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      As an Australian author, the spelling in this book uses mostly Australian English.
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      Death before slavery.

      The slogan came to Mira as she passed a scorched wall on the space station. She frowned and gave it a second glance over her shoulder. The remains of graffiti paint ringed the blast mark, the words in the centre burned completely. Death before slavery… had she docked here the last time she’d come through Aegis Station?

      “The station looks shitter than usual," said Lukas, pulling her attention away from the graffiti.

      "Gang war three weeks ago." Mira cut him a wry look. "Did you even read the dossier?"

      "These smash and grab jobs are boring. Just tell me what to do later." He rubbed a frustrated hand over his short blond hair. "Don't know why the Division sent us."

      The Union Influence & Information Division didn't usually send both of them for simple intel retrieval off a shitty old independent space station. The sooner they met the traitor, the sooner she could get back to Union space and more interesting work.

      They joined the crush of bodies and cargo in the main thoroughfare. Ozone, grease, and sweat mixed with the recycled air. What a terrible day to have enhanced senses.

      All the docking bays funnelled into a central room with a flickering 'Customs' sign. A line of station enforcers with hacked-together tech and a mishmash of small arms blocked anyone from reaching the elevators to the rest of the station.

      Three enforcers stepped into their path. The spidery man in front with a datapad looked like most spacers who'd never been planet-side growing up. The two meatheads behind him looked like they ate rocks.

      One meathead's hand hovered over his weapon, sizing up Lukas. That was normal.

      A few inches taller and many inches broader than her, people looked at Lukas and thought either 'I should get out of his way' or 'I want to fight him'. The other meathead was more relaxed but still had the 'I want to fight him' glint in his eye.

      "Cargo manifest's a bit light," said the leader, tapping his datapad. "Aegis ain't a holiday station. What are you really carrying?"

      "None of your business," said Mira, falling into the same secretive persona she always used on smuggler stations.

      "Everything here is my business." The leader's thin lips cracked into a superior smile. "Unless you can convince me it's not my business."

      Mira kept herself from rolling her eyes. If only Aegis Station was part of the Union of Allied Worlds. Then she wouldn’t have to wade thought these low-level criminals.

      Violet, the AI wired to Mira's brainstem, scanned the man. The long wait for a docking bay gave the advanced AI time to slip into the station's system unnoticed. The private display in Mira's ocular implants said the leader was a jumped-up merchant who'd recently traded smuggling for this shakedown job. There was an active bounty on him too.

      "He's not a smart man. A bounty hunter is going to come through here sooner or later," said Mira subvocally, the communication meant just for Violet.

      "His school report cards say he was never very smart," Violet replied, her human-like voice reverberating through Mira's bone implants.

      Mira leaned in, keeping her voice soft.

      "If I were you, Raskari, or whatever you're calling yourself here, I'd be more careful about who I extort. It only takes one person to tell your home-system's officials where you are." She tipped her head towards the two behind him. "Or to let your friends know about your bounty. You sure they wouldn't trade you for it?"

      Fury replaced his smug smile. Lukas tensed. Mira kept her eyes locked on the leader.

      The man flicked his gaze over them, taking a better look now that it was clear Mira and Lukas were not your average smugglers. Someone like that would've already called in the bounty.

      Mira's weapon peeked through her dark jacket, the kinetic synthweave keeping her both warm and protected from projectiles. Lukas didn't need a weapon to look intimidating, but he looked extra don't-fuck-with-me with his on display.

      The leader coughed and stepped back.

      "They're free to go," he said, smashing a finger on his datapad.

      The meatheads looked like they wanted to object, but the leader silenced them with a glare.

      Mira nodded at the group and Lukas grinned, giving them a lazy salute. The leader was still glaring at her as the elevator door closed.

      "We could've taken them," Lukas muttered as he slouched against the wall.

      "The asset might go to ground if she hears about a fight at the docks."

      They hadn't heard from the Concord traitor for over 12 hours. For all Mira knew, she'd already run. Or was dead.

