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      Snow drifted in the gentle breath of early winter, glittery white against the black sky. Go couldn’t recall such a peaceful scene in all his years on his colonial home world Bermuda. The planet had a well-earned reputation for dramatic swings from brutal summers to harsh winters. Along with all the struggles the colony had known since its establishment, the weather was part of the charm of not just the world but its people.

      His crawler door whispered open, and he stepped into the night, then the motor powered on, headlights flared bright, and a second later, the vehicle zipped away on rugged tires meant to handle the sometimes uncertain roads. Its destination was programmed in.

      There were a few lights from structures closer to the heart of Apollyon, but Go was on the outskirts of the settlement, where it was dark and curious eyes were uncommon.

      A flake settled on his lip—sweet and cold.

      He pulled his coat tight around his broad shoulders, brushed snow from his black hair—short now—and bowed his head so that his upturned collar might protect him.

      He wasn’t sure what he was looking for protection from. Curious eyes? Maybe the bitter wind that had yet to materialize?

      Or maybe he was looking for protection from himself.

      Ice popped beneath his shoes as he trod cautiously to the old parking facility. The concrete steps of the stairs were slick and treacherous. Powerful hands—the hands of an Ultimate Combat Championship veteran—squeezed the frozen safety rail until the stairs took him underground.

      White lights came to life reluctantly, revealing a half-empty structure. The vehicles were older, dirt-covered, and dented.

      Blue-collar. Everything on Bermuda came through effort. Blood. Sweat. Tears.

      This was who he was: authentic.

      And now he had to abandon his home again.

      A motor hum caught his attention, growing loud. After a bit came the crunch of tires rolling over loose rock and cracking ice. He cupped his hands over his mouth and blew steamy breath into them.

      “This what you thought it would be, Sam? Was it all really worth it?”

      The overhead lights flickered as the only answer.

      He headed back up the steps with a little less caution, returning to the point where his own car had been parked. The other crawler slowed and angled toward him. Looking into the lights, he was blinded and had to operate on faith.

      It had to be her.

      He’d been careful, spoken only to the few he trusted, left no trail for someone to stumble upon.

      The vehicle braked, then the headlights turned off. A second later, the door rose. By the interior lamp, details were easy to pick out: a modest HuCorp crawler—nice for Bermuda; a woman with black hair from a bottle; no other passengers.

      Go relaxed and flashed an authentic smile. “Nice night for a drive, yeah?”

      The woman uncoiled from the front seat. She wore a cream-colored trench coat and black heels. The bottle-black coloring hid gray that must have streaked hair now brushed over the ears and fell short of a high collar. That hair had once rested against the base of a shapely neck. A sad smile put wrinkles around lips that had been thicker the last time he’d kissed them. “You cut your hair.”

      “You, too.”

      “It was a long drive. I nearly turned back several times.”

      “Glad you didn’t. How you been, Sandra?”

      “It hurts hearing that question now. You could’ve asked me six months ago. That’s when you got back, right?”

      “Right about. Set up the office just in time for the war to ruin things.”

      Wind ruffled her bangs and drew tears. “You could’ve had a room at the Cherry Tree any time you wanted.”

      “Heard you’re running the whole show there now. Always knew you had it in you.”

      She reached into her coat and pulled out a blue plastic container barely larger than her diminutive hand. “I have what you asked for. I think you’re being overly cautious.”

      “Made a bad call, a bad enemy. I need to disappear.”

      “You could stay with me at the hotel. Stay offline for a few months. With that haircut, no one will recognize you.”

      “They’ll put a bounty out on me. Or they’ll come for me themselves.”

      Sandra stepped closer. “The war left Bermuda. Everyone says that the Elite Response Force headed back to Earth. They aren’t going to have time to come for you. Just lay low—”

      “Plan to, love. But not here. The risk is too high, and I’ve already done too much damage.”

      “You didn’t mean anything by it.”

      “Nah. I was just trying to end the war. Picked the wrong side. Just like me to do that, yeah?”

      She pressed the plastic container against her breast. “Maybe you could negotiate a settlement.”

      “Maybe. Not in the middle of a war.”

      She took another step toward him, head tilted up to look into his dark eyes. Her coat couldn’t hide that she had lost weight, becoming as skinny as most of the women on the planet. She seemed to have shrunk. “But you could come back. When it’s all over.”

      He pulled her to him and gazed into the eyes that had once looked on him as a toy. They had both been younger then—her in her late thirties and looking for fun, him barely a man and willing to provide it. Now there was pain and desperation when he looked at her: trembling lips with too much lipstick, pale white skin against his dark gold. He kissed her anyway, tasting salt and the dull, almost clay-like makeup. “I’ll come back if I can.”

      Her hands slipped inside his coat, at first searching for a pocket, then running over his chest. “You haven’t aged.”

      “We all age. I’m just staying fit, that’s all.”

      “I had a time of it. The war was hell for everyone.”

      Go pulled the plastic container out and checked the contents: two pieces of flimsy film with untraceable funds; a cheap earpiece still in its packet; a small storage device. “You look wonderful, love.”

      A grin flashed across her red, quivering lips. “Don’t make a career of lying. You’re terrible at it.”

      “I’d rather never have to.”

      She stepped back. “Why’d you choose this horrible place? Did you have to say goodbye again?”

      The lights had gone off in the parking structure, but the darkness drew his attention. “I need a clean break. For now.”

      “You have to move on from her. You can’t let her ruin your life.”

      “You know, I think I’m doing a pretty good job of that myself. Every time I start to get ahead in life, I make the same mistakes. This thing I did—betraying the ERF—”

      “Everyone makes mistakes.”

      “I make colossal ones. Self-destructive. Sometimes, I think I must feel like I don’t deserve success.”

      The older woman glanced at her crawler. “You’ve got to let Sam go. Quit punishing yourself.”

      “Promise. When I do, I’ll come back. I just need to make amends.”

      Sandra shuffled to the raised door, sniffling and once again staring skyward. “You’ll never find happiness until you forgive yourself.”

      She slid behind the wheel, covering her face with tissues while the vehicle powered on and closed tight. When it turned and started to accelerate, Go was sure she was twisted around in her seat, watching him.

      Maybe she loved him despite all their years apart. Maybe he’d changed in her eyes from being a toy who helped her cope with the loneliness of being a determined businesswoman on a backwards colony world.

      Maybe he would have to find out one day.

      Not now. Not with enemies rightfully out for blood.

      Lights flared, and a motor groaned. His crawler rumbled toward him and opened its door. He had money; he had a new earpiece and a new identity that would get him off Bermuda.

