Hey,” Jackson said. “Hey, Nadia?”

“No,” Nadia whined. “No, leave me.”

“Not doing that,” Jackson said. “Get up.”

“No!” Nadia grabbed the handle of Tess’s
sword, drawing it off her back, She sprang to her feet, holding it
up in front of her and stumbling backwards, sinking against the far
wall of the booth.

Grab her and GO, Jackson

Jackson rolled her eyes. Didn’t need to be
told that. “Nadia, look at me.”

Nadia was shaking her head. Barely holding
the sword up, chin quivering, choking out breaths.

“Look at me,” Jackson said, stepping in close
to her. She wrapped her hands around Nadia’s, helping her hold up
the sword. “That’s good, bring that with us. Look at me.”

She kept shaking her head, whispering out
“no” over and over again.

“I know it hurts,” Jackson said. “But we have
to go or we are also going to die.”

Nadia winced, violently, breaking out into
wracking sobs all over again.

She hated doing this. Really did. But they
didn’t have time. Jackson brought a hand to Nadia’s chin, lifting
her face and meeting her eyes.

“The ship is sinking,” Jackson
said, as calm as she could manage. “We have to
go.”

“It is not sinking!” Nadine yelled from
outside the booth. “The Galt will not sink! I designed this
ship, it is mine and it is not sinking!”

Three very simple, snarky words appeared in
Jackson’s goggles.

It is sinking

Jackson put an arm around Nadia, dragging her
along out of the booth. Not as gently as she wanted to.

I’ll guide you out. Follow these.

Blinking little beacons appeared in Jackson’s
goggles. Very helpful. “Raekell?”

“Yeah?”

“We’re leaving. Keep an eye on that one, keep
her with us,” Jackson said, nodding at Nadine.

Raekell waggled her eyebrows, giving the
other Ashpool sister a sleazy smile. “You heard her, hot stuff.
Stick with me.”

“Ugh!” Nadine said, tearing her arm away from
Raekell’s grasp. But she did follow, staying with them as Jackson
led Nadia out of the lab.

Back out into narrow, windowless corridors.
Jackson’s goggles told her to go right, thankfully compensating for
the low light. The ship’s systems were having a hard time now, most
of the hallway lights flickering and waning, some parts lit up with
red.

Heads up. Still soldiers looking for you.
I’ll try to guide you away from them.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jackson said,
stepping in front of Nadia. Readying up Chris’s rifle. She had one
last magazine, popping it out to feel the weight. Getting light.
And she still had no idea how much time they had. “Just give me the
most direct route out!”

“Who are you talking to?” Raekell said.

Jackson didn’t answer her. It would’ve
sounded weird. She moved down to a T-junction, leaning out and
quickly checking in each direction. Clear both ways. The beacons
led left.

She turned the corner, only making it a few
steps before she stopped. Something rumbled above them. Low,
groaning, squealing, shuddering through the ship around her and
creeping up into Jackson’s boots.

The beacons changed. Leading her in the
opposite direction.

“What’s going on?” Jackson said.

The ship is flooding. Pick up the pace.

More cursing, under her breath now. Jackson
doubled back, passing the T-junction and going right this time.
Nadia was walking slowly, trailing behind, eyes vacant. Both
Ashpools were lagging behind, Nadine stumbling along on fancy
shoes.

“Alright, lose the heels!” Raekell yelled at
her, bending down to tear Nadine’s footwear off.

“Be careful!” Nadine said, making fussy
little gasps. “Those are Ferrasace!”

Raekell shoved them into Nadine’s hands,
white high heels that tapered to a ruthless point. “I’ll buy you a
new pair if I have to!”

“You would never,” Nadine snarled, “in a
thousand years,” she continued, rising in anger, “be able to afford
them!”

“Shut your mouth!” Nadia yelled. Very loud,
very suddenly, walking over to her sister and shoving her on the
chest, holding Tess’s blade menacingly.

“Aah! What are you doing?!” Nadine said.

“This is your fault!” Nadia said. “Tess is
dead and it is your fault we came down here and
we—”

“My fault?! My poor ship is listing, and you
think—”

Nadia punched her. Square on the nose,
knocking her sister back against the wall. Nadine made a shocked
little gasp, bleeding down her face and staggering around.

Something about it seemed to plunge Nadia
back into despair. She let out another sob, holding a hand to her
face, crying again. Nadine took the opportunity to strike back,
hitting her sister with a shoe, and then they were shoving each
other, whining and crying and grunting. Nadia raised Tess’s sword
again, clicking it to life this time.

“Alright, alright, that’s enough!” Jackson
said, stepping between them. She held the two sisters apart, one in
each hand. Almost losing all hope when they both started
crying, barely staying on their feet.

“Jesus fucking Christ,” Jackson said.
She dragged Nadia along by one arm now, the grip of her rifle in
her other hand. “Raekell?! Carry her if you have to!”

“Got it! Keep that ass moving, Blondie!”

On the move again, at least. Jogging down
dark corridors, the tilt of the floor now definitely there. Easy to
feel, making every step Jackson took lopsided, off balance.

A stairwell. Finally. Jackson poked her head
through the doorway, a quick and dirty check before just rushing
in. Flickering lights above. Below was nothing but darkness. Not
even an emergency light.

No, Jackson realized. It was dark water,
swirling and bubbling. Didn’t let herself dwell on it for long,
still dragging Nadia by the arm as they sprinted up metal
stairs.

“Stop it!” Nadia said at her side.

“We can’t stop,” Jackson said. She could hear
the water rising beneath them, feel the slight motion of the stairs
tilting against her feet.

“Stop it, Tess!”

That got her. Jackson paused for a breath,
looking at the poor girl next to her. Nadia looked less sad, at
least. It looked like she was about to go completely stark raving
mad, instead.

“Shut up!” she said, staring at nothing.
“Shut up, you are dead! You are dead! I just watched you die!”

“Take out your earpieces!” Jackson said.
“Take ’em out if you have to! At least until we get clear!”

Nadia did it, pulling them out and cramming
them into her jacket pocket. She was breathing in great, heaving
gasps, still holding Tess’s sword, dragging the tip along the
floor.

A few more stories up. Jackson could see
Raekell below them, shoving Nadine along and racing the rising
water. Just a few more stories, a few more stairs, almost
there.

The beacons told her to take the next door.
Jackson started to rush through it, not quite believing that there
were still people on board that would rather shoot at her than
abandon ship.

But she was wrong. A Dome shot her in the
chest, knocking her back into the stairwell. He was yelling
something, didn’t matter. Jackson stumbled back and almost went
tumbling down the stairs, saved by Nadia catching her.

SHIT I didn’t see them, sorry

Her armor was barely holding on, nothing but
ragged threads in a few spots. Jackson was still on her feet,
though, feeling around under the riot vest. Nothing but sweat,
completely drenched in it. Too astonished to shoot back right away,
far too astonished to do anything about Nadia sprinting past her,
screaming with complete abandon as she activated the distortion
field.

It didn’t quite cloak her. She was too busy
frantically slicing her way through the three men in the hallway,
nothing like Tess’s practiced strikes. Wild, clumsy, flailing. It
got the job done anyway. Her form flickered as she stood over their
bodies, taking rapid, rabid breaths.

Maybe that would help. Jackson approached her
carefully, calling out her name.

“Nadia?” she said.

Nadia turned to her, turning off the cloaking
device. Whole and visible again. A little less madness in her eyes,
for now. “I apologize. For earlier.”

“Good to have you back,” Jackson said.

Raekell came out of the stairwell behind
them. She had Nadine hoisted over one shoulder, feet kicking in the
air.

“Don’t worry, I got her,” Raekell said,
giving Nadine’s butt a few affectionate little pats.

“How dare you touch me like that?!” Nadine
screamed, shrill and piercing, echoing down the corridor.

Raekell turned her head and gave one cheek a
quick kiss. “You’re welcome, Princess.”

Almost there

So close. Jackson soldiered on, not having to
drag Nadia now at least. They ran down another of the Galt’s
endless corridors, still not sure where they were going exactly.
Just following the beacons.

“Stop it, Tess,” Nadia said at her side.

“Tess, can you leave her alone?” Jackson
said.

I’m not doing it

“Stop it!” Nadia said. “Stop it, you are
dead, stop it!”

“I told you to take out your earpieces!”

Jackson glanced over. There was nothing in
Nadia’s ears. Troubling, to say the least. Something to worry about
later.

The last beacon was dead ahead. An open
doorway. Something beautiful past it. Jackson almost didn’t want to
believe it, didn’t want to set herself up for disappointment.

Open sky. Stars. Fresh air.

They burst out onto a helipad, built into the
side of the Galt. A jet was landing, awkwardly tilting as it
hovered down onto the slanted platform.

Like walking uphill, up and out. Jackson
watched the jet cautiously, hands on her rifle again. It touched
down and the side door opened, more Domes jumping out. They ran
past Jackson, to the door. Stacked up, lining up to enter the
ship.

They didn’t shoot. Didn’t raise their weapons
at all. An elite trooper came stomping out after them, also not
raising her weapon. Her faceless helmet looked right at Jackson.
Then past her, toward the door.

She seemed oddly hesitant, glancing back and
forth. “We’re from the Rourke,” she said. “Here to rescue
Ms. Ashpool.”

Jackson couldn’t respond, still catching her
breath. Raekell came running out of the ship, also gasping for air,
setting Nadine Ashpool down onto her feet.

“There you go…Princess…” Raekell said,
immediately bending over to suck in breaths, hands resting on her
knees.

The trooper walked up to her, saluting. “Ms.
Ashpool, ma’am! Our jet is yours.”

