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The Story So Far

Rick Paul was a transit signalman who saw something climb out of a drain at 1:13 a.m. and chose not to forget it. The Quiet Office recruited him for that stubbornness and made him Agent Rook. In a city divided into registered alien districts and human streets, Rick learned the registry, the flash, and the rules that keep both sides breathing. Alongside Agents Harlan and Odette, answerable to Director Voss and aided by the fixer Pip, he stopped Vex incursions that should have started a war. Then safe houses began to burn. The purge has begun.


The safe house on Lark Street was supposed to be empty by dawn.

Rick Paul stood across the street with his collar up and watched it fail to be empty in the most final way a building could manage. Black smoke came out of the second-floor windows in a steady, businesslike column. Somewhere inside, a smoke alarm was still trying to be useful. The fire crews were already there, good men and women doing ordinary work, and none of them knew that three of the people they would carry out were not people at all, not in the way the forms meant.

Agent Harlan came up beside him carrying two coffees in paper cups. He handed one over without comment. Harlan was built like a door and dressed like every Quiet Office field agent since the Office invented the suit: black, plain, forgettable on purpose. Rick's own suit itched at the neck. It always did before noon.

"Odette's count?" Rick said.

"Three residents. One handler." Harlan watched the stretcher line. "Handler was Den Varma. You met him at the Solstice intake."

Rick remembered a quiet man with ink-stained cuffs who had taught a class of new residents how to fill out a transit pass without triggering the human clerk's questions. "He was careful," Rick said.

"Careful doesn't matter if somebody reads your mail for you." Harlan drank his coffee. "This is the fourth address this month. Fourth that only existed in one place."

The registry.

Rick did not say it aloud. You did not say registry on a public street, not even with a fire for cover. The registry was the Office's beating heart: every resident alien in the city, every safe address, every handler, every back door and bolt-hole, kept in a vault system that was supposed to have no outside line and no casual eyes. If the addresses were walking out of the registry, then the heart had a hole in it.

His earpiece clicked. Odette's voice, level as a plumb line. "Rook, Harlan. South stairwell is clear. No sign of entry. Doors were locked from inside."

"Locked from inside and they still died?" Harlan said.

"Smoke got them while they slept," Odette said. "Arson set at the gas main. Whoever did it knew the building's guts. Knew which main fed which floor."

Rick looked up at the windows. Nineteen years watching signals had taught him that systems rarely failed in interesting ways. They failed where somebody had learned exactly how they worked. "When did Varma last check in?" he said.

"Twenty-two hundred. Routine. He flagged a concern."

"What concern?"

A pause that was not static. "He said someone had asked about his house. Someone with Office credentials who had no reason to ask."

The stretcher team brought out the second body under a gray blanket. A resident, Rick guessed, from the care they took with the length of it. Residents came in more shapes than the public was ever meant to see, and Lark Street had housed a family of tall, patient people who fixed clocks and kept to themselves and paid their district dues in exact change.

"Voss wants us in," Odette said. "Now. Both of you. And Rook—"

"Yeah."

"Leave the coffee."

Rick set the cup on a hydrant, untouched. On the walk to the car he counted the cameras on Lark Street out of habit: traffic cam, corner store, bank across the way. Any one of them would have watched the arsonist come and go. Any one of them could be made to forget, if you had the right clearance and the wrong intentions.

Harlan unlocked the car. It was black, of course. The Office had never met a joke it wanted to be in on. "You thinking what I'm thinking?" Harlan said.

"I'm thinking Den Varma was careful," Rick said. "And he's dead in a locked house. So either the Vex learned to walk through walls—"

"They haven't."

"—or somebody in a black suit opened the door for them."

Harlan started the engine. In the rearview mirror the smoke kept rising, patient as a signal that would not change. Rick's phone buzzed once against his ribs, the Office channel, three words from an unknown routing code:

STAND BY. RECALL.

Then, a second later, a fourth word arrived, and Rick read it twice before the car pulled away from the curb:

ALL AGENTS. NOW.
Headquarters did not look like the kind of place that could be frightened.

It occupied four floors of a municipal building that officially housed a records department nobody could ever find, and unofficially housed the only people in the city licensed to lie about what lived in it. Rick badged through the lobby scanner, the elevator scanner, and the corridor scanner, and each one took half a second longer than the day before. Somebody had turned the caution up.

Director Voss was waiting in the briefing room with the blinds drawn and a paper file open on the table. Paper. That told Rick more than the recall had. The Office kept paper for the things it did not trust its own computers to hold.

Voss was a spare woman in her sixties with iron in her hair and no patience in her voice for anything decorative. She did not invite them to sit. "Four addresses," she said. "Four registry-only addresses. Eleven residents dead. Two handlers. The Vex did the killing, but the Vex did not do the finding."

Harlan stood at parade rest without meaning to. "You're saying inside."

"I am saying the word once so we can stop dancing around it." Voss closed the file. "We have a mole. Someone with registry access has been passing safe-house locations to the Vex for at least six weeks. Possibly longer. The Lark Street fire forced the timing. They know that we know. That makes the next six days the most dangerous this Office has faced since the Accords."

Odette had come in behind them, quiet as weather. She set a tablet on the table, screen down. "Access logs?" Rick said.

"Clean," Odette said. "Which is its own answer. Whoever it is knows how we watch the watching."

Rick thought about Den Varma's last check-in. Somebody with Office credentials who had no reason to ask. "Varma flagged a credential query before he died," he said. "Did that flag reach anyone?"

Voss's expression did not change, which was its own change. "It reached the duty desk. The duty officer logged it and routed it to review. The review never happened. The routing record was altered after the fact."

"After the fire," Harlan said.

"After the fire," Voss agreed.

The room was very quiet. Down the hall, somebody laughed at something ordinary, and the sound seemed to come from another building entirely.

Voss looked at each of them in turn. "Effective now, registry access is frozen at my level. Field movements go through me or they do not go. You three will work the leak. Quietly. You will not use the words in any system, on any channel, in any report that leaves this room."

"You want us to hunt our own," Rick said.

"I want you to find the trail before there's nothing left to protect." Voss stood, and the meeting was over because she had decided it was. At the door she stopped. "One more thing. The trail begins with access, and access begins with trust. So until this is done— trust no one whose name you cannot say in this room."

She left them with the paper file and the drawn blinds.

Harlan picked up the file and put it down again without opening it, as if the weight offended him. "Six weeks," he said. "Six weeks of somebody sitting in rooms like this one, drinking the same bad coffee, nodding at the same briefings. Selling addresses."

"Eleven residents," Odette said. "The districts will hear about Lark Street by tonight. When they do, they'll ask whether the registry is a shield or a list."

Rick looked at the blinds, at the thin lines of daylight getting in anyway. "Then we find the trail fast," he said. "Where does a trail start when the logs are clean?"

"With the people the logs protect," Odette said. "Access tiers. There are forty-one names in this building who could touch a safe-house address, and nine who could touch it without leaving a mark."

"Nine," Harlan said. "That's a short list."

"It's a list with our names on it," Rick said.

Nobody argued with him. That was the moment Rick understood the shape of the days ahead: the Office was going to eat its own tail looking for teeth, and his job was to make sure it found the right mouth.

His badge felt heavier going out than it had coming in. At the corridor scanner, the light hesitated— then, behind him, every door on the floor sighed shut at once, and the lights changed to the amber of a building deciding to keep secrets from itself.