      Now he had to disappear.
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      The rattle of luggage bins and the creak of Go’s seat woke him a second before the shuttle chime announced his arrival on Newcastle. Immediately, he winced and stretched his long legs as much as the torture devices allowed. Rubbing his knees, he checked himself in the display mounted to the back of the seat in front of him. His short, black hair was a mess—flat and lifeless. It had taken nearly two years to see the face looking back from the display as who he was. Some of the softness of youth had left his cheeks, and he often wondered if that might reflect the hardening necessary for a fugitive.

      But he wasn’t a fugitive. Colonel Jack Rimes had died ending the war, and the ERF was too busy with other problems to worry about some jackass who had sold them out to metacorporation spies more than two years ago.

      Now it was time to get back to doing something comfortable, Go realized.

      Other passengers were waking, unbuckling, and pulling their belongings from overhead storage bins. They drifted down the shuttle aisle, headed for the airlock and the world beyond. After a few minutes, only their scents remained: stress sweat and travel-stale clothes.

      He pulled a navy blue duffel bag from the overhead bin, adjusted the shoulder strap, then followed the others out.

      A misty rain drifted down, giving a texture to the suffocating heat and humidity. The sun was rainbow-haloed yet blinding, bathing West Gate Spaceport in gold light. He had seen larger and more sophisticated facilities in his travels, but there was an unmistakable freshness around him. Green arrows flashed in the heads-up display projected by his earpiece: the path to the main terminal.

      “Welcome to Puerte de Oeste, the Gateway to the West!” The terminal’s official welcoming voice was sickeningly pleasant, with just the right hint of Western European authenticity to annoy Go.

      He sucked in a deep breath, then fell in behind the other passengers.

      The terminal was all bright lights and cheerful aromas—detergents and citrusy floral notes. Kiosk offerings appeared in the earpiece HUD: transportation, hotel, and food options, maps. Newsers from the local Grid offered free updates on the goings on and their opinions about what it all meant. Everything was bold and insistent, with service offerings sometimes flashing, other times racing to the front of the display to block out competitors. There were subtle requests for access to his full identity. It was the only way his preferences, credit score, and purchase history could be assessed.

      That was an easy choice: He denied all access to his identity.

      Immediately, the premium service offerings winked out.

      Go chuckled. “Didn’t want you anyway.”

      A prompt for the Lancers network interface popped up, auto-filled with his information, flashed a quick history of his work, then disappeared.

      “Now that’s an odd one.”

      He stepped out of the main traffic way and leaned against a wall that held a new-looking display. Rather than rely on the AR projection that hovered a few centimeters in front of his eyes, it was easier to project the video into the slab of clear plastic, which instantly darkened to make reading easier while keeping things private.

      The Lancers network was accessible but behaved normally when he connected.

      Which made zero sense. It was possible the Newcastle government had created its own portal for the network, but the network itself—like the Grid of hardware and software it existed inside—was supposed to be standardized and independent from local governments.

      Then again, he’d yet to encounter a group that didn’t dream of introducing its own “enhancements” to standards.

      It was something he’d have to keep an eye on.

      He returned to his search of services in the city. The remaining options were more in line with what Go could afford. His stomach growled as he searched through the food offerings: some instant meals available from physical kiosks and closet-sized stores; robotic delivery services that could produce well-reviewed meals in minutes; a couple of restaurants just beyond the spaceport; and a few vending machines with the usual mix of candies, nuts, and other less perishable items.

      Hotel options were more dismaying. Even with the premium offerings removed, everything was too expensive. He set a reasonable filter into place, and when nothing came back, doubled it.

      That returned only one option: The Cove in Port Town. A motel far out to the northeast.

      It didn’t take long to figure out what he was looking at: an old, abandoned dump in an abandoned section of the city.

      Unlike the places Go had called home the last two years, Puerte de Oeste was a thriving city, growing and supposedly full of wealth. Things were going to be expensive, and that meant he had to find work soon.

      There was no rush hiring a room. Despite the assault of cheesy ads that came on the tail of his query, the Cove had eleven vacancies out of eighteen units. That meant there was plenty of time to get some local flavor.

      Go took a seat beside one of the food kiosks and ordered noodles. While chomping on the salty fare, he watched videos from some of the free newsers.

      A governor facing heat for budget cuts.

      The colonial CEO and executive committee talking about the necessity to seek greater efficiency if they hoped to encourage metacorporate investment.

      That same CEO embroiled in a controversial real estate transaction. It seemed a little odd for someone seeking greater efficiency to invest more than twenty million in real estate.

      Go nearly snorted a noodle out of his nose at that.

      The city—the entire colony—sounded like everywhere else he’d ever been—everywhere humans were.

      Noodles weren’t going to be enough for the day, but they would hold him over for the moment. He hired the cheapest ride he could find, then headed out to the Cove. On the way, he examined job offers on the Grid. There was work: construction, engineering, transportation, scientific research.

      And there were the sort of jobs he was looking for: Lancers work.

      Missing persons. Discreet investigations. Bodyguard. Message delivery.

      That last one was a euphemism for intimidation. No doubt the constables had it flagged. Which wasn’t a worry, because despite Go’s intimidating physical presence and skills, he wasn’t inclined to resort to physical pressure for money. To defend himself? Yeah. No worries.

      From the spaceport, the vehicle—actually an old, clattering hauler returning from carting iced fish to the starport—opened its front passenger door with a groan. The interior stank of fish, and foam guts poked out of the seat in several places. It was still more comfortable than the shuttle.

      The console display winked on and off, showing a map of the city for a second, then disappearing, then reappearing with part of the map blacked out. He tried to study it as the vehicle took him east on Main Street, past sparkling new buildings that climbed ten or twenty stories high until they hit the Coastal Highway. That road carried them northeast along an undeveloped beachfront. With the rain past, the sun turned the water a sparkling gray with hints of aquamarine. There were boats out on the water, but they were too far away to figure out their purpose.

      Fishing, based on the way everything smelled.

      Each time the hauler passed any sort of milestone, a squeaky voice leaked from a dirt-caked speaker on the dash.

      “MDC building on the left.”

      They passed between a last stretch of posh, almost-decadent buildings that looked out on the beach, then they were rumbling toward squat, blocky buildings.

      “Old City approaching.”

      Ahead, things looked even more crude and run-down.

      “Now entering Port Town.”

      “Now crossing Conquistador Road.”

      The computer reminded Go of an old man who couldn’t handle directions. “Yeah, look, take me to the Cove, right?”

      “The cove. This vehicle doesn’t go beyond Port Town. You’ll need to hire a boat.”

      “The Cove. The motel on Harbor Street, yeah? I gave you the address when I hired you.”

      “Please enter the address again.”

      “I just told you.” Go groaned. “You just passed—”

      “Select your destination on the console map.”

      “Yeah, I would if it would stay lit long enough.”

