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  For Kepler and Dawn: you both performed above and beyond to your last drops of fuel. Dawn, you showed us new wonders of our own solar system. Kepler, you showed us that every solar system is teeming with wonder.


   


  For Opportunity: if you have seen your last Martian sunrise, know that you made us proud, and one day we will follow in the dusty tracks you laid for us.
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  EXIN EX MACHINA


  A woman wakes up in a rain-soaked alley with no memory of who she is or how she got there. Two strangers, Perrin and Joaquim, find her and offer to take her in. When asked, she tells them her name is Nika.


  Fast forward to five years later. Nika leads an armed team, including Perrin and Joaquim, in an infiltration of a transportation headquarters on Mirai. They break into the data vault and corrupt the passenger records so they can travel without being tracked. A discussion back at their base, The Chalet, reveals the larger purpose of the group, which calls itself ‘NOIR’: fighting an increasingly repressive government and searching for people who have vanished in the last several years.


  Dashiel Ridani, an elite Industry Advisor, discovers that shipments of his company’s new product, a virtual limb augment, have been stolen while in transit to retailers. At a meeting between Advisors and the Guides—the leaders of the Dominion government—the Guides brush off the theft in favor of pressuring a Justice Advisor, Adlai Weiss, to apprehend the members of NOIR and bring an end to their disruptive activities. Afterwards, the Guides meet in secret, debating how they can shut NOIR down and hinting at some greater threat to the Dominion.


  At The Chalet, one of NOIR’s top hackers, Parc Eshett, shows off a new virtual limb augment he’s installed.


  Nika heads to another Dominion world, Namino, to purchase new equipment from a Taiyok merchant named Xyche. The Taiyoks are a winged alien species known for their cloaking capabilities. While on Namino, she spends an afternoon with her occasional lover, Grant.


  Joaquim attends the criminal trial of a former friend. During the trial, he recalls the last time he’d seen his friend, when Joaquim’s lover Cassidy was murdered during a police raid on their apartment. After the raid, Joaquim turned his back on that life to start a new one on Mirai.


  Dashiel visits Chosek, the homeworld of the Chizeru, a diminutive, pre-industrial alien species. Chosek is rich in kyoseil, a rare mineral Asterions use to enhance their bio-synthetic bodies and many of their technologies, and the Chizeru mine the kyoseil for Asterion businesses.


  Later, Dashiel replays a memory from five years earlier. In it, he and a woman make love; their pillow talk involves a series of outpost disappearances on Dominion exploratory worlds. She is worried the Guides are involved and plans to hack into government files in search of evidence. The next night, she disappears; Dashiel has searched for her ever since, to no avail.


  On a distant exploratory world, Advisor Gemina Kail oversees the destruction of a lab outpost. The employees living there are gassed, loaded into stasis chambers and shipped to a secret space station.


  Nika returns to The Chalet to learn that Parc has been arrested for burglary. She reaches out to a NOIR contact in Justice, Spencer Nimoet, who sneaks her inside the jail to see Parc. He acts very unlike himself—passive and unconcerned about his plight.


  Nika, Perrin and Joaquim try to figure out what might have happened to Parc to explain his behavior. Nika and Perrin go see the merchant he purchased the new limb augment from, who tells them the manufacturer is Ridani Enterprises and gives them one of the augments so they can test it.


  Another NOIR hacker, Cair, finds a hidden virutox in the augment software. It attaches itself to a user’s OS then alters their programming, decreasing impulse control and emotion expression.


  Nika, Joaquim and a NOIR robotics specialist, Ryan, infiltrate Ridani Enterprises in a bid to uncover more about the augment and possibly the virutox. Nika is hacking into the server in the CEO’s office when Dashiel returns to work and discovers her there. During a tense standoff, her disguise fails, and he recognizes her as the woman from his memory, his lost love who vanished. He asks her to meet him the next day, then urges her to leave before security arrives.


  At the meeting, amidst lots of angst on both sides, Dashiel tells Nika she used to be a diplomatic Advisor. He reveals she is a descendant of the fabled First Generation, who led the Asterions across galaxies in search of a new home when their rebellion against the Anaden Empire failed. After recounting the events leading up to her disappearance and his search for answers, he tells her about a psyche backup she kept.


  Nika visits the bank where the backup was stored, but her account was emptied out the same day she woke up in an alley with her memory erased. She confronts Dashiel in his home, accusing him of being involved in her psyche-wipe. Devastated at the realization he will never get back the woman he loved and desperate to prove his sincerity, he asks her to experience (‘simex’) one of his memories from their time together. Secretly wanting to glimpse the woman she supposedly used to be, she agrees.


  The memory is of a party at Maris Debray’s loft nine years ago. Nika, Dashiel, Maris and Adlai are all clearly friends, and they banter for several minutes before Nika and Dashiel retire to the balcony together. They snuggle, kiss and drink champagne while they chat about an upcoming interstellar mission by the starship Shorai.