      The only reason Mira hadn't kicked up more of a fuss about going on this bland mission was the Concord vault. Getting access to one of those might be just thing to close off the century-long cold war with the Concord of Chartered Worlds. No one from the Union had gained access to a functioning one in almost 70 years.

      Lukas scoffed. "How hard could it be to just blow open a door?"

      "I'd rather not brute force our way into a vault we know nothing about."

      "What's the point of our 'advanced AIs'"—he used air quotes—"if they can't get through a door?"

      Violet sighed. "Would you like me to provide success percentages for the various methods I'd have to try or would that be too much thinking for Agent Kurill?"

      "Violet takes offence," Mira said aloud with a chuckle.

      Lukas rolled his ice-blue eyes. "Still don't know why you got an AI with a personality."

      Mira liked having an AI who wasn't a glorified to-do list like Lukas's. The Division poured money into their agents so they could be the best at protecting Union interests. If Mira's AI could be more than what everyone else had, then she was obviously going to demand a second brain.

      Besides, Violet provided company in a life where trust was hard to come by and intimacy purely physical. It might be sad that a jumble of code was basically her best friend, but it was better than being dead.

      Lukas might be the closest thing she had to a friend, which was also sad, considering their only commonality was work. Hard to make friends with normal people though when your life wasn't normal. Or sometimes wasn't even really your life.

      The high-speed elevator deposited them on their floor a few seconds later. The empty corridor had a few lights out but didn't have the amount of damage the docks did. The metal walls were scratched and dented from almost a century of use, but successive lawless owners had done only basic maintenance. No need for a sparkling orbital station when the moon below was a bombed-out husk of a colony.

      Mira followed her map until they turned a corner to a dead end.

      "This feels like a trap," said Lukas.

      "False wall." Mira swiped through her holo of the map. "The station maps have been altered."

      Mira searched for anywhere a camera might be hidden. Violet zoomed in on a tiny hole in the ceiling transmitting a weak signal.

      "Are you going to open up for us, Barva, or is it my trigger-happy associate's lucky day?" Mira jerked her thumb at Lukas.

      A few seconds of silence before a whirring cut through the air and an invisible seam opened in the wall. It was just wide enough for them to squeeze through. Lukas went first. The door shut the second Mira was through.

      Barva lurked in the dim corridor, clothes crumpled and greasy hair thrown into a sagging ponytail. Her fingers twitched like a stimmer coming off a high. Maybe she was.

      "Why isn't Hake here?" asked Barva, back to the only other exit in the protected corridor.

      The agent who'd turned Barva months ago should've been running this mission. Instead, he'd managed to die in enemy space. Honeypot Hake should've checked the exits before trying to seduce his way into the bed of a Concord oligarch's husband.

      "He's deep cover," said Mira, the lie from her dossier rolling smoothly off her tongue. "He can't be seen on Aegis again so soon after leaving. You know that."

      "You'll extract me after this, right? We had a deal," said Barva, her words clipped and voice scratchy. "You need me."

      Don't need her for long, Lukas sent via his AI.

      "You had a deal," said Mira with a nod, ignoring Lukas's interjection. "The quicker we get this done, the sooner we can leave."

      Someone at Barva's level in the Concord wouldn't have any extra information that the Union didn't already know, but Hake had made the deal and the Division was willing to honour it. Rescuing traitors with nothing else to offer was a waste of resources. Not Mira's call though unless Barva turned into a problem.

      The traitor paused. For a moment, Mira thought she might refuse to take them the rest of the way in the vault. That could get messy. She was about to send Lukas an order not to get too rough before Barva turned to the door behind her.

      The biometrics took scans of her body, eyes, DNA, and the chip embedded in her arm. The door that finally rumbled open was a foot thick. Mira gave Lukas a pointed look.

      You would've spaced us trying to get through with explosives, she sent him.

      Lukas shrugged as if that were a minor detail.

      Barva moved to another door and Violet updated the station map as they followed.