      “Enter the address—”

      Go brought a powerful fist down on the dashboard. “Just stop here.”

      Brakes squeaked, and Go jerked against the safety belt. He unbuckled and punched the door release until that groaned open. He was at least a kilometer from the motel, on the road above the harbor. If it was still Coastal Highway, it had lost any of the glamor and polish of it.

      The hauler’s control system squeaked. “Don’t forget to leave a rating.”

      That brought a sneer to Go’s lips. “Oh, you can count on that, mate.”

      It was easy enough finding the motel, although that kilometer turned into at least two thanks to the indirect route he had to take. He retraced south, then took Olazabal Street west to Harbor Road. Olazabal was a steep, uphill climb, and so was the motel’s modest parking lot.

      His room was on the second floor of the middle of three units, requiring a climb up sun-faded wooden stairs only partly enclosed by weathered wood planks. The door opened when he transmitted his credentials with his earpiece. Heavy drapes covered the east-facing wall that looked onto the parking lot and harbor, blocking out the bright light. When he turned on the light switch, he saw about what he expected: a bed with ratty blanket; a dark carpet that was bare in spots; a small, mineral-stained sink with a similarly stained countertop; and a scuffed door blocking off a toilet and shower that needed serious attention. He hadn’t noticed when he’d rented the room, but it became apparent quickly that there was no air conditioning. The place smelled like sweat and the sea.

      “Brilliant.”

      He dropped his duffel bag on the bed, noting the way the mattress sagged, then opened the windows.

      There were bars built into the frames.

      Pleasant.

      While he set his belongings out, he gained a sense of the room: three long strides deep and two wide. When he tried to wash his face, he discovered there was no hot water.

      “Double brilliant.”

      Go connected to the motel management system. A moderately pleasant computer rendering of a woman with dark hair and olive skin projected into his earpiece. “Welcome to the Cove. My name is Maranda. How may I assist you?”

      “Well, Maranda, might want to start with the lack of hot water.”

      “Hot water may be purchased.” The limited AI offered a menu of options.

      “Yeah, let’s go with the deluxe.”

      “Deluxe hot water option enabled. This will be added to your billing.”

      “Fine. Any chance of air conditioning in this dump, love?”

      “A portable unit can be rented on a daily basis.”

      Another prompt for pricing pinged Go’s earpiece. “All right. Roll one up here.” He was going to need a paying job soon.

      “Portable air conditioning unit option enabled. This will be added to your billing.”

      “That’s enough leeching for me, Maranda.”

      “Thank you. Please do not hesitate to engage me should you require further assistance.”

      The AI disconnected.

      Go brought up her image again. Yeah. The model was a looker—probably rendered based on some of his logged tastes—and he’d been without companionship for too long.

      “Job first, entertainment second.”

      His stomach growled. Before he read through the job postings again, he needed a real meal. A quick search revealed a place known as Breakers not half a kilometer away. It boasted fish and chips, fish soup, coffee, pies, and a variety of sandwiches. And breakfast.

      After making sure the room was secure, Go headed down the stairs, across the parking lot, toward Olazabal Street, stopping to watch the harbor. Pale gray birds circled far out over the water or waddled along the pier, searching for food. These seemed to be seagulls, possibly modified to match Newcastle’s ecosystem.

      To help modify the ecosystem to match the human colonists’ needs.

      That was humans right there, wasn’t it? Never content until they left their fingerprints on everything.

      The damned metacorporations. They were on Newcastle.

      And the governor wanted to get into bed with them even more.

      Lie down with dogs, fella.

      At least the harbor seemed peaceful. The water didn’t have too much chop. The boats—fishing boats, as guessed—showed no sign of problems dealing with the current.

      Go wondered if he could ever know that sort of peace, just fighting the elements.

      The ERF was too busy to come after him. The question was whether or not they hire someone out. Lancers, like him.

      Yeah? Well, fuck them. He didn’t die easily.
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      Breakers sat in a parking lot near the top of the incline. The upper half of the building front was glass. Booths—most of them empty—were pressed against that. People moved inside, which brought a smile to Go’s face. No robots. No AI—real people.

      The first thing he noticed when passing through the door was the smell hanging in the heavy, warm air: stale grease, a piercing but pleasant fishiness, and strong coffee. It promised cramps and diarrhea.

      Yeah.

      Soft chatter and clinking dishes continued uninterrupted, as if he didn’t matter. It was a wonderful feeling.

      He settled in the booth farthest from the door, smiled at the fake leather covering hard foam, ordered a carafe of coffee, then split his attention between the menu projected to his earpiece and the activity in the harbor below. The cheapest thing on offer was a tomato-based fish soup with cabbage and potatoes. What caught his eye was the fish and chips.

      A stout woman in a black server outfit cleared her throat as she approached. Wrinkled, with brown hair going gray, he put her in her fifties. Lipstick-stained teeth flashed when she smiled. She set a carafe spotted like a leopard with coffee residue on the table, then a matching cup. Where they were chipped or scraped, white showed through clearly. “See something you like, sweetheart?”

      “I do—” A quick glance at her name tag. “—Bianca. Thanks. What’s the fish with the chips?”

      “Genetically modified cod. Tastes just like back on Earth.”

      “You emigrate from Earth, then?”

      “Nearly twenty years ago.” She raised the carafe and filled his cup.

      The fluid was black, the aroma sharp. He dumped sweetener and creamer in before stirring. “Ever had cod?”

      “The reintroduced ones. Once. When I was a kid.”

      “I’m sold. Fish and chips. Double the chips.”

      “Splurging today?”

      There was a playful tone to her teasing, but there was also pain and sympathy. It was the kind of pain that spoke of hungry kids, maybe an apartment that made his motel room look like a mansion, and maybe bills running weeks behind. That pain was his now, shared. He smiled anyway. “Might be a good day for that.”

      She started to turn, then froze for a moment, eyes locked on something outside, lips pinched in disapproval.

      It was a young couple, the girl short and skinny with greasy blond hair; the guy big, a bodybuilder quite taken with himself, squeezed into a shirt two sizes too small. Thinning dark hair swept back from an olive-skinned rodent face. There was something off about the guy’s skin. He had a hand around her arm, not quite covering discoloration from healing bruises. She wore a pale green summer dress, the sort that could be easily pulled off over her head.

      And sneakers. White some time ago but streaked with dirt now.

      Go set his coffee cup down. “How long for those fish and chips?”

      Bianca’s attention slowly drifted back. “Ten minutes, sweetie.”

      “Hold off just a few minutes, yeah?” He pushed out from the booth.

      Now the others were paying attention to him. The waitress shook her head. “You don’t want to get involved. Not with that.”

      “That’s right—I don’t. But I have to. Won’t be long.”

