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  Content Warning


   


  Thank you for your interest in FrostByte, book one in the Frostieverse trilogy. This is a science fiction novel intended for readers 18 years and older. It contains strong language and violence. Specific content warnings are listed below. If you’d rather not see the content warnings, you can skip this page.


  This story includes themes and description of events that may not be suitable for everyone. These include:


  

    ● Home break in resulting in on-page death by gunshot wounds, experienced by main character


    ● On-page anxiety and panic attacks experienced by main character on page, multiple instances


    ● Self-medication with fictional mood-altering substances, multiple instances experienced on-page


    ● Use of fictional mood-altering substances in interrogation without the victim’s knowledge


    ● Mental illness portrayed accurately but detailed on-page including anxiety, depression and instances of suicidal ideation


    ● Mention of past attempt to end own life, main character


    ● Near death experiences, multiple instances including poisoning, near fall from a great height


    ● Off-page multiple character deaths in targeted bombings, reported in news bulletins


    ● Off-page instance of character being physically assaulted


    ● Mildly graphic depictions of sci-fi medical procedures


  


  If at any point—including right now—you need to put the book down (whether for a little while or forever), please do so. Take care of yourself.
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  To all who doggedly chased their dreams and persevered through adversity and hardships. To all who believed in me and pushed (and sometimes shoved) me whenever I doubted myself. Thank you <3
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    Chapter 1



    Farawai
    


	
    


   


  Singing along to the music blasting across his store, Ayan placed the last of the apples on top of the stack, skipping back a step to take in the gloriously arranged tower. Pleased with the arrangement, Ayan turned back to the cart of fresh produce and picked up the next of the fruits in line: oranges. 


  Just as the chorus reached its highest point, the music cut off and WAFAA’s black cat avatar appeared on top of the partially stacked oranges, her tail swishing through the fruits.


  “Did you have to turn it off at the best part?” Ayan scowled at his AI.


  “Much as I hate to interrupt while you’re destroying my audio drivers,” she said, “you asked me to let you know the next time we were about to have an unpleasant customer.”


  Ayan glanced towards the wide storefront windows, partially visible from where he was standing near the back. “Are all of them coming? I thought I still had a week left.”


  “It’s just Sergeant Taabish.” WAFAA hopped to the floor, her holographic fur rippling with constellations as she began leading the way towards the front. “I guess he’s dropping by to remind you not to be late.”


  “More likely that he’s coming here to help himself to the fresh produce,” Ayan grumbled, as he reached the front, taking his place behind the cashier’s counter. And not a moment too soon. 


  The bell above the front door jingled merrily as it swung open. Ayan straightened, schooling his features into a neutral expression. 


  A short, stocky man in his mid-thirties entered, the shirt of his grey uniform partially unbuttoned with sleeves rolled up, his black-and-white dyed hair tousled, and his beady blue eyes in search of a new victim as they roamed the store. 


  True to WAFAA’s word, he was alone. 


  “Salaam, Sergeant,” said Ayan. “How can I be of service?” 


  “Salaam.” Taabish sauntered over, lip curling as his gaze settled on Ayan. “Make yourself useful and pack some groceries for me.”


  Ayan gave the man a bland smile. “Personal shopping services cost extra and you don’t even like paying for your regular purchases so…”


  “I could just drag you to the lockup for a few days.” Taabish growled.


  Ayan didn’t bother masking his laughter. “Seeing as that’d hinder me from paying you guys in time, I doubt your captain would be too happy with that.”


  Taabish’s face reddened and he slammed his hands on the counter. “I’m sure Captain won’t have any trouble with me rearranging your face.”


  Ayan held up his hands. “I thought I should explain the terms of our arrangement to you again, since you seem to have trouble remembering. Anyhow, have you considered getting memory aids for this issue?”


  “Screw this, I’m gonna—”


  “Would you like the usual?” Ayan stepped out from around the counter and led the way across the store, in the opposite direction of the fresh produce. “WAFAA has everything packed for you at the window and—”


  “Oi, you’ve got fresh fruit today, don’t you?”


  I’d been hoping you wouldn’t notice.


  And there the asshole went, speeding down the aisle, straight to the produce racks. When Ayan got there, Taabish had a bag full of oranges and had already spilled the nice apple stack half into the oranges and the rest on the floor as he picked from what remained on the shelf. 


  Great, now so many pieces would be bruised. 


  “I hope you have the money ready on time.” Taabish gave Ayan a look that screamed he knew exactly what he’d done. “Haven’t forgotten that your next payment is due soon.”


  Bastard. 


  “It’ll be ready,” Ayan replied through gritted teeth. 


  Taabish smiled, taking his time going through the rest of the fruits before sauntering out of the store, picking up the rest of his groceries from the collection window. 


  He left without paying.


  Ayan took in the destruction Taabish had wrought and sighed. Pinching the bridge of his nose, he took in a breath and sighed again. “WAFAA, what’s the state of our business account?”


  “We’re good there,” she replied, appearing on an empty shelf as she looked around, “for now.” 


  “What about the asshole fund?”


  “Unfortunately, you’re still short by fifty thousand, two hundred and sixty-one rupayyas. Maybe you should get a roommate,” she suggested jokingly. “I bet Key would love to move in.”


  Ayan snorted. “As if that brat would pay rent. Besides, I’d like to retain my sanity, thanks.”


  “This wouldn’t have been an issue had you held off on donating everything from your last paycheck.” WAFAA chastised.


  Ayan shook his head. “The clinic needed new equipment.”


  A pit formed in the bottom of his stomach. Even if he were to move things around, there was no way he could come up with all the money. And getting an extension on the payment would only rack up interest. And more visits from Taabish.


  Shit. 


  Looked like he had no choice but to take on the job Naz had lined up for him.


  “WAFAA, tell Naz that I can meet the client in virtual tonight. Confirm the time with her and—”


  “The client wants to meet you at The Withered Lily.”


  “And Naz is okay with that?” 


  “She said to call her when you leave for the Lounge and she can listen to your concerns on the way.” 


  Dread crawled along his spine. 


  All of his usual clients preferred meeting in virtual to meeting in person. What kind of person would risk their safety for the latter?


  The kind that was paying good money, Naz would probably say. 


  “I’ll call her when I leave. But let her know I don’t like this,” he grumbled, crouching to begin cleaning up the mess. Key would be working his shift at the Lounge tonight, so Ayan couldn’t even leave it behind for the brat.


  WAFAA licked her holographic paw. “She knows.”


  “Well, tell her again. And put the music back on. Don’t think I didn’t notice you turned it off entirely.” 


  “My poor audio drivers,” WAFAA whimpered, though the loud Sufi rock beats were playing once more. 


  “Remind me to restrict Key’s access to your source code.”
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  “I don’t like this,” Khyaal muttered, eyeing the colorful crowd around him as he trudged through the busy streets of Farawai’s Western Commercial District. He had to duck every now and then to avoid the low-hanging awnings stretched out across the various storefronts.