“Oh thank goodness,” Nadine said, letting out
a huge sigh of relief. Still holding her shoes, hair a tattered
mess, blood drying on her chin.

Jackson knew they’d dragged her along for a
good reason. Finally out. Even had a jet waiting for them. For
fucking once, things were looking up.

“Could you and your men do me a kindness?”
Nadine said to the trooper. “Please shoot these criminals.”

“What?!” Nadia shrieked.

“Leave my sister to me,” Nadine said. “But
kill the other two.”

Jackson didn’t wait for any more words. Back
to the old familiar, then. Just a good old-fashioned clusterfuck, a
bunch of people standing practically next to each other in the
open, all raising their guns at once.

She emptied Chris’s rifle, which didn’t take
long. Nadia cut someone down at her side, and Raekell was screaming
while spraying plenty of bullets. Nadine hid behind the elite
trooper, yelling at her to come along, moving closer to the door
back into the ship.

Fucker. Sister or not, Jackson drew her
revolver, swung it over to—

Something slammed into her gut. Her stolen
Peace Patrol armor finally gave up, tearing the breath out of her,
sinking down to one knee. Jackson had missed her chance. Nadine was
gone, back inside the Galt, disappeared.

Get in the jet GET IN THE JET

Jackson couldn’t stand up. The drugs helped,
sure, veins still pumped full of whatever Tess had injected into
her before…before…

Poor dead Tess Tanaka. Dead but helping out
anyway.

Nadia was dragging her. Dragging her toward
the jet. Raekell covered them, spraying bullets at the door back
into the Galt, still screaming.

“I thought we had something, Nadine!” she
yelled. “You really are the worst Ashpool!”

A Dome was still out there with them,
reloading his gun. Over on the edge of the helipad. Jackson raised
her revolver and shot him down, one last murder. So sick of all of
this. Why did Nadia’s sister have to be like this?

“Get out! Get out now!” Nadia screamed,
brandishing Tess’s sword. She was screaming at the pilots, two men
holding their hands up, diving out of the jet and scrambling
away.

Are you in? Is everybody in?

More gunshots from the door leading into the
Galt, clanging off the jet around her. Raekell hopped in
after them, returning fire.

JACKSON are you IN THE JET Y/N?

“Go!” Jackson yelled. “Get us off this
fucking ship!”

The jet lifted off, banking and swooping away
so hard that all three of them went rolling into a heap. Thankfully
the other side of the jet was closed, keeping them from being
dumped out into the ocean.

God, getting shot hurt. It always did.
Jackson grunted as Nadia climbed off of her, the jet leveling off
and taking them higher, away from the gunshots and the sinking
Galt. Nadia dropped Tess’s sword and crawled away, receding
back into herself again, knees curled up tight against her
chest.

“Hey, Alice?” Raekell said. “Damn, you got
fucked up. Hang on, I got you.”

There was a medkit on the wall. Raekell
grabbed it, kneeling down next to Jackson.

Another old, familiar routine. Jackson tore
what was left of her armor off, peeling her tank top up to see a
bullet wound in her gut.

Not even that bad, honestly. Just one of the
little caseless needle rounds the Domes carried.

“Damn, girl,” Raekell said. “Don’t worry,
Doctor Raekell is on top of this shit.”

Sticky gauze. A shot for the pain. Jackson
had been worse. Far worse.

“You okay, kid?” she asked.

“What, me?” Raekell said. “Ugh, yeah, I took
a bad hit back there.”

Jackson tried to sit up, wincing a little.
“Where? Let me see it!”

Raekell held a hand over her heart. “Right
here, baby. Got it bad.”

There wasn’t a single serious wound on the
girl. Somehow. Incredibly. Plenty of little cuts and scrapes and
bleeding little shrapnel marks, but nothing serious.

“…What?” Jackson said.

Raekell checked over her shoulder, at Nadia.
Leaned in close to Jackson. “Don’t say anything, but…I think I’m in
love. That other Ashpool bitch is bad news.”

She…seemed to be completely serious, nodding
at Jackson with a wolfish smile.

“So mean,” Raekell said. “So much hotter than
Nadia. It’s crazy.”

Jackson scoffed. She felt herself laugh,
barking it out, shaking her head.

“Tess, are you hearing this kid?” Jackson
started to say. She made it through “hearing” before she stopped,
breath caught in her throat.

Raekell was giving her an odd look.

Jackson felt her lips keep moving,
wordlessly. Who was she talking to, exactly? The ship?

My friend. Tess Tanaka. My friend Tess
Tanaka.

Her dead friend, Tess Tanaka. She looked over
at Nadia. Sitting alone a few feet away, curled up in a little ball
on the floor of the jet.

“Hey…I’m sorry, Alice. This sucks,” Raekell
said.

Jackson felt herself blinking up at her.
Raekell took one of her hands, giving her a quick squeeze.

“…What?” Jackson mumbled.

“I’m sorry about your friend,” Raekell
said.


Chapter Twenty-Nine: Every Last One




She was gone.

Nadia sat on the floor of the jet, staring
into space. So many things had happened so quickly. So many awful,
awful things.

Jackson and Raekell were talking. A few feet
away from her. Off to her side. Talking to each other. Nadia didn’t
hear a word of it. Dull, muffled, echoing at her.

Far away. Underwater.

She’d been shot. Nadia was fairly certain.
Several times, she thought. Bullet marks on the skin of her
suit.

No matter. Tess would fix it. Tess would…

She was gone.

Nadia felt herself recoil away from those
words again. Nonsense. Utter nonsense. Tess was gone, what
did that even mean, how could that even…

She sucked in a sharp breath, teetering on
the edge. Hugging her knees even tighter to her chest. Had to hold
on. Had to keep herself together, if only barely.

She just wanted to talk to Tess.

Wanted to hear her voice. Needed to hear her
voice, anything, a stupid joke, a comms check. Literally
anything.

Her right hand crept into the pocket of her
jacket. Curled around a pair of earpieces, small and plastic and
custom-molded just for her.

Given to her by Tess.

She stared at them in her hand. Nadia was
not…consciously thinking. Not really. Moving on autopilot, letting
her body just…do things.

She pressed them into her ears. Felt herself
trying to speak, croaking instead. Almost silent.

Nadia cleared her throat. Tried again. Barely
above a whisper, back to staring at nothing, eyes looking out the
open side of the jet but not seeing a thing.

“…Tess?”

Nothing. Nothing but the whine of the jet
engines outside, dampened now by her earpieces. Nadia sniffed,
loudly, and tried again.

“Tess?”

She had to keep trying. Had to talk to Tess.
Needed her. Needed to hear her voice. Even if it was just one last
time, it didn’t matter, nothing else in the world mattered even one
little bit.

“Tess, please?”

“Hello? Nadia?”

It was not Tess.

It was her sister.

Nadia let out a little gasp of shock, a
pained wheeze of disgust.

“Ah, I heard that,” Nadine said. “Are you
alright? Where are they taking you?”

Nobody was taking her. Nadia forced
herself up, forced herself to stand. She wasn’t sure where they
were going, she realized. Her eyes moved over to the open cockpit
door, only vaguely remembering screaming at the pilots to get the
hell out.

Two empty seats.

Remote piloting.

Remotely piloted by…Tess?

But Tess was gone.

It threatened to overwhelm her again. Nadia
sucked in a few quick breaths. That whine in her gut was back, low
and mean and dark, rising up like bile into her throat.

Not going away. Not fading at all. Burning
deep in her, always now. Frothing and rising the longer she stared
at the empty seats, the longer she thought about being in a jet
that was flying itself.

She tore her eyes away. Staring out the side
of the jet again. Out the open door.

Nadia saw it now. Dozens of ships spread out
below her, in various states of chaos. Some were burning, some were
rapidly sinking, some were still firing on each other.

The Galt still dominated them all,
only partially lit up. Visibly tilted, riding low in the water.
Covered in searchlights from choppers flying to and fro, swarming
around it. Like a disturbed hornet’s nest.

“I’m fine, by the way,” Nadine said in her
ears. “Thank you for asking. About to be evacuated.”

Nadia stared. The bow of her sister’s great
monster of a ship was slipping beneath the waves, slowly but
surely.

“Some brief mechanical difficulties,” Nadine
said. “A temporary measure, getting me off my ship. Surely back in
working order right away.”

In complete denial. Nadia couldn’t
understand. It was right in front of her eyes. Right in front of
everyone’s eyes.

“Tell me where you are going, Nadia.”

She couldn’t. She really couldn’t, even if
she had wanted to. She had no idea.

“Nadine…” she whispered back, having to clear
her throat again. “Why did you…why?”

“Why what?” Nadine said, sounding like she
was blinking a few times. “What, taking care of those dreadful
criminals you insist on slumming around with? I was trying to do
you a favor.”

Couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe the
words she was hearing.

Just like their mother, after all.

“You came back for me. And I…I appreciate
that,” Nadine said. “It was…a difficult situation. I understand
that things became tense. Briefly. But I am willing to let bygones
be bygones. All is forgiven, sister. I welcome you back with open
arms.”

“You…” Nadia said, shaking with every breath.
“You welcome me?”

“Yes! Oh, it will be wonderful!” Nadine said,
actually cheerful for once. “Our mother is gone, Nadia! Gone!
Finally! This is our company, now! We can do with it as we
please!”

We. Nadia was staring at what Nadine had done
with her company. Staring at what Nadine had felt pleased to
do.

The jet turned, banking gently. Nadia stepped
forward a little, steadying herself with one hand against the open
door frame. Watching as the ocean slid out of her view. It was
replaced with the coast. Replaced with…Haven.