      His gut knotted as he crossed the parking lot, the dumbest smile he could manage plastered on his face. The closer he drew, the more obvious the other man’s size was. Slightly taller than Go, maybe chemically enhanced. And the posture, the way his heavy brow furrowed: The guy wasn’t used to challenge.

      Go waved. “Hey, mate. Mind if I have a word with the lady?”

      The bodybuilder shook his head. “You don’t want to get involved. Trust me.”

      “Involved? I just want to talk to the lady.” Go held out a hand for her.

      “You got one chance to walk away.” The bodybuilder positioned himself between Go and the young woman. “Mate.”

      There was fear—real fear—in the young woman’s eyes. “I—I’ll be fine. I mean, I’m with him.”

      Go focused on the peaceful water in the harbor, trying to bring his racing heart under control. The old man had always said, “You gonna get yourself in trouble one day.”

      Misguided chivalry.

      And it didn’t matter the size of an opponent, because they could be carrying a gun, or a knife.

      But Go couldn’t stand by and let a woman be roughed up. “Be glad to walk away, so long as he let you go.”

      The bodybuilder snorted. “Just get into town or something?”

      “Fresh off the shuttle.”

      “Figured.” The bodybuilder took a step closer. “You’re making a mistake.”

      “Always seem to.”

      The brute shoved the woman aside, nearly pushing her to the ground. He stepped even closer, until he was right in front of Go, smothering him in cologne and revealing pockmarked cheeks. “Last chance to walk away.”

      “Isn’t that funny? I was about to say the same thing.”

      It was easy to tell when someone had training. It was even easier to tell if they had experience.

      Rodent Face had both.

      His swing came abruptly and with confident speed.

      Go barely had time to shift, catching the strike on his left arm instead of in the gut.

      The blow hurt and rocked him. It was almost enough to knock him off balance and expose his face to a follow-up.

      Almost.

      But he ducked just enough to avoid the blow.

      Then he showed the guy what real training and experience looked like.

      A quick jab to the sternum.

      Another to the belly.

      When the bodybuilder doubled over, those blows were followed by a right cross that cracked against his heavy jaw.

      Rodent Face released a soft grunt, staggered back on wobbly legs, and threw his arms out to the side for balance.

      Go rolled the shoulder of the arm the big bodybuilder had hit. “Nice swing, mate.”

      The bodybuilder found his balance and shook his head to clear it. “Lucky punch.” He brought his fists back up to protect his face.

      “You know better.”

      But for a second, that seemed like it might be a bad guess. Rodent Face actually closed. “I know enough.”

      “Reconsider, mate. It’s a good chance to walk away on your own feet.”

      The bodybuilder straightened and sneered at the girl. “She’s not worth it.”

      Go waited until the other man had his back turned, then waved the young woman over and shielded her.

      “Oh.” Her voice was a squeaky whisper against Go’s back. “That’s…bad.”

      “Yeah? He wandering off to get a gun or something?”

      “No. I-I think he’s done for now.”

      “That’s good.” Go shook out his hands. “Rather not have to punch him again.”

      “But…Robbie’s not the kind of guy you cross. He holds a grudge.”

      Go shrugged. “Lots of people like that. Hey, I was just about to have lunch, love. Care to join me?”

      The young woman brushed greasy hair from her face. “I—”

      “It’s just lunch, Miss. No attachments. No expectations.”

      She blushed. “I-I already ate.”

      “No offense, but you could stand to eat again. When was the last full meal you had?”

      “This morning.”

      “Fine. Then have coffee. I got a carafe full of black paint waiting for me in there.” Go nodded at the door to Breakers. “If I have to drink the whole thing, I’ll be puking up my guts.”

      That drew a smile and revealed a hidden face of innocence. “Okay. But I have to go before too long.”

      “Sure. I felt the same way after the first taste.”

      “You’re odd.”

      “I like to consider it charming.” He extended his right hand. “Name’s Matthias Goonetilleke. Friends call me Go.”

      Her hand was soft and cool. “I’m Pardis.”

      “Well, Pardis, I hope you’ll reconsider having a bite. I have a lot of questions about Newcastle, and I don’t have any friends.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “Maybe I could have a bite. I-I’d be happy to answer questions.”

      Go searched around one last time for the bodybuilder, then waved toward the diner. “Sounds like a deal.”

      Although there was no sign of anyone all the way down to the harbor, Go was sure he hadn’t seen the last of the rodent-faced man—Robbie. Like the young lady said, his type always held grudges, and things always escalated.

      But it was always Go who saw things to their conclusion.
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      Pardis finally settled on a burger and fries. And four strips of bacon. And a cup of the fish soup. And a piece of Go’s fish. Plates piled up around her like grease-stained war trophies. She ordered another side of fries and drowned them in ketchup until the vinegar scent overpowered everything else.

      He caught her glancing out the window to the parking lot a dozen times before he finished his meal, always biting her lip, head tilted as if anxiously listening to the customers chattering. “You think your friend might be up for a second round, love?”

      “Robbie? No.” She took a sip of the bitter coffee. “He’ll probably find out who you are first.”

      “Hope he’s ready to be disappointed. I’m no one.”

      She bowed her head and drew spirals on the greasy tabletop. “I don’t know. You’re a good-looking guy. You sort of stand out, though. I mean…here.”

      He leaned back against the soft cushion of the booth. “Nah. I stand out everywhere.”

      “But you’re not from here. You said you just arrived.”

      “That’s right. I’m from everywhere, but I was born on Bermuda.”

      “Oh. I heard that’s a terrible place. Don’t they have some sort of monster?”

      “Yeah. No worse than humans, really. At least you don’t see them screwing each other over for a few dollars.”

      “It sounds like you don’t care much about humans.”

      “Try to. You lose faith after a while.”

      “I-I’ve never been anywhere but Newcastle. What’s it like?”

      “Bermuda? Like everywhere else. Most of the original colonists were from Asia—India, China, and everything in between. But the money and people who ran the place, they came from Australia, New Zealand, some from England. We always joked that our capital was like a candy bar: a chocolate crust surrounding caramel that coated a white nougat. But the nougat had all the money, see?”

      She clasped her hands in front of her, then lowered them beneath the table, as if embarrassed by her pale skin. “And you…? Your parents…”

      He held up a hand and twisted around, chuckling. “This? Yeah. My Pops. His grandfather was from Bangladesh, but his grandmother was Thai. And then me Mum, well, her family was from Singapore. Like a lot of others, they thought they had a good chance of a new life on the colony.”

      “Some people have done well.”

      “Yeah. Same as always.”

      “So, what do you do?”

      Go projected the advertisements from the Lancer sub-network onto the tabletop display. “Whatever pays.”

      She squinted. “You’re a Lancer? Are you a…bodyguard?”