  The memory leaves Nika disoriented and drowning in unfamiliar emotions. She tells Dashiel that woman is gone forever, then starts to leave. But the lingering memory overwhelms her, and she embraces him instead. In a torrent of passion and turbulent emotions, they make love.


  In the dead of night, Parc is convicted and transported to the Zaidam Bastille prison. There, he and other convicts are herded into stasis chambers and knocked unconscious.


  The next morning, Nika and Dashiel share moments both tender and troubled before going their separate ways. Dashiel tells Adlai about the virutox implanted in his stolen augments and implores him to investigate. He then goes to check on Parc as a favor to Nika, only to find Parc has already been sent to Zaidam.


  Dashiel tells Nika the bad news, and they meet with Joaquim and Perrin. He and Joaquim instantly clash, arguing over the best course of action. Dashiel confides to Nika that his Advisor status will allow him entry to Zaidam, but to break Parc out will mean the end of Dashiel’s career and turn him into a fugitive.


  They are fighting about what to do when an explosion rocks The Chalet. They find the main floor on fire, with a crater at its center. Joaquim accuses Dashiel of causing the explosion, and Nika forces Dashiel to leave.


  In the aftermath, it’s determined that Cair became infected with the virutox when he studied the augment software; he caused a scene on the main floor before tampering with equipment until it exploded. Three people were killed in the explosion, including Cair. Using psyche backups they can theoretically be brought back, but NOIR lacks the resources to do it.


  Adlai confirms the existence of the virutox in the limb augments. He informs the Guides, and is shocked when they order him to let the virutox propagate. They question how he discovered it, and when he repeats what Dashiel told him—that a contact alerted him to it—they order Dashiel and the contact to appear before them.


  Advisor Iona Rowan participates in an illegal, underground competition where the participants temporarily switch consciousnesses to complete challenges. Unbeknownst to her, she switches with a man who had installed the limb augment and was infected with the virutox.


  Nika reluctantly agrees to meet the Guides with Dashiel, but only if they use the opportunity to search the Guides’ data vault for more information on her psyche-wipe. When they arrive at Mirai Tower, however, the Guides have moved the meeting time up, leaving them no time to conduct the search. Nika abandons Dashiel and sneaks into the data vault herself. She uncovers numerous files about her investigation into the outpost disappearances, including references to a ‘Rasu Protocol.’ She also finds proof that the Guides ordered her psyche-wipe, which was executed by Gemina Kail.


  At this point, she’s interrupted by security. Adlai and Dashiel reach the vault at almost the same time, and on seeing Nika breaking into the data vault, Adlai reluctantly tries to arrest her. Seeing no other option, Dashiel feigns ignorance and turns on Nika.


  Nika escapes through a window, but she’s shot by a drone as she does and is badly injured. Joaquim and Perrin mount a rescue effort; they are able to reach her before security forces and evacuate her to The Chalet.


  She awakens hours later in a treatment tank, her wounds healed. Hurt by Dashiel’s apparent betrayal and angry about all she’s learned, she thanks Perrin and Joaquim for saving her then tells them she has to leave, to protect them and to find answers.


  A Taiyok assassin ambushes Nika while she’s on her way to Namino; she kills him and quickly leaves the scene. She asks Grant for a ship, but rebuffs him when he tries to kiss her. After an awkward exchange, they agree to remain friends, and he gives her a ship he’s built.


  Nika is about to leave in her new ship when Dashiel shows up at the hangar, bags in hand. She holds him at gunpoint while he explains that he hadn’t betrayed her, but rather bought her time to get away and him time to withdraw funds from his accounts and transfer control of his company, all so he could come with her. Eventually he convinces her, and when they embrace she experiences a memory of the day she met him.


  At the embassy on Chosek, Iona falls victim to the virutox and goes on a shooting spree, shooting multiple Chizeru, Asterion business executives and herself. Adlai is called in to investigate the massacre; he discovers she was infected with the virutox without the limb augment being installed, suggesting it is communicable.


  Troubled, Adlai reaches out to Dashiel, but he’s vanished. Adlai puts the pieces together and deduces Dashiel has joined Nika on the run. Faced with mounting evidence, he’s forced to accept that the Guides are behind recent events and decides to take action.


  Nika and Dashiel infiltrate Zaidam Bastille to break Parc out, only to be told Parc has been transferred to a vessel named the Tabiji, destination unknown. Nika hacks the Zaidam server, where she learns every convict has been transferred under the Rasu Protocol, and the prison is empty. Security forces arrive, and Nika is spaced while trying to reach their ship. Dashiel rescues her, and they escape the prison.


  Later that night, Nika experiences another memory, this time of the final hours of the Asterions’ rebellion against the Anaden Empire. She’s a diplomat for the rebels named Nicolette Hinotori, who is bonded to an AI named KIR. Facing annihilation, the rebels flee the Milky Way on generation ships in search of a new home.