      Whoever in the Concord decided to risk putting a backup vault out here was either insane or using it as their personal "just in case" stash of data. If their plan was to put in charge a low-level analyst who wouldn't question anything though, they should've chosen someone less susceptible than Barva.

      The second door took another few minutes of biometrics. Lukas idly surveyed the area, half looking like he was a professional and half looking like he might blow something up for fun. Violet was trying to break into the security around the vault without any luck. If it were that easy, Hake wouldn't have needed to jump into bed with Barva.

      The doors finally hissed open. From the discrepancies between the station map and the station size, Mira knew the vault was big, but she expected it to also be as dilapidated as the rest of the station. Instead, it opened to rows upon rows of perfectly clean data modules with winking lights. This was too nice for a mere backup vault.

      "Nearest access terminal?" she asked.

      "To your left." Barva held up her arm. "You'll need me to access them."

      Of course they would.

      "What's stored here?” asked Mira, keeping the suspicion out of her voice as she followed Barva.

      "Reports, history, intel," Barva replied, hands flapping in the air. "What are you looking for? I can help you find it."

      "We're taking all of it."

      Barva shot Mira a surprised look over her shoulder. "That'll take a while. Are you sure you're not looking for something specific?"

      "I'm sure."

      Barva stopped before an alcove with a holoterminal. A hologram of the Concord's emblem rotated slowly above the desk. Barva stuck her arm over the desk and the holo disappeared, replaced with a loading screen. Looked like the only thing she needed to unlock the terminal was the chip in her arm.

      Would that still work if she were dead? Lukas sent.

      Do you want to be stuck in here for a Concord tac team to find in a few weeks when we're dehydrated and starving? she replied.

      I could still take them.

      As soon as the holo interface popped up, Mira pushed Barva aside. She snapped open a long, slim lid on the desk that revealed a port and manual input board. It was as immaculate as the rest of the vault. Either Barva was cleaner than she looked or they had meticulous cleaning bots.

      Mira slid a small drive into the port. Violet connected with the drive so she could help download the massive amount of data.

      "Some of the data is really old, probably useless," Barva piped up, hovering at the edge of the desk. "I know information on Union defectors are on core 617. Looked that up recently."

      She tittered an awkward little laugh that died at Mira's deadpan stare. She quieted but the fidgeting got worse as the minutes dragged on, pulling Mira's attention away from the console. What seemed like Barva’s nervousness about the deal (perhaps even stims) no longer felt like the whole story.

      "What else is on⁠—"

      "On the cores?" Barva's manic-edged smile returned. "Oh, lots of stuff. Just tell me what you're looking for and I'll find it."

      The download inched towards halfway, slow but still faster than would be possible if Mira were using conventional storage or a less powerful AI.

      The terminal pinged with a notification.

      Terminal 3 access override.

      Barva didn't get a chance to blink before Mira had her weapon out and trained on the other woman. Annoyance flashed hot, partially with Barva but also with herself. She should have sent Lukas to do recon rather than trust that their entry point was really the only way in.

      "Where is terminal 3?" Mira asked.

      Barva pointed with a shaking hand down the corridor to the right. "First left, down the stairs, second right. It's in another alcove."

      Lukas nodded and unholstered his weapon, moving off smoothly to keep his boots from making any noise.

      "Is there another entry point?" asked Mira. When Barva didn't answer, she unlocked the safety. "If you make me ask again, you'll be losing a knee."

      Sweat beaded on Barva's forehead and her voice lost its overly-eager pep. "Spacewalk to the emergency hatch. No one uses it though. It's basically suicide on a station as bad as Aegis."

      "How could they get in without someone like you to open it for them?"

      "It just needs a code. Any decent hacker could get through it with some time."

      Barva's answers came too quickly. Mira cocked her head. Her mind ran through wormholes, trying to find the one that led to the truth.

      "Except you said it's suicide. No one is going to take the time to wait for a hack out there, which means they had the code," she said, building a picture in her mind. "While Lukas is dealing with that problem, I'm going to tell you what I think has happened."