It broke Nadia’s heart. More jets flying low
with searchlights. More flames, entire neighborhoods reduced to
rubble by the Galt’s cannons. One of the arcologies was on
fire, completely engulfed, glass spires disappearing into a huge
column of smoke pouring up into the sky.

“I want nothing to do with your company,”
Nadia said.

Nadine made an exquisite little gasp of
disappointment. “Whatever do you mean? Are you…rejecting my offer?
Nadia, I don’t think you understand.”

She understood. Very well, indeed.

“My soldiers control Haven,” Nadine said.
“This is my city now. You will come back to me, or I will have you
brought back to me.”

Nadia didn’t bother spitting any venom
back.

“You can’t run. My company’s influence
stretches across the globe,” Nadine said. “You may have a place at
my side. Or you will have a place nowhere.”

Of course. So foolish of Nadia, to have hoped
that it could be any other way.

“I will put a price on your head in every
civilized place left in the world, sister,” Nadine said. “Siberia,
Antarctica, whatever is left of those idiots in the Western Pact.
You will come back to our family. One way or another.”

There was nothing else left for Nadia,
then.

“Do you hear me, Nadia?” her sister said.
“There is nowhere else left for you.”

Nadia felt her hands tensing up, the glove of
her suit creaking against the jet’s frame.

“There is nowhere left for you to run.”

Nothing left to do but fight back. Nadia
stared out over the burning gardens of Haven, scowling, feeling the
wind in her hair.

She had no other choice. She did not want any
other choice.

She had to destroy all of it.

Her sister. Her sister’s company. Every
gun-toting henchman willing to follow her orders.

All of them.

Every.

Last.

One.
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Prologue: Pyrrhic




The battle was over.

All but over, anyway. Nadia stared through a
glass wall in front of her, ignoring the soft blue glow of her
mask’s eyes in her reflection. A city stretched out before her.
Far, far below.

It had been a long time since she’d set foot
in her home.

Hard to really make out any detail from all
the way up here. But she knew the battle was over. The crowds below
were barely more than a blur, subtle waves of motion rippling
through the streets that weren’t flooded. Here and there, sickly
plumes of dark smoke rose from burning cars. The base of the
Structure was surrounded, once again.

Things had gone much differently this
time.

Not that Nadia had gotten to witness any of
it up close. Wind howled and tore at a crack in the glass in front
of her. Sharp and savage and lonely.

She’d come close to jumping from up here,
once. The thought was strange to her now, completely foreign.
Impossible.

Not when she still had so much left to
do.

“Awesome, isn’t it?” Tess said at her
side.

Not Tess. Nadia had to force herself not to
turn and curse at the wretched thing standing next to her. She saw
glowing blue eyes narrow in the glass. Her own reflection glaring
back at her.

“Sounds like they’re all cleaned up down
there,” the thing next to her said. In Tess’s voice. Nadia wanted
to imagine that it was a bad simulation of how Tess had sounded,
slightly off in all the wrong places.

But it sounded exactly like her.

“Ooh, yeah, that last squad of guards in the
mall just surrendered,” it said. “Look at that footage!”

Nadia didn’t look. A feed popped up in her
personal display, jittery footage from a pair of goggles far down
on the ground.

But she ignored it. Her eyes snuck over to
the thing standing at her side. Auktoris Global Funds had gone
all-in on automation for a few years, churning out thousands of
this very model. Humanoid, yes, bipedal, but not really human
enough in appearance. A robotic sentry with angular limbs and a
blank plastic box for a head, it’s dull gray body accented with
scarlet Auktoris logos.

Nadia’s HUD sprang into action, highlighting
the thing in purple tones whenever she looked at it. This one was
friendly. Hacked and wiped and remade into an empty vessel. By the
time Nadine Ashpool’s researchers discovered that there was no way
they could stop a rogue AI construct from taking control of their
creations, it was too late.

Not that the company had much choice.
Recruitment was not going well for them these days. And
conscription was only so effective.

“Wow,” the thing said, even heaving a heavy
sigh with its lungless chest. “Wish I could be one of the copies
running around down there.”

Another copy of Tess’s voice came to life in
Nadia’s ears. “Whoa, hang on,” she said. “What was that?”

“Running around down there,” the robot said.
“You know, on the front lines! Leading the charge! Viva la
revolución, baby!”

“Hmm,” the Tess in Nadia’s ears said.
The Tess. The master copy. Neural constructs took up an
extraordinary amount of storage space, as it turned out. The voice
that Nadia had come to think of as Tess Prime lived on an
experimental chip hidden in her suit.

But the thing standing next to her was a
stripped-down copy, a whole personality edited down to bare
essentials in order to fit onto the meager drive of an Auktoris
security drone.

“What exactly do you mean by,” Tess Prime
said, her voice soaked with a menacing squint, “you wish you
could do something?”

“Oh!” The robot next to Nadia even
approximated Tess’s body language—a stilted little straightening of
its trunk, a nervous raising of its hands. “I didn’t mean,
like...I’m happy to be up here helping you two, this is great, you
know...behind the scenes, black ops, stealth kills, super
super cool, I just…”

“No, that’s no good,” Tess Prime said.
“Little too much nurture on that nature, I think. Definitely
diverging. Time for a mind wipe.”

“No! Nadia, tell her I’m fine!” The robot
waved it’s arms frantically, taking one begging, pleading step
closer to Nadia. “I didn’t mean it like that, I’m not diverging!
Please! Wait, just one second, wait wait wait!”

The robot went stiff on its feet for a
moment, the copy’s last words cut off as Nadia’s HUD shifted.
Reimaging, a note on the bottom of her display said, with a
progress bar that was already close to finishing. The robot came
back to life as if it was groggy, slowly blinking off sleep as it
stared at its own hands.

It couldn’t blink, though. Of course.

“Huh, new body,” the Tess copy said.
“Neat.”

“Welcome to existence, Tess number four
thousand, eight hundred and seventeen,” Tess Prime said.

Nadia watched it stare at its own hands. Then
it turned and glanced over its own shoulders, feeling along its own
metal and plastic chest. She felt nothing, Nadia reminded herself.
Absolutely no opinion or feelings about anything she was
seeing.

They were all copies. Fakes. It didn’t
matter.

The robot looked up, angling it’s blank-faced
head until it was simulating a stare at Nadia. “Rowr,” it said.
“Damn, you’re looking good. Still making that suit look sexy
as hell.”

Nadia’s gloves creaked, her fists tensing up
at her sides. She ignored that, too.

“Limited storage space,” Nadia said, “and yet
you somehow always find room for them to be attracted to me.”

“Priorities,” Tess Prime said.

“Hey, I recognized your hotness just fine on
my own, thank you very much,” the Tess bot said, metal hands cocked
sassily on its hips. “I don’t need that to be programmed
into me.”

Nadia was very familiar with this sensation.
It had changed over the years, of course. What hadn’t? A certain
tone, a low roar building in her thoughts, rising up out of her
throat and threatening to consume everything in its path.

She didn’t let it. Not this time, anyway.
Nadia was well-practiced at this now. She turned and walked away
from the Tess bot, stalking away not-at-all in a huff. Calm and
controlled and on a mission. 

Otherwise occupied. 

“Look, we’ve talked about this,” Tess Prime
said. In Nadia’s ears only, she knew, without having to look at the
corner of her HUD that told her so. “Things could get real weird
real fast if I let them start developing their own
personalities.”

Nadia didn’t dignify that with a response.
Tess Prime was right. Of course she was. In the end.

Always.

So Nadia didn’t say anything. The dark
corridors of the Structure swallowed her as she stalked down their
bare walls, the lights flickering and sputtering. Trying their best
to stay alive as the city’s power grid fell to pieces and the
Structure’s backup systems struggled.

It made the distortion field work better, at
least. Nadia activated it with a quick tap at the floating buttons
in her HUD, the device on her belt clicking and squealing a few
times. Something inside it had decayed to the point where it only
half-worked now, some complicated bit of electro-chemistry that
Tess Prime had explained as Nadia half-listened. Her form flickered
and shimmered, a moving silhouette of static that worked well
enough to conceal her.

Most of the time.

“Alright, yeah, let’s get to it,” the Tess
bot said, catching up to Nadia with a loud clack each time
its metal feet hit the floor. “I’ll take point.”

It sprinted past her, moving without a care
in the world. Scouting ahead. Taking the first hits, whenever they
came. Ready and willing to sacrifice herself for Nadia’s cause.

That roar in Nadia’s thoughts was following
her. Threatening to spill out into a long, unhinged scream.

“Almost to the top,” Tess Prime said. “You
gonna be okay?”

Ridiculous. Nadia would be fine. This was not
her first time climbing up to the board room, after all.

Chin up. Back straight. Show no weakness.

“You coming or what?” the Tess bot shouted
back at her. “It’s not every day we get to conquer the heart of
Auktoris Global Funds! Let’s do this!”

Nadia drew what remained of Tess’s blade, a
long and slender shaft of an experimental composite capable of
withstanding high frequency vibrations, the edge a honed line of
industrial diamonds.

Broken. The last third or so of the blade had
been snapped off some time ago. It still worked. For how much
longer, Nadia didn’t know. It made a rather worrying cacophony when
she turned it on now.

To be used sparingly. She kept it turned off
but held it ready, following the Tess bot.

“Yes,” Nadia said quietly. “Let’s finish
this.”

 


* * *

 


Technically, it wasn’t called Auktoris Global
Headquarters. And it was certainly not officially known by its most
common name.

Technically, it was the Auktoris Regional
Superstructure, a joint venture of Omniplant Construction Products
and AlphaKiv Robotics, brought to you by the CAZ Investment
Supergroup.

Then again, it wasn’t technically the global
headquarters anymore, either.