  Gemina Kail pilots the Tabiji to an alien stronghold across the galaxy, where she delivers thousands of Asterions in stasis chambers to a mysterious alien species called the Rasu.
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  DECLARATION


  EIGHT YEARS AGO


  ADV SHORAI


  Gennisi Galaxy, Northwest Quadrant


  HERE ON THE EDGE of the galaxy, space was more void than substance. The distance between stars grew to hundreds of parsecs, and only the tenuous interstellar medium filled the in-between.


  Mason Fassar did not think of himself as an overly sentimental person, but the darkness that had increasingly enveloped the Shorai during the last week of travel made him long for the star-glutted night skies of Kiyora.


  Instead, he found himself nearly as far from his homeworld as it was possible to venture while remaining in the Gennisi galaxy, which he likely wasn’t going to be remaining in for much longer. The decision of whether to push the expedition into neighboring galaxies still lay before him, by which he meant it still lay before the Guides. They would nominally insist it was his call to make, but not following their ‘guidance’ on the matter would bring his long career to an abrupt halt.


  The Shorai’s exploration of the nooks and crannies of their galaxy over the last year had yielded some notable successes, but nothing transformative. They’d discovered no new advanced intelligent life, though they hadn’t expected to. The best scientific analyses predicted that the average galaxy hosted at most one to two intelligent species, defined as one that had achieved the ability to exit its home planet’s atmosphere and survive to return. It was a rough definition at best, but a line had to be drawn somewhere.


  In this respect, Gennisi was already overflowing with life. Granted, the Asterions were transplants rather than natives, but after 700,000 years, they deserved to claim it as their home.


  To greater disappointment, the expedition had uncovered no planets flowing with rivers of kyoseil. A couple of asteroids rich in ytterbium and one moon with trace kyoseil deposits, but that was it. They’d secured d-gate pairs at points of interest during their journey, and the research teams who followed along behind them would doubtless increase the Asterion Dominion’s scientific proficiency as well as its control of valuable resources.


  But Mason hadn’t signed on to command the Shorai in order to tag a few mineral-rich asteroids. He’d signed on to seek out the cosmos’ unknowns and make them known. Now, he might finally be on the verge of a discovery worthy of the trip.


  They had detected the first whispers ten days earlier. Whispers of technology being put to purposeful use, of the distinctive noise heralding a space-faring civilization. He’d immediately altered the Shorai’s course to investigate but approached cautiously, as Asterions did.


  Aside from a few stray blips, the sources of the signals were concentrated within a tiny region of space—likely a single stellar system. Their strength nevertheless implied a level of technological development far greater than what one anticipated from a civilization constrained to their home system.


  The anomalies only grew as they closed in on the foci of the signals. He’d never admit it to the others, but they made him nervous. The EM signatures and other data they gathered on their target fit no profile, and there were a lot of profiles in the database. Nerves notwithstanding, however, he intended to add a new entry in the database before the day was done.


  He was already considering how to proceed if this civilization was so far advanced as to be impossible to communicate with. He’d yet to arrive at a suitable answer. The Guides had sent a diplomat to lead the expedition in the hope that he could overcome the inevitable challenges of meeting new species, but there were limits to both his personal capabilities and the language interpretation algorithms installed in the Shorai’s servers.


  “Navigation, decrease speed another thirty percent. Systems, increase power to defensive shielding and cloaking field to the maximum allowed under Level III Alert protocols.”


  Both stations were run by non-sentient machines living in the walls of the ship, so he received confirmation of his orders being implemented only via the updated information displayed on his command pane. The crew of the Shorai was eighty percent machine, from the imitation-sentient service dynes all the way down to the automated environmental systems. Four living Asterions accompanied him on the expedition, and in truth they, and he, were only there to make the decisions not trusted to the machines, of which there weren’t many.


  It was one of the reasons why the citizens of the Dominion had long ago started using d-gates to travel among and across planets and space stations: space travel was boring.


  Until it wasn’t.


  As they neared the outer reaches of the stellar system in question, the Shorai’s sensors strained to differentiate and catalogue the volume and breadth of signals pouring out from it. In both a metaphorical and literal sense, this civilization was loud. Multiple linguistic algorithms sifted through the avalanche of data in search of patterns resolvable into language.


  While their allies the Taiyoks possessed FTL drives and other technologies befitting their status as a space-faring society, Asterions had only once come across a civilization more developed than their own, when a galaxy-mapping mission stumbled upon the Sogain just over 200,000 years ago.


  The encounter that had followed consisted in its entirety of a warning never to approach the Sogain’s planet delivered directly into the minds of the diplomatic envoys. The warning was cemented with a taste of what they could expect to happen if they didn’t obey, in the form of a targeted shockwave that overwhelmed the Asterion vessel’s engines and ejected it from the stellar system at 0.4 lightspeed.