      “Can be. Courier. Private investigator, too.” He pointed to the display. “That list is filtered to match my license level.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Hm?” A message flashed on the display: Welcome to Puerta de Oeste. Numbers flashed, then images he couldn’t recognize, then another message: Choose carefully. A shiver slid down his back. “Never seen something like that before. Must be some sort of local enhancement, yeah?”

      The message disappeared.

      Pardis’s brow creased. “Well that’s a lot of opportunities. Oh! Missing person! It must feel good to solve one of those.”

      “You’d think, yeah. Half the time, though, it’s people who don’t want to be found. But always takes time. And the money… It don’t pay the bills, see?”

      “Oh. I see. These others? Do they pay well?”

      “Depends. If it’s someone with money, the dirtier the job, the bigger the payday.”

      She looked him up and down, then licked her lips. “Do they ever pay you for…?”

      “Reckon they do.” Go thought back to Sandra and the odd jobs she’d hired him to do on Bermuda as a cover for buying his time. “No harm in that.”

      Pardis seemed to take some comfort from that. “Have you chosen a job yet?”

      “I thought maybe you could help me whittle things down.” He pushed his plate aside, then set hers into a relatively stable pile until he had a better view of the tabletop display. Rather than use the greasy display to control the job listings, he brought up a virtual interface for his earpiece. “A lot of these jobs look promising, see, but I don’t want to get involved in politics.”

      “Oh, things aren’t so bad here. There’s actually a councilwoman running for governor next election who’s promising better living standards and jobs for everyone.”

      “Free lunch for all, yeah? There’s no such thing. Someone has to pay eventually.”

      “Maybe. I guess. But she says things people want to hear.”

      “That’s what politicians do. She better have her numbers straight if she wants to win.”

      “I’m sure she does. She’s legitimate. We don’t have corruption like—”

      Go chortled. “You got politicians, you got corruption. I saw your governor wants to work closely with the metacorporations. That’s sticky.”

      “But there’s good money from them. The big ones have liaison offices here.”

      “That’s like an insect getting its stinger into your skin. The venom comes next.”

      “You don’t like metacorporations?”

      “Never seen one I could trust.”

      The young woman sagged a little. “They spend a lot of money.”

      “You see some of that, do you?”

      “Some of my better…customers.” That last word she whispered.

      “Well, not for me. I got plenty of choices.”

      “But not metacorporations. Right?”

      “Right.”

      “A lot of engineers and technicians like them. And scientists.”

      “Metacorporations? Sure. A lot of eggheads are too smart for their own good. They can do crazy math, see, but they can’t run the simple numbers to know they’re being played. They all like to think they’re too smart to be ripped off or tossed aside, but the corporations—that’s all they do. They have bean counters who live for one purpose, right? Screw people over. Exploit them.”

      Pardis frowned as Bianca took the plates. When the waitress left, the young woman rubbed her bruised arms. “The techies I know, they live a good life. I…I wouldn’t mind that kind of exploitation.”

      Go refilled her coffee cup. “Exploitation comes in worse forms.”

      “What…? What do they do?”

      “To exploit these eggheads, you mean? What I’ve seen, they hire them out for research and development. When they have technology to sell, the metacorporations use stunts to damage reputations. I once talked to a fella who created some device over the course of two years. Drained his savings. Put everything he had into it, and the company that wanted to buy it claimed he stole their intellectual property.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Oh. Sold it to them for pennies on the dollar. Wiped him out.”

      “That’s terrible.”

      “Yeah. And typical. So—” Go pointed to the display. “Any of these I should avoid?”

      “I-I don’t really know that much about…”

      “Metacorporations? No one does. They like to hide.” Go powered off the display.

      The young woman glanced toward the kitchen. “I’m…um…getting paid later tonight. If you’d like anything… For the food.”

      “Nah. Like I said, no obligations. The conversation was nice. Been doing a lot of solo work and missed having someone to talk to.”

      “O-Okay. I-If you change your mind…”

      His earpiece chimed—a contact query. He accepted. He had her full name: Pardis Sabeti, but no address came along. Smart. “Don’t be a stranger, love.” He winked at her, and she blushed again.

      “I-I have to get to work.”

      “If this Robbie fella gives you any more trouble—call me.”

      There was a smile for an instant, but even that looked troubled. “Watch your back, Go.”

      “I got eyes back there.”

      She chuckled, then she was gone, heading down toward the harbor, shoulders slumped.

      Go knew she was scared, but there was nothing he could do to force her to speak up. He would have to keep an eye out for her.

      Without any guidance, he started filtering jobs on instinct.

      Couriers carting packages all across the city… Even if it wasn’t metacorporate work, it paid too little for the annoyance.

      Intimidation and bodyguard work… That was swimming too close to crime.

      Missing persons… He didn’t need the heartbreak right now.

      Private investigation…

      Of the three offered, one demanded discretion. It could be sleazy, or it could be very profitable. Or both. But the odds were good that the money would hold him over for a while.

      Go worked up a bid, factoring in the expenses he was already taking on, overhead, and a safe fudge factor. He played with the numbers for a few minutes, tacked on a little extra, then fired off his bid.

      At the price he was asking, the odds were good that he would be rejected. That’s how it went when you were new, and you had no idea how things worked on-planet.

      He finished off the last of the coffee and dug a soggy French fry from Pardis’s plate. Her pale green dress caught his attention. She stood at the top of the steps leading down to the pier, greasy hair fluttering heavily in the breeze. Boats were coming in, and crew were unloading their catch. Someone rushed up the steps and stood beside her. They seemed to talk for a minute, then he took her hand and headed toward the nearby parking lot. Her slender hips swayed until the man wrapped his arm around her.

      Go shook his head. “You keep making the wrong call, mate.”

      His earpiece chimed—a text message: Meet me at Shéhérazade’s in two hours. We can discuss your bid there. Come alone.

      Shéhérazade’s? A search found that it was a nightclub in the downtown area known as Central City. It seemed to cater to young professionals.

      It sounded hellish but safe.

      But come alone? It looked like he would have a chance to test those eyes on the back of his head.
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      Shéhérazade’s was every bit the meat market Go had suspected and worse. It was a trap for lost souls. Sunset warmed his back when he entered, yet there were already people deep in their drinks. Most were puffy, with a fluorescent-drained pallor that could only come from cubicle work or other indoor hells. They exuded a malaise that extended to their perfumed air. That fatigued sensation ran as deep as the furniture, which looked as if it had melted.

      Go slid into an empty booth, sniffling at the smell of cigarettes. There were eyes on him—hungry and hostile. Some wanted to hook up with him; others resented having such an imposing competitor.

      Feedback squealed through the sound system. “All right, ladies and gentlemen! Welcome to the night of fantasy.”