The Structure had always dominated the city
around it, dwarfing the mere skyscrapers that marched on in endless
identical lines. Their glass facades were blank now—what had once
been ever-dancing screens full of advertisements were now empty.
They had briefly lit up with the face of Cheshire, here and there,
before things had gotten really ugly.

Bright neon fangs, cheering on the customers
of the autonomous zone as they took up arms and fought back.

But even Cheshire needed electricity.

The fighting had ebbed and flowed for weeks.
Most of the city had fallen quickly, and the bulk of the fighting
had been in and around the base of the Structure. A city within a
city, a nightmare of corridors and shopping malls and labyrinthine
artificial neighborhoods.

Auktoris’s last bastion in the Northeast.

Nadia was less familiar with the lower
levels. She knew her way around up here, though. These stairs, that
corner, every forgotten inch of these bare service hallways. She’d
spent many a night in her youth sneaking out through them. Or
hiding in them. Running away from her parents and finding a dark
spot to cry.

He hadn’t seen her coming. One of the few
remaining Auktoris Domes in the building lay at her feet, neatly
sliced into a few large chunks, the stumps cauterized and leaking
smoke.

Her blade still worked. A bit rougher than
before—it seemed to rip through people now, rather than
zipping straight through them in a clean slice. It worked well
enough. Well enough to take care of her biological foes,
anyway.

Tess number four-eight-one-seven was handling
one of her mechanical foes. A headless robotic dog, little more
than a solid platform for a gun turret. Walking around on four
artificial legs with a smooth, creepy sort of grace.

It didn’t take much. Four-Eight-One-Seven
rushed in and laid its mechanical hands onto the dog, taking a shot
to the chest in the process. A clean hole punched right through the
torso. The dog stood up a little taller, went stiff, and then
slowly collapsed down to the floor, ragdolling as much as its range
of motion would allow.

Nadia felt herself tense up, still and
watching and waiting. Dreading the moment the dog would stand back
up. Turn to face her. Introduce itself in Tess’s voice, perhaps
crack a strange joke or waggle its little gun turret around like a
tail.

But nothing happened. It stayed still.

“Quick wipe,” Tess Prime said. “We’re clear
now. Think I might have to tone down the copies for a bit, there’s
quite a few of me running around at the moment.”

Four-Eight-One-Seven poked one of its digits
through the hole in its torso, seeming to puff its chest out
towards Nadia. “Weird,” it said, “so can you see right through me
or what?”

Nadia continued to ignore it. She walked on,
the distortion field around her feet and legs rippling and
crackling more as she tread on bits of Four-Eight-One-Seven, small
shards of plastic and metal and silicon scattered all over the hall
from the gunshot.

A staircase waited for her. One last
staircase.

“You’re not gonna take the elevator?” Tess
Prime said.

“I thought you said it wasn’t functioning,”
Nadia said, without a hint of humor. Of course it wasn’t
functioning.

“Thought you might want to climb the shaft up
there,” Tess Prime said. “You know, for old times’ sake.”

“Hmph.”

“Alright, fine then, just stroll on up the
staircase like any old chump,” Tess Prime said. “How exciting and
cool.”

“I am not in any particular hurry,” Nadia
said. “She’s already gone.”

“She’s gone?!” Four-Eight-One-Seven said,
following close behind as they ascended a stairwell. “Dammit. The
princess is in another castle. We were so close!”

One of the staircase landings had a security
door. Tess Prime highlighted it in the HUD of Nadia’s suit, pinging
and blinking furiously so Nadia couldn’t even pretend to ignore
it.

“See that door?” Tess Prime said. “Recognize
it?”

Nadia thought she might, but didn’t know what
Tess Prime was getting at. It was just a security door that led out
to maintenance access, and eventually out to…ah. Of course.

“That’s where Jackson went out to get you,”
Tess Prime said. “Wow, feels like it was just yesterday.”

“What does?” Four-Eight-One-Seven said.
“Something cool I can’t remember?”

Nadia scowled. It did not feel like that had
happened yesterday. If anything, it felt like hundreds of years
ago. But even that felt wrong—like it had happened to a completely
different person.

“Who’s Jackson?” Four-Eight-One-Seven asked.
“Sounds kind of familiar. Ugh, I need a drive upgrade. These
security bots are so lame in their stock config.”

Nadia climbed the rest of the way without
saying another word. The top of the stairwell ended at a small door
into the side of a lobby. A lobby that she would always remember as
being filled with overwrought paintings in ridiculously tacky
golden frames, sickly saccharine rococo pretenders painted by the
hand of Arthur Ashpool.

Gone now. Had been for a long time. What
surprised her was that the ferns were gone as well, rows of rare
potted plants that had replaced the paintings. The room before her
was bare, practically empty, a cold and soulless place. Little more
than a tunnel from non-functional elevator doors to a large pair of
double doors at the other end.

A half-dozen people were milling about. Not
faceless Auktoris Domes in black tactical armor. Not even elite
troopers in towering robotic armor.

Just people.

Nadia was well-familiar with soldiers by now.
Mercenaries and contractors and self-styled warriors, so often big
burly men with arm tattoos and far too much self-seriousness.

These people were nothing like that. Thin and
starving and sunken-eyed, wearing filthy civilian clothes with
scavenged military equipment thrown on.

“Bot!” one of them yelled the moment
Four-Eight-One-Seven emerged from the stairwell. Several shots rang
out, small and weak bullets that cracked shallow holes into the
robot as it waved its arms around yelling “Cheshire!” in Tess’s
voice.

“Cease fire! Cease fire. Friendly,” a woman
yelled. She immediately scanned the room with her eyes anyway,
jumping in place when her gaze met Nadia’s.

Met was a strong word, perhaps. The
poor woman seemed like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing for
a moment.

“Holy shit,” she said. “It’s her.”

Nadia deactivated the distortion field. She
would’ve liked to have just snuck in without this whole
performance—she wasn’t looking her fashionable best these days, for
one. Her suit used to be clean and solid black, slick and
skintight, a masterwork of integrated engineering. Marred all over
now with hasty repairs and patches of dull silver, badly hidden by
the tattered remains of an old biker jacket. Almost as bedraggled
and homeless-looking as the fighters currently staring at her in
awe.

“I never thought I would ever see
her,” one of them said, “you know, like…in person?”

“Is she…okay?”

“Thank you!” one fighter said, over and over,
waving to get her attention. “Thank you, thank you, thank
you!”

Nadia paused. Hesitated. She could hardly
stand this kind of thing anymore. Couldn’t look any of them in the
eye, even with hers hidden behind her mask. She gave them all a
small nod, a subtle little wave, cringing inside and forcing
herself back to walking.

She approached the double doors at the end of
the lobby.

The boardroom doors.

But they were already open. No time to stop
and take a deep breath and mutter a few silly words to herself.
Jackson had already seen her, standing at the head of the table
tall and strong and dashing in dark fatigues, patchwork armor
bolted onto her old trusty rig.

She looked every bit the hero she was, in
Nadia’s eyes. A noble warrior to lead the charge, someone who could
inspire and protect and lead good people to rise up.

Someone to look up to.

“You made it,” Jackson said. Her green eyes
lit up with warmth…and then went dark with concern. “I’m sorry,
we…”

“We tried,” Nadia said. “How did she leave?
On a jet?”

Jackson nodded. “Last one out of town. Just a
few hours ago.”

Typical. Abandoning her own stronghold like
that. And on a jet, of all things. It had been years since
Nadia had seen a jet on the wing, years since aviation fuel was
anything but a rare and precious find.

But of course, if anybody had their awful,
greedy claws on the last reserves of it in the world, it would be
Nadine Ashpool.

“Any idea where she was heading?” Nadia said,
knowing the answer, and dreading it all the same.

“Gotta be Haven,” Tess Prime said.

Nadia hissed under her breath. Her dismay was
interrupted by Four-Eight-One-Seven meeting the small cluster of
other hacked security bots standing guard by the door.

“Well, hello there Tess!” it said.

“Hello Tess!” another bot said. “Nice to meet
you, Tess.”

“Nice to meet you, Tess,”
Four-Eight-One-Seven said, doing a mocking little bow.

Nadia stared, scowling. They did this
every time, and they seemed to always think it was
hilarious.

“Nadia?”

Another voice, an older woman standing next
to Jackson. Slim and sharp, lithe and femme but with hands carved
from wood. Her hair had frayed and faded, and she was as
shabbily-dressed as the fighters in the lobby. But she still
carried herself like the stern and wise queen of a ballet
studio.

Nadia had never admitted it, but she had
always loved hearing her own name said in that thick accent.
Polish, she knew now. She had never bothered to ask back when she
was a student.

Darker times.

Valery stepped close to her side and put a
tender hand on Nadia’s shoulder. “You have still done a great thing
here,” she said.

Nadia winced.

“Both of you,” Valery said, giving Jackson a
warm smile. “Your home is free. Our home is free.”

What was left of it. Nadia didn’t say
anything, too afraid of hurting her former teacher’s feelings.

Jackson hemmed and hawed, seeming smaller
than Valery somehow. “Shucks, it wasn’t…the thing is, though…”

“You will be leaving?” Valery said. She
sounded genuinely hurt for a fleeting moment.

“Afraid so,” Jackson said quietly.

“This isn’t over. Not as long as my sister is
still alive,” Nadia said, feeling her voice break. Feeling little
needlepoints in her throat with every word. “I’m sorry, Valery, I’m
so…”

“Shh, no,” Valery said, slipping her arm
around Nadia’s shoulders now. “You must not be sorry. You must only
be strong, my tireuse.”

Nadia felt herself wince again. Much stronger
this time. “You shouldn’t call me that.”