  Though they had kept a distant, discreet eye on the Sogain in the millennia since then, they’d had little choice but to respect the mysterious aliens’ ultimatum. As a result, they’d learned almost nothing about what a truly advanced civilization might look like.


  Perhaps this encounter would go better. At a minimum, these aliens didn’t appear to be nearly as secretive or reclusive as the Sogain. They certainly were not attempting to hide their existence.


  “Sir, we’re detecting an object approaching our location on bearing S 14° E -18° z.”


  The update came from Bethany Lance, their starship expert and the sole Asterion currently on the bridge with him. He glanced in her direction. “A ship?”


  “Speed and trajectory suggest an artificially propelled object, yes, sir.”


  Bethany was nothing if not exacting. “How close to it will we pass if we keep to our current trajectory?”


  “Sir, it’s on an intercept course.”


  A chill raced up his spine, and his higher-order processes fought for dominance over a more primal fight-or-flight instinct. So much for their cloaking technology. In the face of the aliens’ evidently superior capabilities, it shouldn’t be too surprising that their attempt at stealth was ineffective. Still, he’d hoped to get a bit closer before revealing their presence.


  He breathed in deliberately. “On-screen as soon as we have a visual.”


  “A few more seconds, sir.”


  He waited with an outward air of patience cultivated over millennia of practiced diplomacy.


  The wide pane at the front of the bridge burst to life to reveal the alien vessel. Constructed of an odd-looking aubergine-hued metal, its leading edge was capped by concentric circles of crystal spears. The visual gave no indication of scale, but it sure as hells looked enormous, and despite his efforts to remain composed a quiet gasp escaped his lips.


  “Comms, order everyone to the bridge. Navigation, slow to a halt and hold position. Systems—”
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  PRESENT DAY


  EBISU


  Asterion Dominion Axis World


  THE PEBBLED WALKWAYS of Ebisu One remained damp several hours after the morning’s rain shower had passed. Tiny puddles filling gaps between the stones reflected the bright sunlight that had replaced the rain to create an illusory carpet of sequins beneath Nika Tescarav’s feet.


  The streets were bustling, and the heavy foot traffic imposed a predictable rhythm on the reflected glow. While she walked with the crowd, she studied the rhythm in her peripheral vision. Waiting for the hitch, the break that betrayed a larger, non-Asterion frame with a too-deliberate gait in her vicinity. Short of installing visual sensors in the back of her head, it was the best way she knew of to detect a tail.


  And she almost certainly had a tail.


  The Guides would be foolish to give up on eliminating her after the single failed assassination attempt on Namino, and whatever else the Guides were, they were not foolish. But she wasn’t giving up, either—


  There. For half a second, a large shadow marred the rhythmic dance of light.


  Nika took the next left over a bridge crossing one of the many canals that wound their way through Ebisu One. Several people followed; all but one of them were simply continuing on their planned paths to their destinations.


  When she reached the other side of the bridge, she started across the small promenade for a cluster of shops, then abruptly veered down a narrow street. No one followed her this time, and she activated her kamero filter as she pressed against the building façade to her right.


  If she hadn’t been concentrating on springing the trap, she would’ve laughed at her chosen surroundings. It was ironic, bordering on absurd, the amount of time she spent in alleys these days, considering that she’d begun her current life face-down in one.


  The Taiyok who was tracking her appeared a second later, skulking two meters down the alley before stopping upon finding it empty.


  She fired a Glaser shot point-blank into his neck. It sent him sprawling to the ground, momentarily stunned. Before he could shake off the stun, she tossed him onto his back and straddled his thick chest.


  A needle blade tumbled out of his left hand, erasing any doubt she might have entertained about his intentions.


  She fired another shot into his chest, then extended a blade from her left wrist and sliced into the connective tissue between his right wing and his torso. Only a few centimeters, enough to ensure he wouldn’t be flying today but not enough to cause permanent damage. Then she moved the blade to his throat and applied enough pressure for a trickle of mottled brown blood to ooze onto the chrome metal.


  His eyes popped open, but on sensing the blade at his neck, his muscles froze.


  “Move, and you’ll be dead the next instant. Cooperate, and I won’t kill you. I don’t want to kill you, because I need you to deliver a message for me. Listen carefully.”


  She paused long enough to let the command sink in. “When you report back to the Guides on how you failed in your mission, tell them this: they can send as many assassins for me as they want. None of them will succeed. Therefore, I offer an alternative for their consideration. If they decide they are instead ready to engage in a productive conversation, they can send a message to nex node address @NAlt23_14, and we can move forward from there.


  “Each assassin I have to waste my time killing, however, will make me less amenable to hearing whatever they have to say, so they should choose their next moves wisely.


  “Do you understand this message and your instructions regarding it?”


  His narrow chin dropped, and she read the comprehension in the amber glow of his compound eyes.