  A hearty sigh at the other end of the call was his answer. He could feel Naz’s exasperated eye roll before she spoke. “I know, Khyaal. You’ve only said it like a hundred times.” Her words were accompanied by the loud music playing in the background at her VEnt Lounge.


  Lightning flashed across the night sky, and the pyramid city’s omnipresent Weather Replicators groaned, failing to recreate the distant crashes of thunder from the storm raging beyond.


  Rain continued beating against his back as he waded through the sea of umbrellas, keeping an eye out for watchers or signs of being tailed. Though Naz wouldn’t hesitate to tell him he was being paranoid. 


  Again.


  “Maybe you should’ve dealt with them.” He wrinkled his nose as fossil-fueled vehicles puttered by to his right, the rainwater trickling against his face, though his waterproof jacket kept him relatively dry.


  The stench of exhaust fumes burned the back of his throat. The filtration nanites used for organic fuel reconversion should have been replaced ages ago, yet the city council allowed their use on the lower city Levels well past their time. No wonder the air stank of acrid chemicals.


  “The client specifically asked for you. They wouldn’t even agree to speak with Anarkali,” Naz’s voice pitched in indignation as she referred to her highly respected alter-ego in virtual. Her bangles jangled against glass and Khyaal knew she had begun wiping the counter to work away her frustration.


  A cacophony of chattering voices swelled and deflated around him as he moved through the crowds and the flashing holographic ads littering his path.


  “And if this is a trap?”


  “There is a fine line between caution and paranoia,” she said. “You left that distinction several miles behind, little imp.”


  “Pretty sure someone in their late twenties can’t be little, or an imp,” he muttered.


  “You’ll always be my little imp. Even when you’re pushing your first century,” she told him, a teasing lilt to her words, before growing serious again. “WAFAA is monitoring the networks. If anything crops up, you can vanish in a heartbeat.”


  “I know,” he sighed. Nothing would get past their vigilant AI. “I still don’t like it.”


  “We’ve been over this.” An air of forced calm now. “Qahira was recommended by one of my regulars. You know I wouldn’t be pushing you to go if I’d found something amiss. They seem to check out.”


  “Fine…” He frowned, pressing the primary linkring on his finger to a Level gate scanner before he passed through. “But why the insistence on meeting with me personally?”


  The elevator groaned as he climbed on, the sea of bodies pressing against him as more people clambered on. The men were dressed in their kurtas and vibrantly embroidered waistcoats, and the women in equally vivid kurtis and billowy trousers or floor-length angrakhas, with matching shawls or scarves artfully draped across their shoulders. 


  Colorful men, colorful women, many of them with equally bright hair and jewelry and an occasional tattoo to match. Each hue proudly declared their individuality, boldly rejecting the rigid perfection that the elite class, and those wishing to emulate them, exhibited in their fashion choices, blending together into a wild amalgam of societal rejection. The commoner’s culture of anti-culture.


  Khyaal’s skin crawled as the nanoveil—hundreds of thousands of nanites working in tandem beneath the skin to alter the user’s appearance—shifted his features to become more like a blending of the crowd around him. 


  “We could have just met in the Aether,” he muttered as the elevator started to rise.


  “They were paranoid about network security,” Naz relented after a beat, a touch of incredulity to her tone. “You know how the eccentric types work. Or you would if you’d ever agree to expand your clientele base.”


  “I’m comfortable with the dozen I’ve got,” he grumbled. 


  “Creating false identities is a lucrative business, but with your insistence on paying for all the new equipment that Dr. Ereshva needs for her clinic, not to mention the watchers hounding you for higher interest rates, you need to expand,” Naz insisted, just as the lift ground to a halt.


  As caught up in his discussion with Naz as he was, Khyaal still had the presence of mind to catch a little pickpocket’s hand just before the brat could make off with the additional linkrings he had for his Souldata Retrieval Implants, or SDRI. The linkrings, in tandem with the linkset studs clipped to his earlobes, allowed his SDRI to interface with the technology around him. The primary linkring on his finger acted as his identification, his wallet, and as a basic interfacing medium for any holographic projection-capable tech, though it was all currently encrypted to keep his real identity concealed.


  Quirking a brow at the boy, he tightened his grip on the boy’s hand until the pickpocket was rattling off apologies. Khyaal knew what it was like to grow up on the streets, so even though he didn’t have much left, he reached into his jacket’s inner pocket and withdrew sixty rupayyas worth of change. It would be enough to buy him a couple of samosas at the very least. Dropping it into the hand he’d caught, he watched the boy’s dirty face transform into an earnest expression, muddy brown eyes going wide in faux innocence as he promised never to steal again.


  Nice try, kid, but you need more remorse to really sell it. Shaking his head, Khyaal let the boy go, knowing that he had already picked his next victim, but Khyaal had neither the time nor the inclination to deal with it.


  “And you really think taking on an unknown is the best way to do it?” Khyaal asked, slipping through the gaps in the crowd like smoke made liquid, there for a heartbeat, gone the next.


  “All of our clients were unknowns at one point or another.”


  “I could swap out with some of Anarkali’s,” he offered jokingly, flashing his linkring at another security checkpoint. An encrypted ID tag flashed above the scanner, before he was allowed to move into the commercial area of Level 8 of the city’s Western District.


  Naz huffed. “Two problems with that: one, you can’t keep mooching off Anarkali’s reputation forever, or need I remind you of where you got half your clients from? Two, they’ve got a good thing going, why would any of them want to jump off the bandwagon?”


  “How should I know? You’re the people person,” he grumbled. The crowd thinned as he drew closer to his destination, and the nanoveil readjusted his features, giving off the sensation of a million ants crawling beneath his skin as the changes were subtly made until, once again, he became just another face in a sea of people.


  “Yes, well, your days of being a hermit are drawing to an end.” Naz laughed. “Best learn how to deal with clients on your own, kiddo.”


  The line went silent as The Withered Lily came into sight. The VEnt Lounge that Naz owned was well known for the quality of its virtual entertainment selections, including the weekly guided scavenger hunts into the Aether, although quite a few of the patrons frequented it for moodshot blends and assorted selections of ice creams and shisha.


  The lower section of the building was open to the casual customers, arranged much like a standard cafe. The upper half, however, was reserved for VIP clients, with private booths and a separate, secure entrance. Khyaal walked past the flashing holographic sign displaying the night’s specials and headed for the more covert entrance. He flashed his linkring at the security system and the door clicked open.


  Khyaal slipped inside, immediately assaulted by the heavy thrumming of music, the beats reverberating within his chest as he walked down the narrow hallway. The background noise had been filtered out while he had been on call with Naz.


  “I thought she’d never leave,” Key’s voice crackled in his head.


  Khyaal rolled his eyes. “WAFAA, you let him listen in on our private conversation again?”


  “It’s not my fault she likes me better than she likes you,” Key cut in before the artificial intelligence in question could respond.


  “She does not,” Khyaal scoffed. “WAFAA, tell him.”


  “I refuse to take sides.” WAFAA’s tone turned cheeky.


  “Ha!” Key cackled. “See? She definitely likes me better.”