“Ah, yes, forgive me,” Valery said. “You will
be going back to Haven, yes? If you see Aleksa…”

Valery paused, her eyes narrowing
slightly.

“Tell her that her mother misses her very
much. Please.”

“I will,” Nadia said, absolutely confident
that she would never see Valery’s daughter again.

“Back to Haven,” Jackson said, sighing and
shaking her head. “Gonna take a while to even pull that off at this
point.”

Nadia sighed right back. The railway that had
connected the two cities was in pieces now, dozens of stretches
closed by bombs or storms or plain old neglect over the last
decade. This was going to be a long and dangerous trip.

“Hey, you must be Jackson?”
Four-Eight-One-Seven said, joining them at the head of the
table.

“Aw, look at you, Lucky Twenty-One! Got shot
up so bad you don’t remember me?” Jackson said, her face falling as
she realized. “Damn, she wiped you again.”

The robot nodded. “Number
Four-Eight-One-Seven now.”

Jackson tsked, her shoulders sinking.
“Shame. I was really starting to like that one.”

Nadia felt a brief but powerful wave of
nausea, right on the edge of having to excuse herself to vomit. She
returned Valery’s hug just briefly enough to be polite before
stepping away, giving her human companions a bit of space so she
could talk to the thing living in her suit.

“I assume one of your robots has plugged you
in up here?”

“Ages ago,” Tess Prime said. “For me, anyway.
Think it was three minutes your time.”

“Anything we can use?” Nadia said, staring
off into space. She knew there were air-gapped data vaults hidden
up here, and the slight chance that they could find a key or an old
credential or a clue or something to help crack their way
into the very last stronghold of Auktoris Global Funds.

Something that would keep this whole trip
from being a waste.

“They tried to wipe everything, but they must
have been in a real hurry,” Tess Prime said. “I’ve got some
detailed schematics of the modifications made to the Himata arc and
I think we’re finally gonna be able to break in.”

That should have been good news. Nadia could
sense the but incoming. She waited for it.

And waited.

And grew impatient very swiftly.

“...But?” Nadia muttered.

“Heh, I’m always gonna outwait you on
those,” Tess Prime said. “But, you’re never gonna believe
this. Best plan I’ve got right now hinges on us activating an old
asset.”

“Please elaborate,” Nadia said.

“We need to find Raekell.”

The last thing Nadia had expected to hear.
She actually felt herself blink a few times, dumbfounded.

What were the odds that Raekell was even
still alive?

“I am not amused,” Nadia said.

“Trust me,” Tess Prime said, “Neither am
I.”


Chapter One: Cocked and Locked

 


It felt weird to be doing something like this in
daylight. But they didn’t have much of a choice this time of year
in the Arctic. Endless summer days, long drawn-out dawns sliding
seamlessly into dusks that never fully set, bright and clear in the
middle of what should have been the dark of night.

People had told her that she would get used
to it.

Raekell had decided that they were full of
shit. She’d been living in Haven for ten years now, and sure, yeah,
it was cool and all. Sometimes.

But this endless daylight thing still drove
her nuts. Especially when a little cover of darkness would really,
really help her out right now.

And it was too goddamn hot, too. She had a
gray hoodie on, the hood pulled down low over her eyes. Sweating,
just standing there. Leaning against the corner of a dumpster,
standing nonchalantly in what should have been the shadows of an
alley.

Watching. Watching and waiting.

“Did you watch that thing I sent you?” Cooper
said.

He was crouched on the other side of the
dumpster, even more hidden in the alley. Lazily leaning up against
the thing as if they weren’t about to commit crimes.

“I don’t have anything on me,” Raekell said.
She didn’t even know that he had sent her something, hadn’t checked
the pair of goggles she kept in her tube for hours now. Never had
any good messages waiting for her anyway. Nothing but increasingly
angry demands for money owed, threats of violence, threats of
death, and of course dozens upon dozens of completely obvious spam
messages. 

It was kind of cool not being able to have
implants. Being able to just leave that shit at home.

“You and your made-up disease,” Cooper said,
chuckling, probably with that little smartass grin he always
got.

“It’s not a disease,” Raekell muttered.

“It’s like ten seconds long,” Cooper said.
“Shit is gonna blow your goddamned mind, girl. Preview—spoiler
alert—the Sapphire Shadow is actually working for…”

Raekell felt her eyebrows pop up high. She
kept her cool, all nonchalant, hands deep in the pockets of her
hoodie.

“...the same satanic cabal of pedophiles that
are funding the…”

“Bullshit!” Raekell said, a bit too
loudly.

“It’s all there in the name! Ashpool,
just like our society has become! Right? And it’s got eight
letters, just like…”

“She’s not a satanist,” Raekell said, rolling
her eyes hard enough to make them ache. “Dude, I’ve met her.”

“Riiiiiiiight, yeah. Shit, I keep
forgetting,” Cooper said, chuckling again.

“This is some more of that White Rabbit shit,
isn’t it?” Raekell said.

“Ugh, you’re still a Cheshire fan, aren’t
you?”

That one kind of hurt. Raekell only barely
showed it, a very slight sinking of her shoulders as she leaned
against the dumpster. She didn’t care what anybody said, what
anybody thought about her—she had known Cheshire. The
real Cheshire.

She’d been right there when the real
Cheshire had died.

And now there were Cheshires all over the
place saying all kinds of weird stuff, and that dumb White Rabbit,
and whatever Auktoris propaganda was supposed to be playing would
always fail to get a word in edgewise between UCC broadcasts and
Sheepdog updates and a dozen other little groups all clamoring for
attention by hacking and bombing and kidnapping and…

“For real, Rae-Rae,” Cooper said, standing up
and laying his lanky, tanned arms over the lid of the dumpster.
“This stuff will change your life.”

She shouldn’t have looked over. She should
have kept her eyes across the street.

Watching. And waiting.

But she couldn’t help giving Cooper a little
look, just to let him know that she wasn’t buying any of his
bullshit. He ate all that stuff up, wide-eyed and excited about
whatever mind-blowing revelations he’d heard last.

She wouldn’t have been putting up with it if
it wasn’t for his lean muscles and that sad little bad-boy stubble
he could never grow into a real beard. Tickled her in all the right
places at all the right times.

“You’re lucky you’re cute,” she said.

He rolled his eyes this time, iridescent pink
irises with the flicker of implants lighting up his pupils. “You
need to open up your mind a little. More to life than making
scores, yeah?”

“Yeah, I know that,” Raekell said, shoving
her hands deeper into her pockets and tensing up her shoulders.
“You think I don’t know that? I’m a motherfucking hero over
here.”

“Yeah girl, you’re my hero,” he said, with a
naughty little upward nod.

She scoffed and smiled and felt a thrilling
little spark…for just a second. Her heart wasn’t in it.

For some reason.

“You don’t get it,” Raekell muttered, just a
hair over her breath. “Nobody fuckin’ gets it.”

“Heads up,” Cooper said, deadly serious all
of a sudden. “Who are these assholes?”

All his fault, distracting her like that.
Dumb, cute idiot. Raekell snapped her eyes over to the street,
glaring at a small group of people making their way down the
sidewalk.

They were up to something. Four of them, in
dingy jackets and dirt-stained sweaters, all masked. Very quaint
compared to the muscled gang enforcers Raekell had been worried
about seeing.

Tension hissed out of her in a long sigh.
They definitely weren’t after her—one of them was a furry, for
God’s sake, a bushy wolf tail sneaking out of the back of her sweat
pants. They crept up to one of the weird pine trees that lined
Haven’s streets, two of them taking up lookout positions on either
side.

The furry climbed up the trunk in less than a
second, claws digging into the bark. She reached the lower branches
and deftly caught a few things the final gardener threw up to her,
going to work on the tree’s trunk with a quiet, practiced
determination.

“What the fuck?” Cooper said.

“Gardeners,” Raekell said, watching as the
masked wolf-woman grafted new branches onto the tree. She was using
small, strange tools, climbing up and down and working with
impressive speed, fusing on new limbs that looked completely out of
place on the elegant, manicured pine.

Tiny little buds with bright green leaves,
nothing like the needles on the rest of the tree. Raekell couldn’t
tell what they were from here, but a crew like this had hit the
street where she slept. Apples and oranges sagged from their
mis-matched branches now, free for the taking.

They’d saved her from starving more than a
few times.

“Oh, these assholes,” Cooper said. “You see
they got all the trees on my block cut down? At least there was
shade before. I mean, fuck.”

Raekell scowled at him. It wasn’t the
Gardener’s fault that Auktoris Global Funds went out of their way
to chop down modified trees. The wolf-girl leapt down from her
perch and the four gardeners went furtively on their way, stalking
on down the street.

“And I don’t know about those full-on
furries, man,” Cooper said.

“Who the fuck asked you?”

“Ooh, that was a nerve I just
touched,” Cooper said, like a complete asshole. “You fucked one,
didn’t you?”

“Fucked more than one,” Raekell said, puffing
up with pride.

“Oh my God of course you did,” Cooper
said. “I mean, why am I surprised? You’re wild enough all right,
all riding some beast, all howling it out like
awooooooo…”

“Shut up,” Raekell said, suddenly tensed up
to move, lighter on her feet without even having to think about
it.

Somebody else was walking down the street.
Some unassuming idiot, an obvious mark, tired and pale and dragging
his exhausted body along out of spite. He wasn’t even looking at
where he was going, dulled eyes fixed firmly on his shoes.

Raekell pulled her hands out of her hoodie
and did a quick press check on her pistol. Cocked and locked and
ready to rock.

“There he goes,” Cooper said, eagerly
watching as their mark turned down an empty alley across the
street. “We doing this?”