  She placed the muzzle of the Glaser flush against his breastplate and stunned him again, then hurriedly restrained one of his hands to a nearby pipe. Next she retrieved a mirage shell from her pouch and placed it out of his reach at the intersection of the alley and the promenade to conceal his presence from passersby.


  The measures ought to give her enough time to depart the sector and deny the assassin another go at her, assuming she didn’t dally.


  After firing a final burst to keep the Taiyok out for a few more seconds, she exited the alley and strode away as rapidly as she could without drawing attention to herself.


  She’d just reached the canal bridge when a ping arrived from Dashiel.


  We may have a problem.
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  “Justice Advisor Adlai Weiss to see Mr. Granger.”


  “Identity signature, please.”


  Dashiel Ridani gazed impassively at the lobby security dyne while he pressed the fingertips of his left hand to the pane.


  He didn’t know for certain if the Guides had publicly or privately blacklisted him—something he did need to find out—but at a bare minimum they had surely placed a trigger in security systems across all Dominion worlds designed to flag his presence at any checkpoint. So he needed to not register at any checkpoint.


  Σ → Identity:
 > Adlai Weiss, 8th generation
 Signature:
 > θβΨαθΨΩΩΨαΞ


  “Identity confirmed. You are cleared to proceed. Take the lift to the twelfth floor.”


  The relief he felt on fooling the scan didn’t reach his features as he strode confidently past the dyne and toward the lift.


  Five years of burying his true emotions behind a measured, aloof demeanor was turning out to be of unexpected use in his new life as an apprentice rebel. It had trained him in how to not reveal a variety of volatile emotions—in this instance, generalized anxiety about impersonating someone he knew. A friend for many centuries, and now…he couldn’t say.


  He’d provided a few details to better sell the charade, but Nika had done most of the work of constructing the simmed ID and a morph that made him look like Adlai to Asterion eyes, dynes and scanners. She’d also created a more anonymous ID for him to use in most situations, but for this meeting he needed to be Adlai.


  He actually knew the Briscanti Materials CEO, Simon Granger, which was going to make pretending to be Adlai doubly difficult. But Dashiel Ridani sauntering into the CEO’s office and asking probing questions about an outpost would raise alarms even if the Guides hadn’t yet made him persona non grata. Adlai Weiss doing the same would be passed off as official Justice business, with the added benefit of saving him from needing to answer any pesky ‘why’ questions.


  According to the files Nika had copied from the Mirai Tower data vault, Briscanti Materials owned the most recent exploratory world outpost to be ‘nulled,’ a sterile word the files used to signify the disappearance of all Asterions and equipment from a location. Outposts vanishing was what had started their involvement in this whole mess; lacking other leads, it seemed the best place to pick up the trail.


  The lift stopped at the twelfth floor, and Dashiel tried to reorient himself to what he imagined Adlai’s headspace might resemble. How would Adlai approach a friendly interrogation of a non-suspect? By trying to put them in shackles then having them shot when they resisted—


  He tamped down the flare of animosity. He hated Adlai for forcing Nika to run, though intellectually he recognized the man couldn’t have acted any other way. Perhaps Dashiel’s hatred would settle into a milder form of disappointment in time. Not today, but perhaps in time.


  He needed to set his feelings aside for the moment if he was going to pull off impersonating the Adlai the public saw.


  Simon Granger was studying a graph at a wall-to-wall array of display panes when Dashiel walked in. “Mr. Granger, thank you for seeing me.”


  He held his breath. He had no reason to believe Granger had ever met Adlai, but if his assumption proved to be wrong, the conversation was apt to get dicey. Besides an obvious lack of memory of any such meeting, he hadn’t had a chance to visit Maris for a crash course in acting, and as such his intonations and manner of speech were at best a rough caricature of the way Adlai spoke.


  The man shifted away from the panes wearing a polite smile. “Advisor Weiss. It’s no problem, though I admit your visit is a bit of a surprise. I hope some company representative hasn’t behaved badly enough to run afoul of Justice.”


  “Not to worry. My investigation isn’t directly related to your company or any of its employees. Consider Briscanti Materials a possible material witness, as it were.”


  Granger motioned toward the conference table by the windows. “Then I’m happy to help in any way I can.”


  “I appreciate it.” Dashiel sat opposite him. “Until recently, you were operating a lab outpost on SR86-Roku. What happened that led you to shut it down?”


  “Nothing. It wasn’t my choice. The lab was pursuing experimental combinations of kyoseil and alisinium, a chemically similar mineral abundant on the planet. Many of the potential combinations are extremely volatile—according to Industry’s Conceptual Research department, too volatile to be left to the whims of private sector development.”


  “CR took over the outpost?” He had close working relationships with several people in the department who he could follow up with—except possibly he couldn’t. Not without more disguises and misdirections.


  “Down to the last module. Moved it all to their site on Adjunct Shi.”