      As the automated speaker ran through its script, the place faded to darkness. Strobe lights burst into action, and a moment later, staccato beats introduced a heavy bass line. The lights and music—Go was pretty sure it was months past its expiry—were out of sync, but that didn’t stop the people who had been waiting. They set aside drinks and shuffled toward an open area, broke up into vague pairings, then jerked and twisted in what apparently passed for dancing.

      It was frightening stuff, like watching an old vid where undead came back for revenge.

      Go ordered a whiskey through the nightclub’s service menu, then leaned back in the booth. His back was to the fire escape, and he had a good look at the main entrance. He was early, even after walking the block outside twice and taking an elevator to the top floor of the highest building. Snipers, assault teams—he didn’t expect anything so outrageous, but he wasn’t about to break habit. That would be lazy.

      Over the next half-hour, a few couples made their way in, along with several more individuals. They ordered drinks, chatted over the deafening music, then joined the others on the dance floor.

      And then the client arrived.

      Or at least Go assumed she was the client.

      A little on the short side, a blond with a stylish short cut, she wore an expensive-looking blouse-and-pants ensemble. Or maybe it was the jewelry that made everything look so high-class.

      No. The whole package was expensive.

      She studied the dancers with a hungry curiosity, licking her burgundy lipstick and squinting.

      Go waved.

      The woman straightened, as if embarrassed by her interest in the dancers. She strode over with a confidence that acted as a cheap substitute for elegance. “Matthias Goonetilleke?”

      “Ain’t that a mouthful. Go’s fine, thanks.” He waved her to the opposite side of the booth.

      There was that hungry squinting again, which was pleasant enough in the presence of her perfume. Not tired like the others but fresh. She sucked in a breath, apparently reached a decision, then slid into the seat across from him. The diamond-sparkle clutch she’d kept close to her silvery blouse was now on the tabletop, where it reflected the strobing lights. “A strange name for a strange man.”

      “I fancy myself as mysterious.”

      “I tried to do a deep background check on you, but I couldn’t come up with much. Why is that?”

      “I’ve been off the Grid a lot for the last couple years.”

      Her thin lips compressed. “And why is that?”

      “Lots of reasons, none of them your concern.”

      “I think as a prospective employer, that should be for me to determine.”

      He ordered another whiskey. “Fair enough. I needed to be…unavailable for a while. I found out recently that the person who might want to talk to me was dead. So…”

      “So you came to Newcastle. This person who wanted to ‘talk to you’ must not have been from here.”

      “Reckon not.”

      She brushed the dead, blond hair from her ear, revealing a high-end earpiece, then she stared off into space. “What sort of experience do you have as a Lancer, Go?”

      “Plenty. Odd jobs, bodyguard work, private investigation. Just like my license says. Is that why you said I should choose carefully?”

      “What?”

      Not her, then, the strange message. “Nothing.”

      “You look like a dangerous man. Are you?”

      “Not many people I’m afraid of, if that’s what you mean.”

      “And can you be discreet?” She leaned toward him as a hefty, young man in white shirt and black pants brought a drink to her.

      Go waited until the young man was gone. “As quiet as anyone. Look, Missy, is there an offer here?”

      “For the right person.”

      “If this is legal, I’m the right person.”

      She sipped from the shot glass, eyeing him hungrily again. “I need you to follow someone.”

      “Follow? You mean rent a crawler and tail them wherever they go in the city? Or do you mean get video of someone in a compromising position?”

      “Images proving infidelity.”

      Go tossed back his whiskey. He wasn’t much of a drinker, but he needed something to numb the twist in his gut. “This your hubby?”

      “Yes.” There was no heat in her voice. “I’m not a jealous woman.”

      “Yeah…noticed that.”

      “Don’t take that tone with me. You have no idea what I’ve gone through.”

      “I have a good idea what most failed marriages are like, and I know I don’t want any part of this.”

      She opened the clutch, pulled out a strip of film, and shoved that across the table to him. “Hear me out.”

      No one wasted the time and effort on untraceable data film for anything trivial. Go plucked it from the tabletop, pulled his earpiece off, then slid the film into the small reader slot. Two hundred dollars.

      “That’s a retainer.” Her hands shook as she closed the clutch.

      “I can listen for two hundred dollars.” He put the data film in his wallet.

      “My husband is a proven business manager. He’s an even better scientist.”

      “Sounds like a keeper.”

      “I would’ve preferred that. Six years ago, he started a company to do very complicated research for an undisclosed party. He funded that company using money from friends and family—including my family. He was successful, and two years ago, he sold the company and the technology for a significant profit.”

      “And the undisclosed party?”

      She shrugged. “What matters is that we were sitting on good money. Everyone was paid off and happy. We were set.”

      “Then your husband started fooling around?”

      “Not…quite. At least, I don’t think so. But he refused the offer to go to work for this undisclosed party. And the offer was substantial.”

      “So, a metacorporation.”

      “What matters is that he almost immediately took my money and funneled it into a new company: RPC. That’s the ownership group: Rackers, Paulson, and Cho. He started—”

      “Hold on.” Go rubbed the shot glass with his thumbs. “You lost me for a second.”

      “What?”

      “He stole your money? How’d he do that?”

      Her blue eyes rolled. “Our money. The money from the sale.”

      “Sounds like his money, I reckon. Unless you helped with the design work?”

      “I was invested in the risk, and I maintained our household while he focused on the research.”

      “Fair enough. Did you tell him no when it came time to invest the money in this new business?”

      “Well, no. It sounded like an easy job. The way he described it, he was even further along with this than the last one and we were looking at even more of a payout.”

      “So you were invested in the risk again? Right?”

      “Yes. Because I believed him.”

      Go’s stomach knotted. He hated this part of the job. “But he was fooling around on you. Is that it?”

      “At some point. But before that, he lied. He lied about how far ahead he was from everyone else. And he lied about how many other people there were doing the same sort of research. There are thousands of competitors—much larger businesses than his—doing this research. And the only payout goes to the winning team.”

      “Ah! So the investment is at risk, yeah?”

      “It is. And he’s destroyed the marriage in the process. He spends all of his time at work. With her.”

      “The gal he’s fooling around with?”

      “Yes. A fellow scientist. The wife of his business partner.”

      Two hundred dollars was starting to feel too low. “Does his partner know that they’re fooling around?”

      “I-I don’t think so. They’re close, all three of them.”

      Go stared into the empty glass. He was going to need another one if he took this job. “Any chance he’s in on it? Your husband’s partner—some sort of polyamorous thing?”

      “Oh. I don’t think so. They’re not close like that. I mean that they all work on the project together all the time.”