  “I think she might be due for a patch,” Khyaal grumbled.


  “Unless you would like for Naz to find out about the black hair dye incident, you will do no such thing,” WAFAA said.


  “We agreed to never speak of that again,” Khyaal said, scowling as he marched up the stairs. “I can’t believe my own AI has turned traitor.”


  “Oi, oi, no name-calling our favorite AI,” Key chided, as Khyaal reached the first floor landing, which opened up into a long hallway with doors lining the walls on each side at regular intervals.


  Khyaal turned the nanoveil to passive mode with a tap to his linkring, to keep his features frozen in their current appearance for the meeting, and headed for the room that Naz had reserved at the end of the hall. “What do you want, Key?”


  “You’re taking this new client on, right?”


  “That remains to be seen.”


  Khyaal unlocked the door, sliding it open to reveal a small, minimally furnished room. The walls danced with a scrolling holographic wallpaper displaying a remote mountainside in early spring. Cherry blossoms drifted on a digital wind, sometimes arcing off the walls to swirl around the room, vanishing into the floor with the tiniest of ripples.


  “Ugh, come on,” Key groaned. “You know Qahira is paying good money for your services. I don’t see what the issue is here.”


  “Don’t worry yourself, brat.” Khyaal rolled his eyes as he took a seat, slipping on the additional nine linkrings to make a total of ten, one for each finger. His SDRI buzzed as they synced, allowing him far better interfacing capabilities than what was afforded with just a primary linkring. “I don’t think Naz pays you to eavesdrop on private conversations.”


  “Keiron Key Smith!” Naz rejoined the conversation and Khyaal winced in sympathy on Key’s behalf. He hadn’t meant to get the kid in trouble, but, as usual, invoking her name caused the she-devil to appear. “What have I told you about butting in on shit?” she demanded.


  “That I shouldn’t do it?” Key didn’t sound remorseful enough to stave off Hurricane Naz. 


  “And what is it that you’re currently doing?”


  “Not listening to you?” 


  “Would you like a repeat of the last time you didn’t listen to me?”


  “No, ma’am,” he squeaked, and vanished.


  “For the record, WAFAA likes me the best,” Naz cackled before disconnecting the call.


  Huffing out a laugh, Khyaal looped into the building’s security feed, expertly ignoring the accompanying twinge of eyestrain when WAFAA projected a display in the top right corner of his vision. He still had fifteen minutes before the potential client was due to arrive. Regardless of Naz’s accusations about his excessive paranoia, it never hurt to be too careful.


  Khyaal had WAFAA tap into the city’s facial recognition network and rooted around for anything that might appear suspicious in the building’s surroundings. He counted three low-level nanoveil users moving through the crowd, but none of them stayed in the VEnt Lounge’s vicinity. Khyaal kept a cursory eye out for anyone connected to the watchers, but true to Naz’s word, nothing suspicious turned up. That was, until he noticed a woman using a high-level nanoveil approach the bar.


  “WAFAA?”


  “I have already alerted Naz,” she assured him. “Unfortunately, the nanoveil is of a make similar to your own.”


  “So you can’t backtrace the user to their true identity.” Khyaal sighed, disconnecting from the sector-wide network once the mysterious woman was within range of The Withered Lily’s security system. He followed the newcomer via the security feed as her bulky frame slipped through the common entrance. She shook off the rain from her clothes and made a beeline for the moodshot bar.


  “Welcome to The Withered Lily,” Naz greeted the woman with a smile, brushing strands of lilac-and-pink colored hair out of her face. The newcomer paused at the sight of the gently shifting floral tattoo that covered the right half of Naz’s face, clearly unnerved. Or, maybe she had to take a moment because Naz liked having her ocular implants glow whenever she manned the moodshot bar. Khyaal didn’t even notice it anymore, though Naz loved the reactions she got.


  The woman finally appeared to compose herself. When she spoke, it was in a gravelly voice with undertones of digital distortion. “I had a VIP reservation for your blossom VEnt suite?”


  Naz nodded, taking the attempts at concealing her identity in stride with an unwavering smile.


  “Your guest has already arrived.” Naz signaled for Key, who had been hovering near the ice cream and shisha bar. He hurried over with all the enthusiasm of an over-excited puppy. “Key will take you up.”


  “Salaam and welcome to The Withered Lily,” he chirped. “My name is Key and I will be your server for the night.”


  “Walaikum Assalam,” Qahira said in a pointed tone as she gave the boy a once-over, her gaze lingering at his colorfully embroidered jacket and scarf, lips curling in disdain at his choppy, eye-wateringly blue locs. “Lead the way.”


  Already Khyaal liked the woman a little less.


  Key led the way through the myriad of the bar’s patrons, all dressed similarly to the boy, with hair dyed in varying eye-catching colors. As Qahira passed through the crowd, her nanoveil made her features subtly flicker and shift like a mirage, though her appearance had settled on a dark-skinned woman in her mid-forties with bright purple hair by the time they entered a narrow passageway that led up to the VIP suites from inside the building.


  Khyaal followed their movements all the way till they reached the blossom suite and Key slid the door open with a knock.


  “Here you go,” the boy announced, directing the woman inside.


  Khyaal straightened as Qahira slid onto the floor cushions and Key pulled up a holo-interface menu from the table for her benefit. “Would you like to place your orders first?”


  Qahira made a passable attempt at browsing it for a moment before turning to Key. “Two of your special synergy blends.”


  Khyaal shook his head, more for Qahira’s benefit than Key’s, who was already aware of his preferences. “None for me.”


  “Just one of your specials, then,” Qahira amended before turning to Khyaal with a smile. “My apologies. That was presumptuous. Would you like some coffee or shisha perhaps?”


  “Nope.”


  “Coming right up,” Key announced brightly before turning away.


  “I do apologize, Khyaal Sahib.” Qahira forced out a laugh. “Do you abstain from taking moodshots due to a medical condition or…?” She trailed off, watching the holographic petals fluttering around them as she waited for him to fill in the silence.


  Khyaal ignored her blatant attempt to fish for information and scanned the security feed around the building once again. If this were a trap, her cohorts would soon be closing in on the bar, and Khyaal refused to be caught unaware. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, he was momentarily satisfied that no one had tailed them.


  He turned his attention back to the potential client. Whoever she was, Qahira had made an attempt to blend in with the general populace of the area. Unfortunately for her, the clothes gave her away. Despite being baggy and worn, they had clearly been bought at one of the exclusive boutiques that only had branches in the upper Levels of Farawai.


  Khyaal struggled to keep a frown off his face. Something didn’t feel right. 


  Qahira appeared out of her depth. Her body language reeked of discomfort, but it wasn’t quite the same as a first-time client looking to illegally resurrect a loved one’s souldata in a new biological container. 


  First timers were almost always fidgeters, filling up the silence with unnecessary rambling as they tried to justify their choice for hiring a cracker’s services instead of opting for one of Sarmadi Inc.’s policies. It was the world’s only legal resurrection company, though the choice almost always came down to the potential clients not having enough funds to go fully legal. Khyaal had dealt with a few of those sorts before, and whatever Qahira was, it wasn’t that. 