  “The employees as well?”


  Granger nodded. “Everyone based at the outpost was transferred to CR’s payroll.”


  Dashiel was now so intrigued he almost forgot to be Adlai. “You don’t sound particularly happy about this turn of events.”


  “Don’t get me wrong. They paid us handsomely for the equipment they confiscated—excuse me, bought. Same for the materials and personnel. We made more off the transfer than the experiments would have netted us in two decades. It’s just….”


  “The lab was yours. Your idea, your gamble, your potential breakthrough.”


  Granger regarded him a little too inquisitively. “Yes. As a Justice man, I’m surprised you appreciate the notion.”


  Dashiel hurriedly schooled his features. He’d definitely slipped out of character there. “I have friends working in businesses similar to yours and have been privy to many an alcohol-enlivened dinner speech on the topic.”


  “I’ve been guilty of making a few of those speeches myself. Can I ask what the SR86-Roku lab has to do with a Justice investigation? I assume it must be serious to warrant the personal attention of an Advisor.”


  Dashiel straightened his shoulders into a formal posture. “I’m sorry, but I can’t share any details. I doubt you’ll need to worry about it. A couple of brief follow-up questions, if I may. Who was the contact person at CR?”


  “Let’s see, it was…Vivian Santosa, I believe.”


  The name meant nothing to him, when it really ought to. He’d bet a reasonable sum on this Santosa never having spent a day in the employment of Conceptual Research, if she existed at all. “Did they involve anyone from your company in the setup of the new lab on Adjunct Shi? Or have one of your people come in to double-check things once the lab was operational?”


  Granger shook his head. “It’s been complete silence from CR since they deposited the credits in our account. I assume they believe they can run our experiments better than we did.”


  Dashiel didn’t miss the caustic undercurrent in the man’s tone. He felt for Granger, and part of him wanted to reassure the man that nothing he’d been told was true. But he couldn’t do it, only in part because the truth was far worse. “Last question: other than the radio silence, was there anything about the transaction which struck you as…odd?”


  “Well, the fact that they moved the lab at all. It would’ve been far safer to take over the outpost and keep running the experiments there, rather than moving everything to Adjunct Shi and situating the lab in the middle of several hundred thousand people. Particularly given that the stated reason for taking over the experiments was the volatility of kyoseil-alisinium syntheses.”


  “And you pointed this out to them?”


  “Repeatedly—oh, here’s another oddity. I never had a real-time, in-person conversation with anyone from CR, or anyone at all. Every communication was remote and nex-delivered.” Granger shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “But the credits were good, and I’m using them productively on other projects. I shouldn’t complain.”


  “We’ll keep the complaining between us.” Dashiel stood and offered a hand. “Thank you for your time.”


  “Certainly. I do have a question before you go. I suspect I know your answer, but is there any chance you can tell me anything about the incident at the Chosek Embassy? The CEO of Zanist Circuitry is a friend of mine, and I’m concerned for him. I assume he’ll be regened soon, but details have been impossible to come by.”


  What had happened at the Chosek Embassy that resulted in what sounded like body loss for a corporate CEO? Was Iona Rowan involved?


  He projected a touch of regret. “I apologize, I do, but I can’t discuss it with anyone outside of Justice. You can reach out to the External Relations Division. They might be of more help.”


  “Advisor Breckel, yeah. I already tried him and got the same answer. I understand. Hopefully it will get sorted soon.”


  Dashiel smiled. “Hopefully.”


  2


  


  EBISU


  DASHIEL STEPPED out of the building’s lobby and into a line of people.


  He instantly tensed, and for a second struggled to keep evidence of it off his face. With preparation he wasn’t too bad at subterfuge, but the unexpected continued to rattle him.


  A security checkpoint had been erected at the edge of the plaza bordering the Briscanti Materials building. Subtle but nonetheless active force fields bounded the space between the entrance to the building and the checkpoint, ensuring everyone exiting the building was corralled through it. The line was lengthy, but it was also moving fast. The security personnel were searching for something, or someone, in particular.


  What were the odds it wasn’t him? He pinged Nika.


  We may have a problem. I didn’t run into any trouble at Briscanti Materials, but security has erected a checkpoint outside the building that wasn’t there when I arrived.


  I’ll be there in seven minutes. Do what you can to not reach the checkpoint before then—but stay close.


  And when you get here?


  Just be ready for anything.


  Anything. Got it.


  He studied the progression of the line as two people were processed and cleared.


  Ηq (visual) | scan.physical(270°:90°, 5 seconds)
 Τ → gridpoint (27.4,14.3).minTime


  Four minutes, thirty-six seconds until he’d reach the checkpoint.


  With a loud grumble, he turned around and trudged out of the line. “Left the damn weave in the meeting room.” He continued acting exasperated as he reversed course and headed back inside. Once in the lobby, he feigned an interruption and a brief virtual conversation, then exited once more and reentered the end of the line.