      Eggheads were tough to figure out. Go had spent his life training in his father’s gym. Bermuda had a decent enough education system as colony worlds went, but there were plenty of people better fit for science and engineering. So Go followed in his father’s footsteps, mastering Muay Thai and other forms of combat. It was sort of hard to even think of an engineer or a scientist having an affair. That was a knuckle-headed viewpoint, especially for someone who had seen so much over the years, but… “Sounds like a real mess.”

      She grabbed his wrist. “It is. After all I’ve been through, after all I did for him, he does this to me.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry. Fella sounds like an ass. Thing is, these jobs get really ugly.”

      “I understand. I’ve already talked to a divorce lawyer—”

      “That’s just going to make things uglier.”

      She squeezed, but even with her nails digging into his flesh, it felt more like her trying to get intimate than anger or desperation. “I’ll pay you more. Your rate… We can cover a lot of the cost through expenses. It will all be covered through the divorce process.”

      “What’s the point of the divorce? Are you looking to get your money back?”

      “Yes. Whatever I can. They have equipment and other capital they could sell off. It won’t be what we had before, but Raisa—my lawyer—thinks that I should be able to win most of the funds once everything’s sold off.”

      “Anyone else invested in this company besides these three?”

      The woman waved her hand dismissively. “Richard Paulson. He’s the biggest investor other than Christopher. They—”

      “That’s your husband, yeah? Christopher?”

      “Yes. They have another scientist, a couple of technicians, and a few outside investors. None of them will have the claim I do on the remaining funds.”

      There was something about the way she dismissed the other investors and partners that annoyed Go. “Let me think about it.”

      She let go of his wrist. “I had eight other Lancers bid on this job. You were the most expensive.”

      “Then hire one of the cheaper ones.”

      “I like what I saw when I researched you.” Her eyebrows arched. The hungry look was there again.

      He needed that drink. “I’ll have an answer for you tomorrow, Miss.”

      “A job like this, it might have…fringe benefits.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She opened her clasp once more, and this time she pulled out a palm-sized display. “This is the woman. Lilly Cho.”

      The display flashed to life, but instead of someone who might remind Go of Sandra, the image that filled the display was a beautiful, young woman. Wavy, brown hair and big, dark eyes—a knockout. She wore a tight-fitting, sleeveless dress that revealed a shapely form more appropriate to vid darlings than eggheads. “She’s a scientist?”

      “She’s very smart. Multiple degrees.”

      “Plenty of degrees, yeah.”

      “Pretty, isn’t she?”

      “Sure. If you like your women…perfect.”

      His client shoved the display back into her clutch. “You see what I’m up against.”

      “Hey! Settle down, yeah?”

      “Why should I? I came here to hire you, and you’re just like Christopher—drooling over her.”

      What sort of man wouldn’t trip over himself at the sight of this woman? Stunning didn’t go far enough. It was easy to believe any man could fall for her. That and the strange circumstances surrounding the job screamed disaster. Everything about the client and her offer seemed wrong and ready to spin into absolute chaos.

      But Go needed the money.

      Still…

      No. He needed the money. “I’ll take it.”

      His client smiled and grabbed his hand. “Thank you!”

      “About those expenses—”

      “I’ll work with Raisa tonight. I can have a contract for you in the morning.”

      Her hands felt cold on his despite wrapping around like a lover. The simmering look in her eyes…

      He pulled free. “I’ll need more information. Names. Addresses.”

      “With the contract.” She leaned closer. “But I can tell you my name for now. Noelle Rackers.” Her eyes were like glitter in the strobes.

      “All right, Noelle. I’ll start in the morning, when I get the contract.”

      She pushed out of the booth, but before leaving, she leaned against his side and kissed him on the lips. “We can talk about the fringe benefits, too.”

      “Yeah. Reckon we can.”

      It should have been easy watching her sashay out. She was put together well enough, after all. But Go’s attention was drawn to the bar, where a young woman watched him over the rim of a glass. Tall, dark, and athletic. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail, revealing a face that had a lot of memories attached to it.

      She finished her drink, set her glass on the bar, and strolled toward him.

      All of his concerns about getting involved in a complicated case seemed ridiculous now. Because if there was one guarantee in life, it was that Rosario Salazar was going to be the biggest drama around.
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      “Now, I don’t think surprised goes far enough.” Rosario stood beside Go’s booth for a moment, smiling. She was impressive in the strobe lights, long and firm, decked out in tight black jeans and a tighter bright red T-shirt that did a good job of advertising her gifts. Alcohol and a woodsy perfume drifted off of her.

      Go’s first instinct was to run for the door and purge any record that he’d ever been in Shéhérazade’s. But that wouldn’t work with Rosario. He knew that all too well. “Can’t hear you over the music, love.”

      “Well, let me get closer.” When he tried to escape the booth, she sat on his lap until he gave up, then slid in beside him, pinning him against the wall with her hip. She’d had a few drinks, and she was giving off a lot of heat. “Matthias Goonetilleke. I thought I would never see you again.”

      “I try to deliver on my promises.”

      “You always such a sore loser?”

      “Don’t rightly consider it losing so much as being selective.”

      “Uh-huh.” She wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “You still single?”

      “Told you long ago, I’m not the marrying type.”

      She chuckled. “Why buy the cow when you can get the milk free, right?”

      “Wouldn’t want a cow, now would I?”

      “Nope. You’re pretty particular about what you like, aren’t you?” She pressed against him. “You still in mourning about the one who got away all these years on?”

      “It’s not mourning.”

      “Right. What was her name, again? Sam, right? Broke your heart?”

      “Opened my eyes.”

      Rosario stared off in space for a second. “Whiskey, huh? I thought you didn’t drink.”

      Go licked his lips. “It’s been one of those days.”

      “Didn’t quite work out with that skinny, old blond?”

      “She’s a customer.”

      “You must be desperate. She looks ten years older than you.”

      “I told you—she’s a customer.”

      “So now you’re selling it?” She pressed a hand against his chest. “What’s the going rate? I had a dry spell, and I’ve got a little money saved up.” She snorted. “Oh, don’t be so sensitive.”

      “I’ve got to get some sleep—” Go frowned as the husky bartender advanced on the table, a drink in each hand. Once the whiskey glass was in front of Go, he couldn’t look away from it. “I’m not getting drunk, Rosario.”

      “Three drinks won’t get you drunk. Anyway, I don’t like to drink alone.”

      “You could get any guy off that dance floor.”

      “Ugh. I’d rather use my fingers.” She took a sip of her drink. “Are you turning me down before I even ask?”

      “I’ve already got a job, and you know I prefer to work alone.”

      “This doesn’t have to be only business.” Her hand squeezed his thigh.

      “It does with us. At least while I’m working a job.”

      “Oh, don’t be that way. We had a good run, and you know it.”

      “Had. And it was better for you than me.”