  She didn’t seem like an up-and-coming mobster from The Ridge either, though. They would’ve sent a summons or an underling to deal with him, and Qahira wasn’t giving off underling vibes.


  “Well?” Qahira demanded after a minute of expectant silence.


  “I don’t see how that has anything to do with why we’re here,” he said, trusting WAFAA to warn him in case something went awry. “You’ve been rather persistent about meeting with me, but now that I’m here, I don’t really see why.”


  Qahira retrieved a datacube from her pocket, pushing the thumb-sized device across the smartglass towards him. “Two days ago, a souldata was flushed in the Aether. I want you to retrieve it and bring it back in a new biological container for me.”


  Khyaal picked up the datacube. Holding it up to the light, he made note of the high-end brand and lack of any wear. He was half certain, by this point, that Qahira was an elite, whether from Qudra or the upper Levels of Farawai remained to be seen, but the hints of accent slipping through the digital distortion led him to believe it might be the former. 


  Why would an elite come to someone like me for a FrostByte when they’ve got access to Sarmadi’s resurrection tech instead?


  “What makes you so certain I’ll even take this job?” Khyaal asked, eyeing her in curiosity as he started a scan on the device.


  “I agreed to pay forty thousand rupayyas up front,” Qahira answered, “and an additional forty upon the job’s completion. If you aren’t happy with that, perhaps I can transfer twenty more? That cube is linked to an untraceable account, so you needn’t worry about the money being tracked.”


  “If I demand an additional forty?” Khyaal challenged. 


  A knock on the door interrupted Qahira’s response. Irritation flashed across her face just as Key entered the room with her drink.


  Looking curiously between them, he set the glass of pearlescent liquid on her side of the table. The blend of mood-altering nanites suspended in a cocktail of freshly prepared juices shimmered in a range of colors that few other lounges in Farawai could achieve—though Qahira barely paid the drink any mind, her focus back on Khyaal. 


  “Would you guys like something else from the menu?” Key asked.


  “No, thank you,” Khyaal answered firmly, hoping he would get the hint and leave.


  “I’m just a buzz away, in case you need anything.” He indicated the buzzer’s location before retreating.


  Qahira waited until Key’s footsteps had retreated down the hallway before turning back to Khyaal, aggravated. “Would you like an additional forty thousand in payment, Khyaal Sahib?”


  “Naz offered to put you in touch with some of my associates,” Khyaal said, as the results of his scan came up clean. He tapped the datacube against the smartglass to establish a connection, pulling up the information it contained for his perusal. “Bifrost, Chinvat, Hellva, any one of those groups would’ve agreed to your terms with their eyes closed. Bifrost might’ve charged you higher, but the other two could have done this for you for as little as thirty thousand rupayyas. Yet here you are, offering to pay whatever I demand? You don’t seem like an idiot, so why exactly are you here?”


  “I refuse to settle for anything less than the best,” Qahira answered, taking a sip of her drink before turning an arched brow at him. If the synergy blend affected her, she hid it well. “That would be you, would it not?”


  “Maybe.” Khyaal shrugged. “It depends what you want done.” He set down the datacube on the table and flicked through the files with a twitch of his fingers.


  “Besides,” Qahira added after a moment, “you can do something none of your associates are capable of. You can create ironclad histories for your clients that not even the watchers are capable of identifying as illegitimate. I want that done for this souldata.”


  Khyaal made a thoughtful grunt as he scrolled through the folder containing the extensive history she had dreamt up for the souldata in question. Qahira had even created potential school record options.


  She’s given this a lot of thought. Maybe Naz was right. I could definitely afford taking on a new client. Especially one who was willing to pay whatever he asked for. A hundred and twenty thousand rupayyas was a pretty good sum.


  He gave the files a once-over, almost agreeing to her offer before catching something odd about the souldata serial number. He flagged it for WAFAA, his gut sinking when she confirmed what he’d already suspected. He should’ve known this was too good to be true.


  “That’s a sacrosanct souldata,” Khyaal stated flatly, scanning the security feed for approaching hostiles. This had to be a trap.


  Sacrosancts weren’t something to be messed with. They were elites among the elites, and it showed in the highest level of souldata security employed by Sarmadi Inc. when caring for the digital brainmaps, memories, and everything else that went into the creation of a resurrection-ready backup dubbed as the souldata. 


  It was a struggle to keep his words civil as Khyaal pushed the datacube back at Qahira. “I’m afraid you’ll have to employ the services of a different cracker.”


  “It’s been forty-eight hours since the souldata was flushed,” Qahira hissed, anger flashing across her face as she shoved the datacube back at him. “I do not have the time to go on the hunt for someone else of your caliber.”


  “That’s not my problem, now, is it?” Khyaal stood, leaving the datacube untouched on the table. He amended his earlier statement about her: Qahira was an idiot after all. “Had you agreed to meet with me in the Aether and shared all this two days ago like Nazneen had originally suggested, we could have avoided this mess. I would’ve turned you down then and there and you’d have had plenty of time to find someone else.”


  “It wasn’t safe,” Qahira insisted, a touch of desperation coloring her words, “and your associate was the one who caused such a major delay.”


  “Still not my problem,” Khyaal threw over his shoulder, as he slid the door open to step out into the hallway. He needed to get away, but Qahira was at his heels in less than a second, still trying to hand him the datacube.


  “In less than a day, that souldata will have deteriorated far too much to be brought back. You have to—”


  “Do nothing,” he cut in as they started down the stairs. “Sirat doesn’t deal in sacrosancts. Had you mentioned that little tidbit when you’d first contacted Nazneen, she would have put you in touch with someone like Bifrost.”


  “I’ll double your payment.” Qahira caught his arm just as they entered the public area of the VEnt Lounge. “She will die!”


  “We’re done here. Find someone else.” Khyaal shrugged her off and hurried towards the exit. Ignoring Key’s inquisitive gaze on his back, he slipped out the doors and joined the crowd.


  “I’ll triple it!” she cried after him, as he switched the nanoveil back to active. His skin crawled, features altering, even as Qahira attempted to follow him. By the time he reached the commercial district’s checkpoint, he was, once again, just another face in the crowd.


  “What was that all about?” Naz asked through the private comms, as he managed to lose Qahira in the throngs of people milling about in the humid streets now that the rain had let up.


  “Have WAFAA show you the footage. I have to go,” he muttered, heart beating faster as he stepped into the elevator.


  In his haste to leave, he’d even forgotten to disconnect from the Lounge’s security system, as the twinge in his eyes reminded him. Settling at the back of the elevator, he slipped off all but his primary linkring and tried to focus on his breathing, unaware that had he waited even half a minute longer, he might’ve caught sight of Key slipping out of the employee exit.
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    Chapter 2



    Qudra


(60 hours earlier)


	
    


   


  Hania groaned, leaning back in the plush office chair as she tried to stretch a kink from her neck. Her eyes burned, but she refused to rest until she was done. Sitting upright, she reached for a booster, gaze already fixed on the holographic projections before her.