  The math said the delay he’d manufactured was long enough. But what if seven minutes became nine or ten? He shouldn’t try the same trick twice with the same crowd, and anything more dramatic risked drawing the attention to him he was trying to avoid.


  The urge to march up to the checkpoint, proclaim his Advisor status and demand to be allowed to pass was a strong one. He’d done it a thousand times over the years without even thinking twice about it; it was second nature. His position and all the privileges accompanying it had become part of who he was. They had come to define him.


  Stripped of the trappings of power now—in practice if not in form—what remained? A smart, if somewhat reserved, man with a penchant for making useful things, then making a lot of them?


  The two dynes staffing the checkpoint abruptly began jerking erratically before collapsing to the ground, without any visual clue as to what caused their malfunction.


  People looked around in confusion, and gradually the line began to disintegrate. In the growing tumult, the dissipation of the force fields went unnoticed by most until someone shouted, “Screw this!” and strode off toward the nearest street.


  Should he? He was still waiting to hear the plan, though it was apparently now in progress.


  A hand at the small of his back preceded a small device pressing into his spine. He spun around, but no one…wait, there was a faint outline of a person. More like a vague, body-shaped shimmer cast against the landscape behind it.


  Hold one.


  He felt the hand on his back again, followed by the tingle of a mild surge of electricity enveloping him. The hand grasped his and started tugging him away from the checkpoint.


  Okay, let’s go.


  To his right, one of the security dynes clambered to its feet.


  We need to hurry!


  They can’t see you. I stuck a kamero filter module on you. Don’t run or make sudden movements, but we’re going to walk away. Also, don’t bump into anyone.


  He stared at his free hand as he matched her pace. He could see it fine, and the idea that no one else could was disconcerting. But the absence of running feet or shouted orders from behind him suggested this was in fact the case.


  He risked a glance back before they rounded a street corner to leave the plaza behind. Both dynes were again functional, bullying the remaining people into a reforming line. They seemed completely unaware he’d escaped their grasp.


  Once they were out of sight of the plaza, she reached around and fiddled with the module she’d attached to his belt. “You’re gradually becoming visible to everyone. Keep acting normal.” They turned left at the next street. “We need to get off-planet soon, in case security was specifically looking for you.”


  “It could have simply been bad luck. Or at most, the system deduced someone who wasn’t Adlai was pretending to be him, not necessarily that it was me. Anyway, there’s something else I want to do first.”


  She arched an eyebrow in question.


  “Something happened at the Chosek embassy within the last few days that resulted in a total body loss for the CEO of Zanist Circuitry. Simon Granger asked for information on it, and he let slip that Cameron Breckel is handling the ‘incident,’ as he phrased it. I’d like to try to catch Cameron and get the details.”


  “Why? I’m not sure I see how it’s relevant to our mission.”


  “We don’t know, do we, until we get those details? Besides, at this point any strange and unusual incident could be related to the Rasu Protocol.”


  She studied him until he broke under the weight of her gaze. “Because I have important kyoseil contracts with the Chizeru, and I want to know if they’re threatened. Because I was at the embassy a week or two ago, and everything was perfectly normal, so I’m curious what went wrong. Because once upon a time, the embassy was practically your second office, and if you remembered your time there, it would be terribly important to you to find out what happened. In the absence of those memories, you’ll have to trust me when I say you would want to know.”


  “Oh.” She peered at the street beneath her feet. “I gather I spent a lot of time interfacing with the Chizeru when I was a diplomat.”


  “You did. You were fond of the little scamps.”


  “I’d believe it. But this Advisor’s office is in Ebisu Tower, isn’t it? I’m not comfortable subjecting our simmed IDs to such a high level of scrutiny for a tangent.”


  “It is. But I happen to know that whenever he’s on Ebisu, Cameron takes his lunch at the botanical gardens. If we hurry, I bet we can catch him, out in the open and away from security. If I can talk to him, I might be able to find out what the Guides have and haven’t said to the other Advisors about me.”


  “You’re using his first name. Is he a friend?”


  “Sort of? He’s a good man, I think. You thought so, too.”


  Her steps slowed. “He’s a diplomat, which means I regularly worked with him and so on.” She gave Dashiel an almost sad smile. “I’m getting used to this story.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s not any failing on your part. I’m glad to learn these tidbits about my past. It’s just hard sometimes…like I’m an imposter in my own life. Which I’ve always known I’ve been, but hearing and seeing such stark evidence of it….”


  “No, you’re not.” He placed a hand on her shoulder, gently but with enough insistence to bring her to a halt. “Wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, this is your life to own. Always has been, always will be. You’ve merely forgotten a few moments of it.”


  An odd expression passed across her face, but she quickly hid it by tilting her chin down to kiss his hand. “Thank you for the vote of confidence. Fine, let’s go see if we can find Advisor Breckel. But if he’s not at the gardens, we need to leave.”