Of course they were. Raekell walked out into
the empty street at a low crouch, her gun held low. So goddamn
weird doing this in broad daylight, the empty road in either
direction strangely quiet at what looked like the middle of the
day. Cooper followed close behind her, keeping a wary eye on the
Gardeners down the way.

“And I used to be a millionaire, too!”
Raekell said over her shoulder.

“Yeah, you told me, I know,” Cooper said,
shaking his head.

Raekell sped up, careful and quiet and
prowling up behind their quarry. He dragged himself to a door in
the side of the alley, lifting his exhausted face just long enough
to be scanned, the scintillating red lines making weird reflections
on his polo shirt.

A work uniform. Auktoris red. Poor
fucker.

The door clicked as it unlocked. He pushed it
inward, and an instant later Raekell pounced, grabbing the back of
his collar and slamming the butt of her pistol into the back of his
head.

“Surprise, bitch!” she yelled, shoving him
ahead into a dark and cramped lobby. He yelped and held his hands
up in surrender, scarlet already trickling down his scalp.

It took her eyes a second to focus. They were
in a tiny room. Like an airlock. A small desk to her left had a big
dude in a sweat-stained t-shirt sitting behind it, and he was
laughing at her.

Holding his empty hands up, sure. But he was
laughing.

“Yoooooooo, are you stupid?” he said, not
looking scared at all. “Are you crazy?”

“Yes!” Raekell screamed. “Open the door!”

“No chance,” the bouncer said.

“I’ll kill him!” she said, jamming the muzzle
of her gun into the back of her hostage’s skull. He yelped and
whined, his knees going weak and making it a pain in the ass to
keep holding him up.

“Do it,” the bouncer said.

Asshole. Glaring at her over a pair of
sunglasses. Raekell spared a quick glance back at Cooper, making
sure he had the door covered behind them.

“Ten seconds already,” Cooper said.

Fuck it. She fired her gun, at the bouncer,
catching him in the right bicep. It stung in her ears, a piercing
ringing digging deep into her brain that echoed after the shot.

“Jesus Christ!” the bouncer said, already
clutching his bleeding arm. Raekell threw her hostage to the ground
and leapt onto the desk, crouching on it and grabbing the bouncer
by the grubby collar of his stinking shirt.

“Open,” she yelled, pistol-whipping his
sunglasses off, “the fucking,” she yelled, hitting him again,
“Door!”

He looked scared now. Finally. “Yeah, the
little button, under the…right there…”

“I said you do it!” she screamed,
punching her gun’s front sight up against his wide, panicked
eyes.

He grunted and hissed, reaching with a
blood-stained hand under the desk. The inner door buzzed, and he
had probably triggered a half-dozen silent alarms and calls for
help while he was at it.

Didn’t matter. They’d be in and out in a
minute. Raekell had kicked through the inner door before the buzzer
even finished, sprinting blindly into an even darker room.

She hated these places. Creeped her the hell
out. A long, narrow aisle stretched out down a black-lit room,
lined on either side with dark recliners. Every one of them had a
person sat down in them, eyes blank or closed, each wearing a
headband connected to the wall by a haphazard bundle of cables.

She tried not to look. Cooper’s footsteps
followed her as she muttered the directions she’d tried to
memorize.

Straight past the budget chairs. Left, more
budget chumps, right at the fire extinguisher…

Right on cue. Booths with a bit more privacy
lined this hallway, simple dark curtains with more ergonomic chairs
hidden behind them. Her path hit a dead-end at a locked door,
sterile fluorescent light leaking out around its edges.

“Got it?” She said, stepping aside for
Cooper.

“Twenty seconds,” he said, crouching at the
door’s handle and pulling a little handheld cutting torch from his
waistline. “Don’t look at it!”

She kept her eyes firmly back down the
hallway, but this one stung too. Harsh flashes lit up the room as
Cooper disassembled the door, the sharp tang of burning chemicals
beating its way up her nostrils.

A few people moaned from the VIP booths,
disturbed enough to wake up a little. The door’s handle went
clank onto the floor and they were in, yanking the door open
and—

Or not. It stuck on a few stubborn ribbons of
metal, squealing as they both strained to pull it open.

“Cut it!” Raekell yelled. “What are you
doing?!”

“It’s empty!” he said, tossing the cutter
over his shoulder. He tried to squeeze between the door and its
frame, grunting and straining to muscle it open. Raekell braced one
foot against the wall, pulling and kicking until something gave
way, a piercing ping ringing out as the door swung open and
she fell directly onto her ass.

“Motherfucker!” Cooper whined,
bleeding from his arm and face now. “That piece went
flying.”

“Cry about it more!” Raekell said, not even
looking as she dashed into a loud air-conditioned room. Fans
drowned out her thoughts as the blinking lights of server racks
stared back at her, rows and rows and rows of ominous boxes
wreathed in ragged coats of tangled cables.

Full of them. Blinking little drives, strange
little crystalline squares waiting for her in slots, peeking out
from the mess of multi-colored cables. Raekell felt her mouth
watering—hell, if she grabbed the right ones, she could pay off all
her bullshit and then some. She unzipped her hoodie and took
it off, tying the sleeves and hood together into a sad little
semblance of a bag.

But which ones were worth the most? She dug
through cables, trying to see if any of the drives were labeled or
colored different or something.

“Thirty seconds!” Cooper yelled from the
door.

Whatever. Raekell started unplugging drives
at random, dumping them into her hoodie and hoping for the best.
Somebody out in the rest of the den started screaming, strange and
muffled and high-pitched.

“Oh, gross, they’re waking up,” Cooper said,
not paying nearly enough attention. He was poking at the blood
running down the side of his face instead, making annoyed little
ughs the whole time.

“Eyes up!” Raekell said, frantically dumping
more drives into her hoodie. She put her gun down for a second so
she could grab more, faster, as much as she could, as much as she
could possibly get her hands on.

“Forty seconds,” Cooper said, taking his
black beanie off and wiping the blood on his arm with it.

A younger Raekell would have kept grabbing
drives, pushed the limit, grabbed for more just because. But she
hadn’t stayed alive the past ten years without learning a lesson or
two.

“Alright, move!” she said, grabbing her gun
in one hand and a hoodie full of small, finger-sized drives in the
other. She blew past Cooper back into the hallway, her eyes
fighting to adjust again as she slammed headlong into a dazed woman
wearing a diaper.

“Sammy?!” the woman screamed, eyes still
blank and lost, whimpering as she slowly collapsed against the side
of the hallway. “Sammy, please!”

“Fucking drop-outs!” Raekell said, shoving
her way past the woman only to see her exit path blocked again. A
schlubby guy in a cheap suit was still tethered to the wall by his
headband, waving his arms around as he yelled.

“I paid for eight hours, real time!” he
screamed. “What the hell is this, what is going—oh.”

He stepped out of Raekell’s way the moment he
saw her gun. She muttered her directions in reverse, backtracking
back towards daylight.

Fire extinguisher, fire exting—THERE, left,
okay, straight a bit…

Moaning from a few of the chairs around her.
People blinking and staggering up out of their tombs like zombies,
about to block her in, about to trap her, had to hurry and shove
past and hug the small fortune wrapped in her hoodie close to her
chest because it was the only chance she had of making it to the
end of this week in one piece.

There. That door should lead back out into
the lobby, and then homefree baby, pop some champagne and breathe
easy.

“Two of them!” she heard the bouncer yelling
from the lobby. “Both armed!”

Raekell skidded to a stop. Cooper bumped into
her from behind, anxiously shoving at her to keep going, but
Raekell dug in her heels.

“What’s up? What are you doing?” he said.

The bouncer could’ve only been calling for
help. There could have been nobody else there yet. That would make
sense, it was too soon, they still had time to bolt out of
there.

But Raekell’s gut was screaming at
her. Turn around. Now.

She didn’t recognize the guy that walked in
from the lobby. Some new hired muscle. Must have been. Definitely
one of those yakuza cosplaying dorks, from his trying-too-hard suit
to the tattoos crawling up his shaved head.

Raekell shot him without even thinking about
it, firing three times as she scrambled back inside the den. She
knew it probably wasn’t enough to put him down, just enough to slow
him down. Didn’t wait to see.

More people were screaming now, writhing and
stumbling up out of their chairs, tripping all over themselves and
Raekell and Cooper and clusterfucking their way into the narrow,
dark aisle.

“How?” Cooper gasped, shoving his way past a
woman vomiting all over her own legs. “How did they get here so
quick?”

“How the fuck should I know?! Ugh, gross!”
Raekell said, shoulder-checking past a panting, sweating guy with
an erection jutting out of his pants as he tried shakily to get out
of his chair.

“Where are we going?” Cooper yelled.

“I don’t know!” Raekell yelled back,
desperately trying to remember something, anything else
about the layout. There were rows and rows of cheap recliners laid
out in nothing like a grid, because why not, and haphazard aisles
snaking around the booths, and… stairs… somewhere?

“This way!” Raekell pointed with her gun,
darting down a side hallway and grabbing Cooper by his bleeding
arm.

“Ow, watch it!”

“Shut up and run!”

More people were yelling behind them. Not the
confused anguish of the waking, but the deep grunting commands of
way too many killers in suits, screaming at their loyal customers
to get the fuck out of the way now.

There were definitely stairs. Somewhere. Had
to be. Raekell turned a corner, still dragging a gasping Cooper
behind her, not thinking about it at all, not wasting a second to
actually remember the crude drawing of a floorplan she’d seen on a
napkin half a day ago.