  Her fingers bumped into empty vials, which rolled across the desk and clunked on to the carpeted floor. 


  Right. She’d taken the last one an hour ago.


  “IFZA,” Hania called out, “where are my booster refills?”


  The AI materialized on the floor across from the desk, the androgynous, golden-skinned avatar dressed in a formal black angrakha that day, hair styled in elaborate braids that sparkled in sunlight streaming through the windows behind Hania.


  IFZA smiled. “I believe the staff mixed up your order.”


  Hania gave her an unimpressed look. “You didn’t send for them at all, did you?”


  IFZA’s smile turned to a look of disapproval. “You’ve been awake for forty-two hours working on your mother’s old project proposal, Hania Sahiba. And you have had over two dozen shots in the last three hours. At this rate of consumption, you run the risk of causing irreversible damage to your internal organs.”


  “Worry about my health after this proposal is through. This is the first project baba has agreed to let me handle independently from start to finish and I need the board to approve this.” Hania waved her hand. “Can you send for half a dozen more booster refills for now?”


  “I am afraid I will have to override that command.”


  Hania sighed dramatically. “Fine, just send for two more and a cup of karak chai.”


  IFZA gave her a cheeky smile. “Sending for one booster shot and a cup of cardamom chai.”


  “One of these days, I’m exchanging you for ESAM,” Hania grumbled. “At least he listens to what I tell him to do.”


  “Which is precisely why your father had me customized to help you around the office.”


  “You and baba worry too much,” Hania grumbled, as she refocused on the documents before her. She’d found the unfinished project documentation while going through some of her mama’s old things and chosen it as the one she’d see to completion. Which wasn’t looking very likely now, considering her state of exhaustion.


  “I’m not going to kill myself overdosing on boosters.” Hania shot IFZA a dirty look. “And even if I did have a multi-organ failure, I’d just get a new biological container, so I don’t see what all the fuss is about.”


  IFZA confirmed that she’d sent for Hania’s order before vanishing, and Hania lost herself in her work. Just as she found her rhythm again, she was interrupted.


  “Hania Sahiba.” IFZA sounded hesitant as she reappeared. “Callisto Begum has entered the building, and she’s headed for the executive elevators.”


  Hania frowned. “Didn’t I have you cancel all of my meetings with our clients this week?”


  “You did, but it’s Callisto Begum,” IFZA said as though that explained everything. And in a way, it did. 


  Hania massaged her temples, feeling the onset of a headache. “Why does baba even put up with that woman? Can’t you just…tell her I’m not taking any visitors today?”


  “She insists on speaking with you.”


  Hania glanced at her state of dress—two-day old work clothes. Her hair and makeup would no doubt be in a similar state. She reached for the emergency supplies drawer. “Very well. Delay her while I make myself a little presentable.” 


  “Of course.”


  Hania grabbed the single shot of booster she had stashed away and drained it in a single gulp, artificial energy chasing away the vestiges of tiredness from her limbs. Her temples gave a throb of protest but Hania ignored it with practiced ease.


  Grabbing a bottle of Ready Quick, she quickly misted her face and hair. Use of such pedestrian products was frowned upon in their circles, but Hania had to admit the commoners had quite a few ingenious tools under their belts for emergency situations.


  She grabbed a handheld mirror from the drawer and pulled it up to see her hair lose two days’ worth of oil accumulation and return to its previous, bouncy state. Her makeup brightened, once more appearing as though she’d only just gotten ready. Hania frowned at the bloodshot appearance of her eyes, but some things, she decided, even technology could not help with.


  Putting evidence of her sloppiness away, Hania tidied up her workstation. She grabbed the dozens of empty booster vials and shoved them all into the wastebasket. She’d only had time to hide the basket under her table before the doors to her office flew open, and in strode the source of her newest headache.


  “Hania, darling!” Narcia Callisto greeted as she strutted down the length of Hania’s office in a pair of crimson designer heels, matched perfectly to her embroidered kurti. Hania dismissed the projections into the desktop with a downward motion of her hand.


  Smiling politely, she stood and came around to greet the older woman. “As-salamu alaykum Callisto Begum, how nice of you to drop by.” Unannounced.


  “I was in the vicinity.” Narcia laughed as she grabbed Hania by the shoulders and drew her in for a hug, dropping kisses to the sides of her cheeks. “And how many times do I have to remind you? Call me Narcia.”


  “What can I do for you today?” Hania smiled her best smile as she led the woman toward the seating area in her office.


  Narcia sat gracefully on the sofa and, although Hania wanted very badly to sink into the cushions, manners demanded that she personally prepare and serve the most expensive tea for her honored guest. Suppressing the urge to sigh, she moved towards the tea station built into the wall across from the seating area, and set up a kettle to heat the water the old-fashioned way. Retrieving a box of the second most expensive oolong tea leaves, Hania started the brew. She set everything in a serving tray and brought it over.


  “How’s your husband? And your son? I recall he was in Urooba, studying…” Hania trailed off when she couldn’t recall what it was that Narcia’s son was currently studying. She’d almost always managed to avoid meeting the woman one-on-one for the past couple of years.


  “Orion is studying cultures,” Narcia tittered, as she accepted a teacup. “You know how young ones are these days, he wishes to travel and explore the world. Leopold has given up hope of him joining the business—in this resurrection, at least—but I know he’ll come around sooner or later.”


  “Here’s to hoping,” Hania said, as she took her own cup and finally sat down. Taking a sip, Hania realized the tea had a note of bitterness to it. Oops. She’d over-brewed.


  “Here’s to hoping indeed,” Narcia agreed.


  Hania watched her face for signs of displeasure, but Narcia’s expression remained unchanged. Maybe she hadn’t noticed?


  If only I was that lucky.


  Narcia set the mostly full cup down on the coffee table, her long manicured nails clinking against the gold-inlaid mug, and Hania caught the glint of light reflecting off her diamond encrusted linkring.


  That’s the Red Diamond set from Qadirson’s Limited Edition line…Did she come all this way just to show off her latest acquisition? 


  Hania took another sip to draw upon her meager reserves of patience.


  “I received your RSVP for the anniversary gala,” Narcia started with a beatific smile.


  Hania nodded. I don’t have the time to jump through hoops today. “Of course, Baba and I would never miss it.”


  “Yes, I’m aware, however, it’s still quite the honor to have the heiress to Sarmadi Inc. in attendance at our little get-together.” Narcia reached for the cup before seeming to think better of it. She covered it up by grabbing a bowl of nuts and holding it daintily in her hand. “So, tell me, will you be bringing a plus-one this year? Muneeba Begum saw you having lunch with Faris Jamal last Friday. She thought you looked rather cozy together.”


  Gossip? I’m putting off work for gossip? 


  Hania pursed her lips, biting back the automatic retort before it could slip out. “Jamal Sahib is over two decades my senior.”


  Narcia laughed. “That doesn’t really matter for us, now does it? Leo and I were thirty years apart when we first met. He was already on his third resurrection and I on my second, but look at us now, six decades together and still very much in love.”