  [image: ANR_Logo_Divider]


  The Ebisu One Botanical Gardens hadn’t started out as a public park. An abundant variety of colorful plants and herbs grew natively in the planet’s expansive temperate zone, and while the city’s architects initially tried to avoid clear-cutting the land to make way for civilization, any plants left untouched soon became overgrown.


  Eventually, some residents began tending to an area that at the time remained outside the city limits, sculpting and cultivating the local flora to complement the natural beauty of the region without overpowering it. When the city’s natural expansion reached the gardens, they became officially protected space, and now they served as an oasis of quiet respite in the center of a bustling metropolis.


  Dashiel found Cameron sitting at one of the many gazebos situated above the lily ponds dotting the gardens. He called out a greeting.


  Cameron looked over in surprise, a half-eaten sandwich held aloft in one hand. “Dashiel? This is a surprise. I thought you took a leave of absence.”


  “I did. But it turns out it’s a lot harder to shut off my work brain than I expected. I was in the area, and I wanted to ask you about something, if you don’t mind.”


  Cameron pursed his lips. “Unofficially, we’re supposed to report any contact we have with you to the Guides. Why we’re supposed to wasn’t made clear.”


  Dashiel nodded. “I’m not trying to put you in a difficult position. You’re more than welcome to report this conversation. But if I can beg an indulgence, wait until I’m gone?”


  Cameron set his sandwich on the plate beside him and gestured to the opposite bench. “Of course. Please, sit down. What kind of trouble are you in?”


  “If I tell you, you’ll be in it, too. I don’t want to drag you down with me.”


  “Fair enough. I am already carrying enough on my shoulders this week, since we’re down an External Relations Advisor.”


  “What?”


  “I guess you are out of the loop, and this is being kept under wraps. Iona’s out—permanently. Bodiless for the time being as well, while the Guides decide what they can do with her, or to her, that will placate the Chosek government.”


  “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to you about. What happened at the embassy?”


  Cameron blew out a breath. “We’re not supposed to discuss the details, but I frankly need to talk to someone about it. During a negotiation between Zanist Circuitry and an up-and-coming Chizeru tribe, Iona lost her mind. She killed the Chizeru representatives and shot the Zanist CEO and two executives into nonfunctionality, then shot herself in the head.”


  “Good gods. Iona’s a bitch—pardon my bluntness—but she’s not homicidal. I met with her recently and gave her plenty of reasons to shoot me, but all she did was glower.”


  “Her actions defy comprehension. Adlai mentioned some kind of artificial pathogen as a possible culprit, but he hasn’t elaborated on the theory.”


  Did he say what I think he did?


  Nika was listening in on the conversation, ostensibly so she could swoop to his rescue again if it became necessary. He suspected what she really wanted was to get a sense of her former colleague. To fill in a few more blanks.


  He did.


  Dashiel tried to look blandly befuddled. “That all sounds uniquely awful. Let me guess. You’re tasked with smoothing things over with the Chizeru?”


  “More like sentenced to. Have you ever seen an enraged Chizeru? It’s not a pretty sight. I’ll be honest, things are touch-and-go with them. Three of their leaders are dead by our hand. Their views on murder are strange and mostly incomprehensible. They abide by this complex yet archaic retribution-based justice system, and they want us to somehow apply it to Iona. We can’t—it doesn’t work under the Charter. But they don’t understand why not.”


  Tell him to explain to the tribal governors how Advisor Rowan will be subjected to civic shaming for the maximum number of days allowable under our laws and her personal belongings garnished for the benefit of the victims.


  How do you…?


  Like with the Taiyoks, information about Chizeru culture and societal customs came embedded in my second-layer core programming.


  Right.


  Nika Kirumase had taken her diplomacy very seriously.


  Dashiel made a show of appearing thoughtful. “Have you tried assuring them that Iona will be publicly and officially shamed for her actions to the greatest extent our laws allow and promising to convert her personal wealth into some form of recompense for the benefit of the victims and their families? It wouldn’t need to be a lie, just a slight glossing over of some of the details.”


  “I’ve never considered taking that approach—why have you?”


  He chuckled lightly. “Oh, I haven’t. But Nika used to talk a lot about the unique struggles and joys of dealing with the Chizeru. I picked up a few details.”


  Cameron got a pitying look on his face, the one everyone donned when the topic of Nika came up in Dashiel’s presence. Before, it had always stung bitterly; now it didn’t touch him.


  “She really could work magic with them. I’d give anything to possess a fifth of her skill for the next few days….” The man’s voice trailed off weakly. “Sorry.”


  “It’s all right.” And it genuinely was, but he didn’t dare tell Cameron why. “Good luck—I mean it. Thank you for humoring me, and for giving me a few answers. You can make that report now.”


  “Eh….” Cameron waved a hand in his direction. “What for? I never saw you.”
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