      Barva's throat bobbed.

      Mira continued, "You wanted a nest egg once we extracted you, so you sold information about the vault, betting that we'd be gone before anyone else took advantage of the intel. Without you to open the doors, though, they'd have to risk the spacewalk. Unfortunately, Hake is dead, so the timeline was delayed. Hence you being holed up in here looking like you haven't had sleep or a shower in three days. Am I on the right track?"

      Barva opened and closed her mouth soundlessly, gaze bouncing between the gun and Mira's face. "Hake's dead?"

      "Very."

      Barva's eyes darted to the corridor. If she ran, Mira would have to shoot her. She could try to lie her way through, except she must have realised it was too late to negate what Mira guessed. She should've done that while Mira was still talking. If Barva had anything left to negotiate with, it wasn't something obvious otherwise Mira would already be getting a sales pitch.

      "Erandan Separatists got to me a month ago," Barva finally said, deflating against the wall. "They wanted access to one of the memory cores, but I couldn't risk being seen letting them in before Hake was meant to get me. I told them how to get in, changed the authorisation code, and gave them a timeline. We were meant to be gone."

      See? This was why Mira hated giving traitors any leeway after they'd given up information. The Concord had been fighting the Separatist insurgency in their borders for over a decade. It had nothing to do with the Union and yet she was having to do clean up because of it. Damn Hake and his sloppiness.

      "What did they offer you?" she asked.

      "10,000 credits."

      "Your betrayal is cheap."

      "Depends where I go," said Barva.

      Mira should leave the woman on the station to fend for herself after this. See how far 10,000 credits actually gets her.

      The terminal pinged another notification.

      Terminal 2 access override.

      Terminal 1 download paused.

      Terminal 2 download initiated.

      Shit. She was terminal 1, and her download was now paused on 68%.

      "I'm locked out," said Violet. "You need to stop access at the other terminal."

      "Terminal 2?" asked Mira aloud.

      Barva pointed the opposite direction to Lukas and gave mirroring instructions.

      Mira kicked the terminal's chair out and pointed at it. "Stay."

      Barva sunk into the chair.

      Mira hurried through the cool stacks of databases, weapon close to her body and feet light on the metal flooring. She stopped before the final corner to peek. She expected at least two people—one to watch the back of whoever was accessing the terminal—but there was no one. She rounded the corner, sticking to the walls. The faint smell of space wafted towards her.

      She brought up her weapon and stepped out.

      "Move away from the terminal," she said.

      The man at the terminal straightened, hands slowly rising into the air as he took a step back.

      Her heart stuttered. He wasn't in a spacesuit. He was in power armour. No wonder he didn't have backup.

      Status? Mira sent Lukas.

      Busy.

      If Lukas was busy, the other person was likely also in power armour. Great.

      Violet scanned armour, pulling up potential specs. No weapons strapped to him, but that didn't mean anything. Concord model, no doubt stolen and modded, so there was even less certainty about what he might be packing. She didn't think the Separatists had power armour. They weren't hard to come by but they weren't cheap to buy, mod, or maintain.

      And here she was with just some shielding and kinetic synthweave.

      "Your chances of survival if he attacks is 24%, depending on his aggressiveness," said Violet.

      "Not helping," Mira replied subvocally.

      Her shielding would deflect his blasters and her synthweave would stop physical bullets and knives, but the material only stopped punctures. Still hurt like a bitch, and getting kicked or punched with armour hurt even more.

      "Turn around slowly," she said.

      The least she could do was get an ID. The Separatists might not be fighting the Union, but the Division would still have intel on key players.

      The man kept his hands up as he slowly turned. He was even taller than Lukas, but that was because of the added bulk of the armour. The sleek model, like hers, was made for speed and stealth instead of smashing.

      He hadn't even turned fully before he froze, dark eyes widening.

      "Miri?"
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      "You have me confused with someone else," she said, grip tightening on her weapon.

      He looked like he wanted to step towards her. A flicker of his gaze to her gun stopped him from doing something so stupid.