  If by “love” you mean he gives you whatever you want just to keep you around. Hania refrained from rolling her eyes. “Yes, you two were very lucky. Unfortunately, I have other priorities at the moment, so Baba and I will be arriving together, same as every year.”


  “Oh, sweetheart.” Narcia set the bowl aside and came to sit beside Hania, grasping both of Hania’s hands in her own. “If only your mother were still around to guide you. Nearly twenty-six and still no prospects.”


  Hania stiffened at the concealed jab, extricating herself from Narcia’s grip to put some distance between them.


  “I have to apologize, but you caught me at a very busy moment. If you dropped by just to catch up, perhaps we can arrange something for next week? I’m afraid I have to get back to—” Hania paused when she noticed that tears had gathered in Narcia’s eyes. In a blink, her face had gone from fake concern to devastation. Never let it be said that Narcia Callisto did not have a flair for the dramatics. “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m so sorry, darling.” Narcia shook her head. Brown curls bounced around her shoulders with the motion before she pulled out a monogrammed handkerchief from her clutch and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I was merely trying not to think about something very upsetting that I’d noticed earlier today.”


  “What was it, Narcia?” 


  “Oh, it’s absolutely horrible, my dear.” Narcia let out a dainty sniffle, and Hania reached out to pat the woman’s back, knowing that was what she expected.


  If only she could send Narcia away without having the woman create a mess for her father to deal with.


  “It will be alright,” she said instead. “Can you tell me what you saw?”


  “I-I…I saw that I had…wrinkles.” Narcia wailed into her handkerchief, and Hania grit her teeth.


  She doesn’t look a day over thirty-nine!


  Taking in a breath, she held it in to keep from spewing something that she might end up regretting. She let it out, slow and steady. When Hania spoke, it was in a tone of measured calm. “If you wanted to undergo another resurrection, all you had to do was have an appointment booked. You didn’t even have to come here in person.”


  “What?” Narcia looked up in surprise. “No, no, I already booked my appointment last year.”


  Hania closed her eyes and prayed for patience.


  Ya’Allah…I cannot have her thrown out of my office. I cannot have her thrown out of my office. I cannot—


  “What brought you to my office, then?” Hania tried to smile, but it surfaced as more of a grimace.


  “I came in to finalize the changes to my new biological container for this resurrection,” Narcia explained, either not noticing Hania’s expression or not caring. “I want to debut my new look at the anniversary gala. I’ve grown rather tired of being a natural brunette, so I was thinking of going with red this time.”


  She reached out to twirl a lock of Hania’s hair between her fingers. “Your hair is such a lovely shade, it’s hard to believe you never had any alterations made, but then I remind myself that you haven’t even been through your first resurrection yet. To be that young and wrinkle-free. I was a natural brunette at your age, but I went all black for my very first iteration. I had them add waves to my hair. You should consider giving it a try, black hair would look absolutely gorgeous with your green eyes.”


  “Narcia,” Hania cut in, letting a hint of impatience creep into her tone, “you can finalize the changes in any of the VIP labs on Level Three. If there is a problem with the alterations you wanted made for your…” She paused, trying to calculate the number of resurrections the woman had undergone. Ya’Allah, she was tired.


  “This will be my sixth resurrection,” Narcia provided.


  “Of course.” Hania nodded. “So, is there a problem with the alterations for your sixth resurrection?”


  “Yes, but I’m sure you can clear up the problem in no time.” She turned a hopeful gaze on Hania.


  “I’ll see what I can do,” Hania sighed. There was no way to avert the oncoming storm and she could already feel the effects of the booster beginning to wear off.


  Why did I have to be the one to deal with her? 


  Narcia neatly folded the handkerchief and placed it back in her clutch, snapping it shut with a loud click before turning fully to Hania. “I was informed by your lab technicians that the newest company policy dictates the maximum de-aging limit on any biological container as ten years.” She paused, perhaps in hopes of garnering sympathy or outrage from her. Hania reacted with neither, and Narcia’s expression turned haughty. “I want my biological container to appear no more than twenty-six years of age. I’m certain you can put those fools in their place, can you not, dear?”


  “I wish I could help, Callisto Begum”—Hania shrugged, not sounding sorry in the least—“but those policies went into effect nearly three years ago, and all of our clients were informed of the impending changes six months in advance. A biological container cannot be safely de-aged beyond a decade.”


  Narcia’s beautiful face twisted in anger. “This is preposterous! Zikiriya would never stand for this.”


  Hania fought back a scoff. “The new policies are to ensure that no harm comes to our valued clients, and my father was in complete agreement with these changes. You know they couldn’t have gone through without his approval.”


  Narcia tried cutting in, but Hania talked over her. “Research and Development carried out extensive studies with the recent upsurge in cases of Tal-luff, and every one of them pointed to the same conclusion: extreme changes in biological containers greatly increase the chances of a failed souldata imprint on the new container’s brain. We haven’t had any new cases reported in our clients since the policy came into effect.”


  Cases where their clients reported the onset of dementia-like symptoms, including memory loss and varying personality disorders had been on the rise over the past decade. The disease, named as Tal-luff, had no cure and always ended with the afflicted in a vegetative state. Resurrection only worsened the symptoms, with life expectancy going from four or five years down to less than a year. Had it not been for Sarmadi’s brilliant PR team, Tal-luff might have blown into quite the scandal for them.


  Narcia might not care—might even welcome a chance to become the center of attention—but Hania wasn’t about to let the woman drag her family’s company down with her.


  Unaware of her thoughts, Narcia rolled her eyes. “Yes, well, those idiots had no idea when to stop. Besides, I’ve heard that Tal-luff is actually caused by BurnOut. Tampering with souldata does seem more in line with all the ‘side-effects’ that your R&D has been touting these past few years.”


  Hania’s temples gave a painful twinge, and she almost felt like laughing. My first death will be from a Narcia-induced aneurysm. How lovely.


  “I didn’t take you as someone who believed in conspiracy theories, Narcia.” Hania failed to keep the disdain from her tone. “BurnOut is a cracker’s tale. It’s what they wish their FrostByte programs could accomplish. Luckily, it has been proven time and again, souldatas cannot be altered without rendering them corrupt beyond any hope of recovery. Not to mention, we take the safety of our clients’ souldatas very seriously.” Hania paused, narrowing her eyes at the woman. “Are you, by any chance, accusing us of negligence regarding your souldata’s security?”


  Narcia bristled. “That is not what I said.”


  “Good. I would be absolutely heartbroken if one of our oldest clients wanted to spend the rest of her days in an aging biological container by retracting her patronage.” Hania leaned back into the cushions and smiled at the flash of panic in Narcia’s eyes. “I can assure you with impunity, Narcia, that our researchers were very diligent, working tirelessly around the clock to understand what was causing Tal-luff.” 


  “I do not care if I lose a part of my souldata,” Narcia snapped, all pretense of pleasantry forgotten. “What I want is for you to tell those lab-rats to reverse my biological clock by twelve years, just as they always have. I have been fine until now, haven’t I? I will not stand to be brought back in a body that is too old. It is almost as bad as coming back in a body that is too young.”