      She guffawed. “Listen to you. Is there a more conceited man in the colonies?”

      “I was talking about the jobs, but if you want to make it personal, you know as well as I do that you’re the one who kept coming back.”

      The humor left her face, which seemed to take on more color in the strobe lights. “You’ve got a lot of nerve.”

      Go took a drink. He needed something to fortify him with her so close. Rosario was a real problem, but not because she was a bad person. In fact, she was anything but. But he didn’t like to be around her while working, and after the way things had gone on their last job, he wasn’t about to work with her again.

      But she was right about him having a type, and she was close. Dangerously close. Add to that her proximity and all the memories of their previous times together, and his resistance was crumbling. “No offense meant, love. I just wanted things straight between us.”

      “Now that’s more like it. Where are you staying? Maybe we can—”

      “Nah. I mean it. I’m not getting tangled up with you again. Not while I’m working.”

      “You make it sound like you think I’m the problem.”

      “We’re the problem. But you do tend to be a little too quick to jump into things, and you’re a little too comfortable taking risks. And you won’t take no for an answer.”

      She smiled around another drink. “I won’t.”

      “Yeah. Well, you’re going to have to this time.”

      “You know, you like to say that I came crawling back, but the way I remember it, you never said no. In fact, you said I liked to break your back, and you’d be fine—”

      “I’d be fine as a paraplegic if that’s what it took. That’s mixing business and pleasure.”

      She squeezed his biceps. “Business is pleasure, and I’ve got a job that will blow your—”

      “I told you—”

      “Just listen to me.” She pressed against him even more. “Give me five minutes.”

      He finished off his drink and wished that he had the strength to escape her. The pulsing music, the dark of the club, the bodies jerking awkwardly in a freakish simulation of dance—he should have been able to get away, to get lost. It wasn’t natural or even believable that they had simply run into each other. Yet there she was, hot as a furnace, close enough to burn him, and him stupid like a moth wondering if his wings could survive the flame. “One minute.”

      “All right. Here’s the hook: more money than you’ve ever made in your life. Interested?”

      “Nope.”

      “You’re lying, and you’re terrible at it.”

      “Not lying, love. Skeptical. More money than I’ve ever made. That’s never a good opening pitch.”

      “What, now you’re afraid of money?”

      “If it’s too easy or too much.”

      “This is neither. That’s why I’m talking to you. I can’t handle this on my own. I need a team.”

      “And I don’t do teams.”

      “For this job, you’d have to. It’s too big otherwise.”

      “Means it’s not for me, yeah?”

      Rosario swirled her drink. “Is this because of Polaris?”

      “Nah. That’s all in the past.”

      “You’re the worst liar. I can’t believe you’re still holding that against me.”

      “It was your team. You selected everyone, and you convinced me I could run everything.”

      “Because you refused to put a team together, and you demanded to run my team.”

      He shrugged. “I work alone.”

      “You mean that you’re an insufferable ass.”

      “An insufferable ass who gets things done, yeah.”

      She finished her drink off, twisting around to watch the dancers. “What if I sweetened the pot?”

      “Not interested. It just means you’re desperate, and that means it’s already going sideways.”

      “It’s not.” She rested her chin on his shoulder and looked at him with those big, brown eyes. “You don’t understand how big this is and how bad I need you.”

      Those last words were like an ice dagger in his heart. How many times had she said that to him? How many times had he gone back after one screw-up or another, only to walk into situations that were even worse than when he’d left? But the way she worked those eyes and her lips, the way she could work her entire body… “How big is it?”

      Her face split in a broad grin. “This company, they’re a research firm. They have a huge client.”

      “Metacorporation?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “To me.”

      “Probably. At some point, everything big boils down to one of them. You’re either working for one of the corporations they run, or for the big corporation running all the other corporations. That’s where all the money is.”

      Corporations that did nothing but run other corporations. It was a sick, twisted notion. A business should have a purpose, a brand, an identity. Metacorporations only worried about a purpose, brand, or identity for the businesses they owned, and then only if it served to amplify revenue. “You can make money doing clean work.”

      “Like screwing that skinny bitch?”

      “She’s not that kind of client.”

      Rosario sneered. “They’re all that kind of client. Every single one you get involved with.”

      He emptied his glass and pushed his hip against hers. “I need to get to bed. Travel messes with me.”

      “I’ll give you a 150 percent share.”

      That was too much to ignore. “One and a half of what?”

      She licked her lips. “It depends on how well we do our job.”

      “Two shares.”

      “All right.”

      “What’s the size of the team?”

      “I think we can get away with four.”

      Two shares with four people… That would be forty percent of the take. But forty percent of what? “How much is guaranteed?”

      “Five thousand to start. Plus expenses. There’s no risk.”

      He held back a laugh. Everything involved risk. But he was looking at two thousand just for being involved. That was ten times what Noelle was paying. “And the upside?”

      “Twenty-five. Plus a percent of the gross sale price.”

      “And what are they expecting to sell this research at?”

      “Worst-case estimate? Twenty million.”

      Twenty. Million. That would be two hundred thousand split five ways. Eighty thousand for him. For one job. He swallowed. “Show me.”

      She stared off into space again, and after a second, he had a request to connect. “Where’ve you been the last couple years, Go?”

      “All over. I had to lay low for a while. A case went sour.”

      “This one won’t. Everything’s going to be okay.” She turned his head to her and kissed him. It was a little too long, and a little too intense for them being apart nearly three years. Even she seemed to figure that out, pulling away and running the back of her hand over her lips. “Sorry.”

      “I’ve had worse things done to me.”

      She seemed to fight with a smile, then she was staring into space again. “This is proprietary information. I haven’t showed it to anybody else. Don’t screw me over.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Her eyes darted to his, anxious and hopeful. “You’re the only person I’ve ever trusted, Go.”

      “Figured as much.”

      He projected the shared images onto the tabletop, which was easier to read. Higher-end earpieces had better video projection directly into the retina, but he didn’t have the kind of money to buy something like that.

      The first image was the contract Rosario had negotiated: exactly as she had described. That was followed by more details on the client.

      RPC.

      Go blinked. RPC? “Hold on. Who’s this?”

      Rosario had squeezed him against the wall when he’d agreed to look the contract over. When she turned to him, her breath was hot and moist on his face. “They’re legit. I researched them. The main investor has a track record. A few years ago, he sold some pretty hot technology for nearly two million. That’s in the clear. He has good credentials, a good reputation.”

      Go flipped back to the contract. The timestamp was from earlier in the day. The odds that she landed the deal and Noelle didn’t know about it were slim. “How long you been bidding on this, love?”

      “Three days, including today. There was only one other real contender. At least that’s what Chris said.”

      “Chris?”

      “Chris Rackers. He’s the R in RPC. He’s the one who put
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