      "Miri, gods, I thought you were dead."

      
        
        A teenager holds her face, dark eyes wide as he tries to make her focus on him in the dim light of a collapsed building. Her head aches. Her leg is on fire. Her eyes sting from dust and tears that she doesn't have the water to create.

        "Miri?" the boy says, dust clinging to his thick lashes and turning them white. "Thank the gods. I thought you were dead."

      

      

      Her leg itched. She never thought about the old wound there. The memory hung hazy in her mind, there but unable to recall again.

      Despite her extensive training, the tip of her weapon shook as she studied him and tried to remember.

      A quiet part of her mind said he was handsome, but it was a good thing Violet was recording. She wouldn't be able to tell anyone what he looked like apart from dark hair and an intense gaze that didn't waver. She should remember a man like this.

      "No ID on the open net or my internal files," said Violet.

      The terminal pinged, distracting her for a moment.

      A moment was enough.

      With reflexes enhanced by the power armour, the man ripped a hacking spike from the port and raised his other arm. Violet honed in on the stunners built into the arm. Non-lethal but unpleasant.

      "Sorry, Miri," he said, sounding genuinely apologetic. "If this wasn't important⁠—"

      She shot him.

      As expected, the shot bounced off his armour.

      He turned and ran.

      She moved her aim to his head, still unprotected. He was in her sights. She could make the shot. She should make the shot. There would be questions if she didn't.

      Would they be the same questions she had?

      His helmet slid over his head. Her aim stayed on him, fingers stiff. Even after he rounded a corner, she kept her weapon up for another minute, waiting for him to return and for her breathing to settle the prickling sensation biting across her body.

      Miri. He must have confused her with someone else. Part of her job was to have a face and body that could blend in if she needed. She'd never used Miri on an undercover mission—it was too close to Mira—but the name burrowed under her skin, ice cold.

      When he didn’t return, she finally lowered her weapon and turned to the terminal. The memory core he wanted was still up, flashing a completed download. Dr Hargraves. She noted it before running back to her terminal. Barva was where she left her, hunched over in the chair.

      "What's going to happen now?" Barva asked.

      Mira ignored her and reinitiated the download.

      A few seconds later, Lukas returned. Blood seeped from a small cut on his forehead that had already stopped bleeding. Biotech courtesy of the Division. Barva's eyes widened as the cut sealed itself.

      "I hate power armour," he said, wiping the blood from his now smooth forehead. "I didn't get an ID. They never took their helmet off."

      "Erandan Separatists. A second person downloaded information," said Mira.

      "Did you get a look at them?"

      "No. They were gone before I arrived." There wasn't even a pause before her lie.

      The download finished and Mira unplugged her sleek drive, tucking it in her pocket. She slid a spike with a bulbous end into the terminal's port next. Onscreen, a countdown started. 10 minutes.

      "Hake wasn't like you. Who are you?" whispered Barva, gaze bouncing between Lukas and Mira.

      "Clean up crew," said Lukas before turning to Mira. "Everything's in place. Can we go now?"

      "Yes," she said, pushing away from the terminal. "Split up and rendezvous in the top floor markets."

      Lukas followed her quick trot and Barva scrambled to keep up with them.

      "Who do I go with?" she asked.

      With the Separatist encounter still fresh, she made a snap decision. "You're staying on the station."

      "The Concord will kill me! We had a deal!"

      "You outlived your usefulness the moment we got through the doors. I was willing to honour your deal with Hake until you sold intel for quick credits."

      No honour amongst thieves, etcetera etcetera, but Mira did have a moral code… of sorts. It didn't include selling information to multiple buyers. Broken promises often led to more of them.

      Barva followed them all the way to the locked exit before crossing her arms and planting herself away from door.

      "I won't open it,” she hissed. "You'll be stuck here with me when that thing blows. I know what an explosive spike looks like when I see one."

      The woman's eyes narrowed, her chest heaving. Weak. It was why Hake picked her.