  “I am sorry, Callisto Begum, but until a cure can be found, our policy stays the same for everyone.”


  For a heartbeat, it almost seemed as though Narcia would strangle Hania with her bare hands. But she must have remembered where she was. Narcia composed herself, smoothing down the front of her embroidered kurti. “You’re trying so hard to emulate your mother, but I’m afraid your attempts are falling short, darling. You may have convinced Zikiriya to give this harebrained scheme a chance, but your mother would never have agreed to such foolishness.”


  Hania blinked, reeling from the sudden turn in conversation. It cost her a few precious seconds to compose herself, seconds that seemed to assure Narcia that her words had had an impact, if the cruel glint in the woman’s eyes was anything to go by.


  “My mother was a great woman, Callisto Begum.” Hania struggled to keep her voice level as she stood. “I can only aspire to one day reach that level. However, I do know one thing for certain: if she were here today, she would have supported my decision wholeheartedly. Now, if you’re quite finished wasting my time, IFZA can show you the way out.”


  “Look at you, playing pretend at being a grown up,” Narcia sneered as she too stood, ignoring the AI that materialized next to her. “Word of advice, darling? If you wish to emulate Haleema in the future, stay away from Ready Quick. She wouldn’t have been caught dead with that gunk smothered on her face.”


  Hania could barely keep her temper in check. “I think it’s best if you leave.”


  Narcia gave her a self-satisfied smile. “I suppose I shall have to talk to your father about these ‘policies’ when he gets back. Khuda Hafiz, darling.”


  Without waiting for a response, the woman turned on her heels and strutted back the way she had come. Hania glared at the closed door, seething.


  “IFZA, switch with ESAM please,” Hania ordered as she returned to her workstation.


  “That went well,” ESAM said by way of greeting, his pale avatar appearing in IFZA’s place.


  The slow pulsing behind her eyes had ascended to full-blown throbbing. Hania massaged her temples. “You saw that?”


  “I’m always watching, Hania.”


  “IFZA never sent for the booster, did she?” she groaned.


  “It is her job to look after your health.”


  “And it’s yours to spoil me, right?” Hania threw him a tired grin. “I feel like after that, I’ve earned myself a few shots.”


  “Two boosters and a strong cup of cardamom chai will be sent up shortly,” ESAM affirmed.


  “And that is why you’re my favorite.” Hania put her head down on the table and rested her eyes. “I still find it hard to believe that Mama was good friends with that woman. If Narcia wanted preferential treatment, she ought to have waited for baba to return.” Her words were muffled, but ESAM never had any trouble understanding her. So it was a little surprising when he didn’t respond. Hania looked up to find him staring at her with an unreadable expression.


  “What?”


  “You look tired,” he said after a brief pause.


  “I certainly feel tired.” She tried to laugh, but it only came out as a huff. Hania glanced at the dozens of files that she had collapsed back into the workstation following Narcia’s arrival, and sighed. “Perhaps, I ought to cancel tonight’s dinner. Could you inform Jamal Sahib that I wish to reschedule?”


  “Shall I recall the staff?”


  “No.” Hania shook her head as she went through the files for a final time, closing each viewscreen as she was done. “Let them have the night off. It would be cruel to pull them away from some well-deserved time off just to wait on me. Just have The Palatio deliver my favorites in time for dinner.”


  “And in the meantime?” ESAM prompted as she closed the final viewscreen.


  Hania glanced at the setting sun in the distance, a wave of exhaustion rolling over her. Pushing away from her workstation, she stood. “I think I will head home for the night.”


  Squaring her shoulders to hide the tiredness, Hania walked out of her office as the room powered down behind her. The smartwindows grew opaque as the lights went out, and Hania heard the locking mechanism click into place as the doors closed.
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  Smiling at the occasional employee Hania passed, she made her way down the vaulted hallways. The light from the setting sun filtered through the Orosi windows installed at regular intervals along the mosaic walls, casting colorful shadows as the light danced across the tiles. 


  Growing up, this hallway had been one of her favorite places in the entire building, in part due to the rarity of being allowed up on the executive floor whenever she visited with her mother. The child in her still wanted to stop and watch the sun go down through the stained glass, but the novelty of the experience had worn off years ago and, in the end, her tiredness won out. 


  Maybe tomorrow, she promised her inner child, as she approached the grand staircase and walked right past it to the elevators installed in an alcove. Once inside, she allowed the façade of strength to drop, her shoulders slumping. Trying not to think about anything in particular, Hania leaned against the far wall and watched the numbers tick down as the elevator descended to her private parking. 


  Uncaring of her wishes, her thoughts kept circling back to the conversation with Narcia. By the time Hania slid behind the steering wheel, she knew she wasn’t in any state to be driving, and allowed ESAM to take over the controls. 


  Ever since the fatal accident where his car had been driven off the road, her baba had never been comfortable with the idea of letting an AI have control of her car. Hania was diligent in driving herself around whenever he could see her, but sometimes she just liked to be lazy. 


  “You seem troubled,” ESAM said as they pulled out of Sarmadi Inc.’s HQ. 


  Hania watched the domed building grow smaller in the rearview mirror, the white, blue, and gold tiles appearing to be on fire in the light of the setting sun. The open sky behind the headquarters was similarly painted in hues of purples and pinks, fluffy clouds rolling high above the ground, uncaring of the woes plaguing the humans far below.


  “Hania?”


  She sighed, turning her attention to the road ahead instead. “Something that Narcia said keeps pinching at me.”


  “What is it?”


  “How did Narcia hear about BurnOut?”


  “Perhaps one of the staff let something slip?” he offered.


  “You think an employee is spreading cracker propaganda to damage the company’s image?” Hania rested her arm on the armrest, her cheek in the palm of her hand, as she watched the world speed by. Or was it her that was speeding by the world? If she was the one in motion, it couldn’t really be the former, could it? Ya’Allah, she was so tired. Maybe a quick nap wouldn’t hurt.


  “It could be a disgruntled ex-employee,” ESAM broke her train of thought. 


  “Have IFZA notify the Chief Investigative Officer to look into this further please,” Hania said. “Do we have an update from the team?”


  “Officer Salman added to his report right as you were leaving the office. Would you like to hear the findings or read them yourself?”


  “Just summarize it for me, I don’t have the energy to read Officer Salman’s purple prose.”


  “I suspect he tries to be verbose in an attempt to sound important.”


  “Honestly, I couldn’t care less for his reasons right now. The report?” she asked, turning away from the window.


  “According to Officer Salman, even the intensive server sweeps have yet to yield any proof of souldata tampering.” ESAM pulled up the holographic projection for the relevant reports.


  Hania skimmed through the document and sighed. “Same as last time. There are no markers for souldata tampering, no traces of a backdoor into the servers. There’s nothing wrong with the souldatas.”


  Hania dismissed the document as they approached the gilded gates to Fatik Haveli. The mansion glittered in the light of the setting sun, the deep blue tiles taking on a purplish hue at the late hour. Elaborate spun glass lamps dotted the sides of the driveway as well as the exterior and interior of the mansion, adding a soft, golden glow to everything.