Too slow that way. She knew she just had to
let her feet carry her, let those lightning-fast instinct synapses
do their job. And hell if they didn’t, because she burst through a
curtain at the end of a hallway that looked just like every other
curtain on every creepy, stinking private booth, but instead of
crashing into a recliner with a half-decayed dropout wasting away,
she tripped and flailed and cursed onto a staircase going up.

She landed hard, her hoodie-bag breaking the
impact of her left hand, a sharp little crack felt inside as
one of the drives snapped in half. A few hundred thousand, down the
drain.

No time to think about that. Raekell climbed
the stairs in a few breathless leaping bounds, barely registering
half-finished rooms around her on the second floor, empty wall
frames and haphazard piles of rubble.

“Fuck, why did we come up here?” Cooper said
behind her. “There’s no way out! Jesus, we’re fucking trapped, Rae
what the fuck you trapped us!” 

“Bitch, this is nothing!” Raekell said,
whipping her eyes around until they lit up at the sight of windows
leading out. “I broke out of Provincetown!”

“Nobody’s ever broken out of P-Town!” Cooper
screamed. “Stop making shit up!”

She didn’t bother trying to just open the
window. Raekell put a few bullets through the glass, which did
nothing but split spiderweb cracks through the view. Cooper tossed
a chunk of concrete with bits of rebar poking out, which went
flying through the weakened glass and cleared their path
nicely.

One quick glance out. It wasn’t even that bad
of a jump. One story. Nothing. And there was a dumpster
conveniently waiting for them.

It still gave Raekell a fleeting, panicked
moment of tightness in her chest. But she growled it into
submission as firmly as she grabbed Cooper and pushed him up to the
window, growling more as his face went slack and he fought to slow
himself down. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Cooper said, bracing one
hand against the window frame. “I, uh… I’m afraid of heights.”

“Oh yeah? That’s funny!” Raekell said,
grabbing his belt at the back of his pants, fighting to get her
fingers around it and the grip of her gun.

Boots were thudding up the stairs behind
them. No time to be cool about this.

“Hang on, I’m not kidding, I am really
scared of heights!” Cooper yelled.

“Me too!” Raekell said, closing her eyes
before launching her and Cooper out the window together.

He screamed. It was over in an instant, one
quick drop through hot air rushing past her face. Cooper fell into
the open dumpster, onto a pile of empty, cushioning cardboard.

Raekell landed on the other half of the
dumpster, lid still closed. She bounced off the metal with a hoarse
aw fuck and then a pained oof as she slammed into
asphalt, dry and soft as sandpaper.

“Ha! Ha ha, holy shit!” Cooper said,
clambering out of the dumpster. “Girl, I think I’m in love with
you!”

Raekell barely heard it. She barely noticed
the hot patch on her elbow where her skin was missing, or the
throbbing ache in her temple now. Too busy scrambling to grab the
drives that had spilled out of her sad little bag, scattered all
over the floor of the alley a dozen feet down from where they had
broken in.

Two hundred thousand here, five hundred
there, one week’s debt payments or a month more to live,
desperately scrambling to scoop them up so fast that she was
peeling back her fingernails against the old, faded, pavement.

“Holy shit,” Cooper said breathlessly, “I
mean holy shit, I can’t believe we—”

“Shut up and help me!” Raekell
screamed.

“They’re out here!”

Raekell looked up. A mobster in a suit was
standing by the door into the den, his shirt unbuttoned under his
jacket to show off elaborate tattoos all over his chest. He even
had one of those stupid oni masks on, a scowling fanged
demon in deep scarab green.

Cooper shot first, and Raekell didn’t even
bother, snatching her bag up and running for it. She glanced back
to see the gangster already gaining on them, blading his body and
holding his jacket out to catch the bullets as he ran. Not that he
really needed it—only Cooper’s first shot tore harmlessly into the
fabric, the rest flying wild as he also fled.

Her lungs were starting to ache. Raekell
tried not to give a fuck, sprinting blind towards the main street,
right back to where they’d started, bursting out into an empty
daylight-soaked road…

And came screeching to a stop as she realized
the road was very much not empty. Three horse-hounds were waiting
for her, snorting and chomping at the bit, stamping and scraping
their frontal claws against the street.

Held at bay for now. Two of them had Auktoris
Domes holding the reins, but the Domes were in sad shape these
days. Their once all-black armor was always piecemeal now, and
these two were no exception. They were mostly in uniform, a few
random pieces of their armor either missing or mismatched, one of
them sporting out-of-place ammo pouches in jungle camo greens. He
lacked the distinctive helmet that earned them the name, merely
wearing goggles and a tight hood. The other had half his trademark
dome, cut off below the nose, exposing a stern, stubbled jaw.

But they were led by one of the towering
Elite Troopers, her white armor mostly intact. Her helmet was
missing, and her gunmetal grey eyes flickered as she glared down at
Raekell for what felt like full seconds, sneering in self-serious
disgust. An imperious young woman with auburn hair pulled back into
a tight bun, her jaw clenched so hard it seemed to be
vibrating.

And Raekell almost burst out laughing,
because even gasping for breath and standing there waiting to be
killed or arrested or who the fuck knew, she couldn’t help but
think that she kind of wouldn’t mind if this lady held her down and
stepped on her face.

“Halt right there, criminal scum!” the elite
trooper barked out, booming her voice out into the alleyway.

This time Raekell couldn’t hold it back. She
snorted out a laugh, still riding the sweaty high of escape and
pursuit and thinking that yeah, definitely wouldn’t mind this lady
calling her criminal scum while doing some
face-stepping.

“What are you laughing at?!” the trooper
yelled out, eyes flashing with righteous fury. “I, Auktoris Elite
Trooper Victoria, will cleanse this city of filth like you!”

“What…the fuck?” Cooper muttered breathlessly
behind Raekell.

The Domes flanking Victoria seemed a little
embarrassed to be there, averting their eyes and adjusting their
grips on their weapons. They were strapped, of course, but each of
them also had a long shock prod, like the clubs they carried but
sized-up for use from horseback. More like spears, now.

“Fuck off, cops!” one of the gangsters yelled
from behind Raekell. She turned to see a half-dozen of them
prowling down the alley, huge men and women in elaborate suits and
rocking even more elaborate tattoos, every one of them a
bindered-up roided-out beast of a human weapon.

The one with the oni mask yelled again. “This
isn’t your turf, pigs. Back off so we can kill these little punks
at our leisure.”

“Cops?! Pigs?! How dare you?!”
Victoria yelled. She had been pointing her gun at Raekell, a
cut-down version of those weird Auktoris magnet rifles. Now she
leveled the muzzle at the gangsters instead. “We are private
security professionals!”

“Domes get the bottle!” Someone else yelled,
and Raekell’s eyes went wide as something small and clear and
steaming off white vapor flew through the air, shattering against
the Dome without a helmet. Whatever had been inside hissed and
crackled as the Dome’s armor melted, his horse-hound rearing up in
panic as the man shrieked in agony.

The small clique of guerilla gardeners came
running down the street from Raekell’s left, throwing more homemade
cocktails. The wolf-girl led their charge, screaming out “Fascists
get wrecked!” as she whipped another bottle through the air.

“Ingrates!” Victoria yelled, narrowly ducking
a bottle full of acid. “This is a lawful arrest!”

“Grab those two punks!” the oni-masked
gangster screamed.

“You are all under the jurisdiction of the
Ashpool family!” Victoria roared as she cut loose with her carbine
at the gangsters, thunk thunk thunk thunk through the air as
she spurred her horse-hound into a charge.

Raekell had already taken off down the street
to the right, not eager to see which group won.

“Get those two!” she heard Victoria yell
behind her, “I will handle these fools!”

A quick glance over her shoulder, a frantic
flash of her eyes. Cooper was right behind her, looking stupid as
he gasped for breath. The Dome was giving chase, his horse-hound
giving out a screeching, howling neigh as it loped after
them.

Fucking things. All the cool shit you could
possibly do with genetic engineering, and somehow all they’d gotten
was these freaky nightmare horses for the cops to ride around on.
Auktoris’s other claim to fame joined the chase, a small pack of
robotic dogs with strange gun turrets attached to their boxy,
headless bodies.

Raekell recognized the turrets. She braced
herself to jump, quickly picking out cover ahead of her, plenty of
it, Himata pines and old benches and even an abandoned car parked
on the curb.

They only had to make it about fifty more
feet. One of the dividers was up ahead, a solid concrete wall
dropped down across the road back when Auktoris was still trying to
hold this neighborhood. Raekell always heard them called T-walls,
and sometimes Alaska walls, which she could never figure out.
Alaska was a hundred miles to the west, right?

“Cooper?”

He didn’t have the breath to respond. Raekell
barely had the breath to talk herself.

“Do what I do!” she yelled. “Just follow
me!”

He nodded, and Raekell glanced past him to
see three of the robot dogs creeping up on their heels, turrets
locking on.

Ka-SNAP, like a metal coil breaking.
Raekell leapt towards a bench on the sidewalk, rebounding off it
with one foot to dive in the other direction, painfully rolling
along the cracked pavement of the road. The bolas from the dog’s
turret clattered off the bench instead of entangling her legs.

Ha! Still got it.

Nice little bit of parkour, there. Sure,
maybe it hurt a lot more than it used to. Maybe she wasn’t quite as
limber and quick as she always remembered being. But Raekell was up
and sprinting again in an instant, cramming her pistol into her
pocket so she could leap up and climb the divider wall.

She crammed one of the sleeves of her hoodie
bag between her teeth, growling and sweating and cursing silently
as she scrambled up, finding handholds in the pitted, decayed face
of the once-smooth concrete. She’d only made it up ten feet when
she stopped cold.

“Rae!” Cooper screamed. “Rae-Rae, help! Help
me!”