      If Mira were under the boot of the Concord, where the only way up was to join the cut-throat bureaucracy, she might also have fallen for Hake's promise of freedom in the Union. It was the only reason she was letting Barva run with the credits she'd got from the Separatists and through Hake. Out here in neutral space, you could always make a life. It might not be the best life, but it at least wasn't the Concord.

      "Doors, please, Violet," Mira subvocalised.

      The doors cracked open. Barva made a strangled sound.

      "When I said I was downloading everything, I meant everything," said Mira aloud. "Thank you for your cooperation."

      She waved at the door, ushering the woman out.

      "I… I don't…" Barva trembled, eyes wild, before she stabbed her finger at them. "I've seen your faces. I know who you are. I can go back to the Concord⁠—"

      Lukas flicked up his weapon. Two shots to the heart and one to the head. Barva was dead before she hit the ground.

      Mira's heart pounded but she kept herself still. Pushed down the shock. It wasn't anything she hadn't seen before; she just didn't think it was necessary this time.

      "She wouldn't have talked," said Mira, voice steady. "Even if the Concord believed her, they'd still kill her."

      Lukas shook his head. "You don't know that for sure."

      Barva's blood pooled beneath her, running into the spaces between metal tiles. It was a clean kill. Much cleaner than what the Concord would do if they caught her. Mira boxed up all her thoughts and emotions and set them neatly with the other boxes she hadn't opened. She had a job to do.

      Lukas ran off while Mira stayed to make sure all the vault doors closed, as well as the false wall. While the vault needed to be destroyed, there was no point ruining the rest of the station.

      She took an elevator to the lower markets to wait out the explosion. The lower markets were full of engineers and scruffy people haggling for supplies and parts. Once again, she wished she could turn off her enhanced senses.

      "Pull up the footage," she asked Violet. "I want to take another look at the man."

      Mira watched the footage in slow motion, hoping that seeing him again would jog her memory. If he was from a past mission, Violet at least should know him, but she already said she didn't. Then there was the memory. Dark eyes, dust, and desperation. She had no idea where the memory came from. She'd grown up in an institution for orphans, but it wasn't because of a war.

      She pretended to peruse a scrapper's catalogue when the station rocked and alarms blared. Lights flickered, some turning red while others stayed white and a few gave up.

      
        
        The floor shakes, red emergency lights replacing the normally soft glow in the bunker. A little dust falls, but thankfully nothing else.

        "That felt close," says Mira, looking at the ceiling.

        The dark-eyed boy barely scraping into his teenage years jumps out of his seat. "I'll go look."

        "Jai, don't." She grabs his shirt. "Let the adults handle it."

        "Why? It's our war too. We'll be the adults soon."

      

      

      Mira took a deep breath, instantly regretting it but also thankful for the stench that returned her to reality. Jai. The name held no meaning and yet she was in free fall.

      Violet asked if she wanted to record mission notes. Mira nodded as she wove through the bodies towards the stairs that went to the upper markets.

      "All data downloaded. Vault destroyed. Asset lost. Erandan Separatists encountered. No ID acquired," she said subvocally. "Alter the recording too. Make it look like we only saw the completed download."

      "You don't want to use the Division to find out more about this man?" asked Violet even as she followed Mira's instructions.

      "Not yet."

      The man. Jai. The one she kept seeing as a boy in these snippets that didn't fit with her past. The one who called her by a name that was and wasn't hers. The one who Violet already said didn't seem to exist.
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      Three days later, Mira was back on Shinjaya. It was a far cry from Aegis. The Union coreworld was green-carpeted landscape and pristine seas, the natural beauty preserved since it'd never been tagged for dirty industry. So of course it was one of the seats of government.

      Mira and Lukas stepped off the high-speed magtrain that took them from the spaceport to Information & Influence Division HQ. They'd both changed out of their mission gear into suits. Just two government office workers on their way to work. Mira caught a glimpse of her and Lukas as the train passed through a short tunnel, turning the windows into mirrors. Even in a suit, Lukas looked like he might break a person in half for fun.