  A young watcher approached from the security station to physically confirm her presence. She spotted several new faces behind him. 


  “As-salamu alaykum, Hania Sahiba.” The guard looked star-struck as he greeted her. 


  She caught a whiff of cigarette smoke and resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose. 


  “Walaikum assalam,” Hania said instead, giving him a graceful nod. “You’re new.” 


  He grinned, moss green eyes practically shining. “It’s my third day on the job, Madam Sahiba.” 


  He gave her a tiny salute and stepped back as the gates slid open, allowing ESAM to drive through.


  Hania frowned. Why hadn’t she seen him around before? Oh, that’s right, she’d been camping at her office the whole time. 


  Thunder rumbled in the distance, drawing her out of her thoughts as ESAM stopped the car in the portico. Cool wind blew through the well-manicured gardens beyond the haveli, and Hania shuddered, goosebumps erupting all over her skin. Rubbing her arms, she hurried up to the grand doors, and ESAM slid them open for her. 


  The lights turned on as she walked inside, the marble fountain bubbling to life in the central hauz. The water shimmered in silvery droplets as it trickled down the meticulously carved floral motifs, burbling in a manner reminiscent of a wild brook. 


  The tension in her shoulders melted away as she stepped fully into her home, a sense of relief filling her with new-found energy. “ESAM, has the food arrived?” 


  Would it be a good idea to take a nice, relaxing bath before or after dinner? Her rumbling stomach made the decision for her, redirecting her feet towards the kitchens. 


  “Ya’Allah, I’m so hungry right now.”


  “Hungry enough to have dinner without me?” Zikiriya Fatik asked, appearing in the doorway. A smile tugged at his lips, his brown eyes crinkling at the corners as he walked inside, carrying the delivery box in one hand. 


  “Baba!” Hania cried, closing the distance between them to throw her arms around her father in greeting.


  “As-salamu alaykum, Birdie,” he murmured, returning the hug before dropping a kiss to her temple. “Did you miss me?”


  Hania pulled away, grinning up at him. “You know I did. ESAM didn’t mention anything about you returning today.” 


  “I asked him not to. I didn’t want you to postpone your dinner with Faaris. Speaking of which”—he paused, peering at her with a frown—“why are you home so early?”


  Hania shrugged, not meeting his gaze. “I just felt like staying at home.”


  “Translation: Hania fulfilled her social quota for the week by offending Callisto Begum earlier today,” ESAM announced as he materialized across the polished countertop, and Zikiriya turned to face him.


  Snitch. Hania scowled at the AI over her father’s shoulder. “It’s not my fault that she is such a…Narcia.” Narcia’s name as a category of its own was fully justifiable, and her baba’s amused chuckles were a clear indicator that he agreed.


  “Besides, now that you’re home,” Hania added, turning on the full force of her persuasive charm, “you can deal with her.” 


  Baba frowned, but ESAM redeemed himself in Hania’s eyes by distracting her father before she was subjected to a lecture. 


  “Welcome home, sir.”


  “It’s good to be home, ESAM.” Baba smiled, setting the takeout on the counter before pulling out a neatly packaged gift box from his sherwani’s pocket. He set it next to the food, but stood in Hania’s way before she could take a closer look at it. “It’s a pity my daughter is only pleased at the prospect of avoiding having to deal with our clients.”


  “That’s not true, Baba.” Hania stood on tippy toes to try and catch a better look, but her father kept the package concealed with a knowing grin. “I’m also happy because now you can help me get the board to agree with the proposal.” 


  “Oh, the heartbreak.” Her father clutched his chest in mock agony. “My daughter only wants me around for my usefulness.”


  “And your money, Baba,” she reminded him, as she retrieved the plates and a set of spoons from a cabinet. “Don’t forget the money. It’s very important to me.”


  Zikiriya shook his head. “You are such a cruel child.”


  “Yet, I’m still your favorite.”


  Baba laughed. “You don’t have any competition, Birdie. Maybe your mother and I should’ve given in to your childhood demands for a sibling.”


  “You wouldn’t have enjoyed a littler version of me around, Baba.”


  “Hmm, I don’t know,” Baba said with a mock thoughtful frown as he pulled out a narrow, black velvet case from the inner pocket of his sherwani and slid it across the table towards her, “if there was a littler you, I might’ve had another candidate for this.”


  Hania picked up the box and opened the lid, a delighted gasp escaping her lips at the contents inside: a delicate platinum chain interconnected with tiny emerald and ruby encrusted gingko leaves hanging from the loops, growing in size and details towards the middle.


  “This is mama’s…”


  “Your mother would have wanted you to have it.”


  Setting it aside, Hania grinned, racing around the table to give him a tight hug. “Thank you so much, Baba.”


  He returned the hug. “Happy almost twenty-sixth birthday, Birdie.”


  Hania cleared her throat as she pulled away. “Now, let’s eat and you can tell me all about Uncle Mushi. How was he?”


  “Mussawir was lazy, as always,” Zikiriya said, unpacking the food. “Unfortunately, he still refuses to come out of his ‘well-earned’ retirement. He promises to be here for your birthday next week, though.”


  Hania looked around for the other package, but he’d secreted it away while her back was turned, it seemed. She tried not to pout. “So, he didn’t have any luck with the souldata echoes either?”


  “Mushi took a look at what I had ESAM send over, but he agrees with R&D. The souldatas haven’t been tampered with, which points at the cause behind Tal-luff being excessive biological container modifications.”


  “Narcia won’t be happy to hear that,” Hania grumbled. “She was quite insistent it was BurnOut.”


  Zikiriya paused, alarmed. “BurnOut?”


  “You know how she is. Always eager for gossip.” Hania did not mention Narcia’s attempts at trying to get a confession out of Hania about her relationship status. Her baba meant well, but he might get…ideas. “Still, I’m surprised the chief architect for our resurrection tech couldn’t find anything either.”


  “One of the chief architects,” Zikiriya corrected her with a smile, his eyes twinkling.


  “As far as I’m concerned, Uncle Mushi was the sole genius behind everything.” Hania stuck out her tongue. 


  “In that case, I think I’ll just keep this box of chocolates for myself and—”


  “Uncle Mushi’s chocolates!” Hania made grabby hands for the gift box, and her father handed it over with a laugh. She tore through the wrapping paper to reveal the luxuriously packed chocolates and grabbed an éclair, promptly chomping down on it. “So…good.”


  “Careful not to mix too many at once, he’s experimenting with moodshots again.”


  Even as he said those words, Hania felt a rush of elation. “He used Happy!”


  “He’s mixed in quite a few others too,” her baba warned. “He said you shouldn’t finish the whole box in a day.”


  “You worry too much.” Hania stuffed another chocolate in her mouth, trying to place the moodshot in its filling. “It’s not like these moodshot combinations would end with me being perma-dead. Even if I have a literal death by chocolate, I’d be home by morning. Ohhh. These
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