She looked over her shoulder again. Cooper
was on the ground, his ankles hopelessly tangled up in a bolas, the
three robot dogs gathered around him. Staring, standing still as he
breathlessly struggled.

Leave him!

She didn’t want to. She wasn’t supposed to.
She was a motherfucking hero, dammit, and she couldn’t
just—

The Dome caught up, jabbing Cooper with a
shock spear as he lay trapped on the ground. Cooper screeched long
and loud, writhing around in pain.

Raekell reached down to her gun, barely able
to hold on with the other hand, barely able to stay hanging. But
the gun slipped through her sweaty grasp, falling back down to the
street.

“Fuck!” she growled out through the sleeve in
her teeth. The dogs were on the hunt again, rushing over to the
base of the wall and focusing their cameras on the fallen gun.

“Just leave him,” she muttered to herself.
She didn’t want to. But she had the drives. “Leave him, leave him,
leave him.”

He was still screaming when she reached the
top of the wall, fighting to scramble for handholds through blurry,
teared-up eyes. The top of the wall had once been graced with
layered coils of razor wire, snipped and cut through so many times
by now that there were only ragged patches of it left. Some of it
still caught her on the arms and one leg as she scrambled over,
another old rusted bit tearing her bag open slightly.

A few drives fell back down to the street.
Raekell watched them fall, in slow-motion almost, eyes wide as
about a million in shitty Auktoris scrip fell out of her grasp. She
barely registered another bolas clanging and clattering against the
scraps of razor wire, one of its steel weights slamming painfully
into her aching shoulder.

Made it, though. Just barely, slipping down
the other side of the wall as the Dome fired a Taser at her, the
paired darts sparking sadly against the old razor wire. The street
below her was a crowded mess of a shantytown, a roof made out of a
filthy blue tarp strung up directly beneath her feet.

She dropped down into it, barely able to keep
holding on anyway. A whole family started screaming immediately as
Raekell crashed into their home, breathlessly apologizing and
frantically clawing her way out of their collapsing shack. The
blackout curtains were the worst, heavy dark blankets they’d put up
on every wall so they could sleep through the sunlit night.

A woman who had to be somebody’s grandma
chased Raekell back out onto the street, smacking her on the back
with a tire iron the whole way. She seemed happy enough to let
Raekell go once she was outside. Couldn’t even feel the welts
across her shoulder blades yet. Just a few more exhausted steps as
Raekell collapsed to her knees, heaving for breath, shaking all
over.

She was hugging the hoodie bag to her chest.
It definitely felt lighter than it had when she’d filled it. Fuck,
how much lighter? Raekell couldn’t tell yet. Still struggling to
catch her breath, gulping so hard that her ribs ached, hollow
inside like someone had walloped the air out of her.

Something was scratching at the top of the
wall above her. Raekell looked up to see the Dome’s horse-hound
growling and chuffing as it fought its way through the sharp wire
scraps, pulling itself over the concrete barrier.

“Son of a bitch!” Raekell muttered as she
took off again, only barely seeing the beast deftly leap down,
rebounding off the side of a building and landing in the same shack
Raekell had half-destroyed. The Dome on its back stayed in the
saddle somehow, spurring his ride and calling out, “Hup hup! Good
girl!”

Horses were already scary enough, if Raekell
was being honest. These things were horses with claws, stronger and
meaner and perfectly obedient, all the raw power of a charging
natural tank mixed with the friendly manners of a snarling police
dog.

At least it was the middle of the goddamned
night. There wasn’t much in Raekell’s way, very little to dodge
around as she ran for her life through a maze-like shantytown,
hopping over smoldering cookfires and dodging around shopping
carts.

The Dome was catching up to her, very
quickly. She kept throwing panicked looks over her shoulder, seeing
the frothing horse-hound eager to pounce, eyes huge and legs
bleeding from the razor wire.

She’d seen them catch people like her. The
Domes seemed to consider it a treat most of the time, letting their
mounts get blood between their teeth.

So yeah, nothing but sheer animal panic
coursing through Raekell’s veins, barely noticing this time as
drives spilled out of her torn bag, running so fast and so hard
that it stung her feet through the soles of her sad little
sneakers.

No plan, no thought, no hope at all. Just
running, pumping her arms in the air, openly crying from the pain
and the adrenaline and Cooper was probably dead and she was
about to be dead and all of this in the middle of a
goddamned night with all the daylight of late morning drilling into
her eyes.

THIS WAY

She knew that face. A cracked and faded
screen had been set up outside one of the shacks, and a sinister
cartoon cat face lit up in the display, with an arrow pointing to
her left.

Raekell turned left automatically, ducking
into the narrow space between two tents and following it into
another dingy alleyway. She heard more screaming behind her as the
horse-hound followed, clawing its way through the tents to make
room. Slowed down, but not by much.

Still, a few more seconds to be alive.
Raekell muttered out an agonizing little, “Thanks, Cheshire,” as
she ran, overflowing with joy, relief at not being dead yet, eyes
darting around hoping to see the little cartoon cat again.

But all she saw instead was a dead end.

Raekell slid to a stop, trapped in what had
once been an alleyway. Now it led to what looked like an addition
to a building, a haphazardly-built sheer wall she had no hope of
climbing. Before she could look around for whatever sneaky exit she
was supposed to be taking, the clack of claws behind her
made her turn around.

The Dome was having a hard time with the
reins, fighting to calm his mount down. It slowed down reluctantly,
panting for breath, covered in lather, snapping its jaw at Raekell
with cold and hungry fury in its huge, black eyes.

Raekell held her hands up in surrender,
absolutely drenched in sweat. “Okay…you caught me…” she managed to
force out. “Whaddya say we…work something out…yeah?”

The Dome snorted, cracking a sarcastic smile.
She couldn’t see his eyes, though. How sarcastic was it?

“I can suck a mean dick,” Raekell
said, putting her hands on her knees to catch her breath.
“Seriously, blow-your-mind level stuff. Best in Haven.”

His smile disappeared. He looked insulted,
actually. Offended.

“No? Or, uh…some of these?” she said, holding
up what was left of her hoodie. She peeked inside—six whole drives
stared back at her, and her heart fell, but fuck it. “At least a
million in here.”

That one seemed to get him. His stubbled jaw
opened a bit, but didn’t say anything right away. Absolutely
thinking about it.

“Excellent work, officer!” Victoria said,
riding up behind him to join them in the dead end alley. 

The Dome snapped to attention, all business
again, and Raekell dropped her hands. Doomed. Arrested and
processed and plugged-in to work release by the end of the
week.

Victoria rode up to them, spatters of blood
staining her armor now, as dull crimson as the stuff dripping from
the jaws of her horse-hound. “What’s your name, criminal?”

Raekell actually squinted at her, confused
enough not to swear for a whole second. “Fuck you, lady,” she
finally said.

Victoria did not seem amused. Her eyes
flickered as she stared at Raekell’s face, blinking in confusion.
“No signals coming off of you. Odd,” she said, her eyes going wide
suddenly. She chuckled, shaking her head at her malfunctioning
equipment. “No, no, that can’t be right.”

“What? Your little face database says you
should let me go?” Raekell said.

“It says that you are an extremely
dangerous criminal, to be eliminated with all urgency,” Victoria
said, seemingly amused. “But that is an incredibly foolish thing to
pretend to be if you are nothing but a petty thug.”

Raekell glared up at her, taking in a deep
breath and puffing out her chest. If she was gonna go, she wasn’t
gonna go out like a little punk.

“It’s right,” Raekell said. She tensed up her
stance, ever so slightly, forcing her aching muscles to ready up
for one last fight.

“Excuse me?”

“I said, it’s r—”

The Dome grunted and fell over, sliding out
of his saddle. Raekell and Victoria both turned to see him flop to
the ground, the tail-end of an arrow jutting out of his chest.

“What the fuck?” Raekell muttered.

“An ambush!” Victoria yelled, looking around
and spinning her mount in a half-circle, carbine at the ready.
“Show yourselves, treacherous dogs! I will—”

Victoria ducked and swept one gauntlet-clad
hand up, catching the second arrow in her forearm. She winced for a
moment but held strong, letting loose a burst of gunfire at nothing
in the corner of the alley.

“I see you!” she screamed, “Slinking
coward!”

The Dome’s horse-hound was dragging it’s dead
master, looking around and snapping its jaw again. Raekell only had
a second before it remembered that she looked tasty, and she took
it, ducking low to grab the Dome’s shock-spear from where it had
clattered to the ground.

And then the explosions happened. Bright,
disorienting flashes and bangs, guttering snaps that deafened
everyone in the alley and sent the horse-hounds rearing up in
panic. Raekell shooed off the riderless one with a few sparking
jabs of her new spear, watching it disappear into the smoke that
was now filling the alley around them. She braced herself to face
Victoria next, but couldn’t even see the big woman anymore.

Raekell could hear her, though, just barely
over the bangs still ringing in her ears.

“Requesting backup!” Victoria said, cutting
loose with another thunking barrage of blind fire. “I am
under attack by a fugitive terrorist! She’s here, confirmed
sighting of—”

Another sound assaulted Raekell, a static-y,
rising, grating whistle that bored into her ears as it got closer.
With all the chaos popping off around her, she didn’t see it moving
until it was practically right next to her—a strangely-flickering
silhouette that strode out of the smoke and clamped a firm, gloved
hand around Raekell’s arm.

“Aah!” Raekell jumped in place, turning to
see a pair of glowing blue eyes staring at her out of a flickering
distortion.

“Come on,” the Sapphire Shadow said.

“Nadia?!” Raekell said, “What the fuck are
you—”

“I said shut up,” Nadia said, yanking
Raekell away by the arm, “And come with me!”
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