      The doors opened at their stop and they got out with a few others.

      "I rewatched the footage," said Lukas, and Mira's shoulders tensed. "The faceplate was reflective. Couldn't even get a partial glimpse of the one I fought. It was a woman though."

      Mira forced her shoulders to loosen before he noticed. He was talking about the fight, not going over any microexpressions that might have betrayed her after Jai left. Doctoring the footage and lying to Lukas was far riskier than any mission she'd been on before. She'd faced the spectre of torture, imprisonment, and death on countless occasions but never at the hands of her allies.

      "Competent fighter?" she asked as they entered HQ and headed for the elevators.

      "Good enough with the power armour."

      "But you would've incapacitated them if they didn't have it."

      "Of course. Unless they were also full of the tech the Division put in us." He shrugged. "No way Erandan Separatists have that kind of money."

      The Concord augmented their agents though. Since the memory Jai downloaded was from the core that housed defectors, whoever Hargraves was could’ve been one. It'd explain why the Separatist Lukas fought had armour of her own and why Jai’s armour was a Concord model.

      "Maybe the analysts will be able to pull something from the recordings," she said, getting in a half-full elevator.

      "What else are deskies good for?"

      Lukas's comment got a few side-eyed frowns. The people who worked the desks knew exactly what field operatives called them, but it didn't usually happen to their faces. It made for a charged silence as the elevator climbed the glittering HQ tower, sunlight streaming through the glass when they left the sprawling lower levels.

      On their floor, Lukas peeled off to wait out Mira's debrief with their handler before he had his. The meeting rooms were in the centre of the building, through a warren of corridors, offices, and cubicles. Up here, there were no holos. It was all according to clearance, all on personal projections, which meant people used either lenses or had ocular implants.

      "Anything I should know?" Mira subvocalised.

      Now that they were within the building, Violet had deeper access to Division systems.

      "A whole project in the Rim got shut down because of mismanaged funds." If Violet had a body, she'd be leaning in with a conspiratorial grin. "The project director bought a vintage handbag gift for their affair partner using Division resources."

      Mira swallowed the snort that tried to escape. "I was thinking a little closer to home. The doctored recordings?"

      "No unusual activity. They've been watched by our handler. No analysts have been assigned the footage yet."

      It wasn't unusual for footage to get assigned after her debrief. Hopefully none of them looked too closely, even with Violet's editing.

      The glass walls around the debriefing room showed her handler already there, gaze focused on the air in front of her. Probably reviewing the mission file. Mira didn't know her name. The handlers rotated every six months, so Mira called this one J2 in her head. Her twentieth handler since she joined the Division.

      The door closed behind Mira when she entered, and the glass walls turned opaque white. Cold light made the room even more brutalist than it already was.

      She took a seat at the polished metal table, opposite her handler. Everything was reflective and distracting, meant to disconcert as you were forced to watch yourself from different angles and analyse your own reactions. Usually it didn't matter. Today was different.

      "Well done on the mission," said J2 and then focused on Mira instead of whatever was on her projection. "You deviated protocol with the asset at timestamp 4:27:51. Why?"

      Ah. Barva. Lukas pulled the trigger, but Mira made the decision to rescind the deal.

      "The asset was no longer necessary to complete the mission."

      "The asset was meant to be extracted for further interrogation."

      Stick to facts. No embellishment.

      "She was a liability. She'd already proven to be untrustworthy by selling intel even after she made a deal to defect and be given accommodations within the Union." Her face and tone stayed neutral. Nothing to hide here. "I judged her high risk of attempting to sell any new intel gained once within Union borders. I deemed any further information she may have provided to be a negligible loss for the Division."

      "That wasn't your call to make."

      Mira quirked an eyebrow. "As mission lead, it was my call."

      And J2 knew it.

      The woman's face didn't twitch. She simply nodded, whatever that meant.

      "Why was the download interrupted?"

      "Interference from Erandan Separatists the asset sold information to. It's in the report."

      "I know. Why wasn't the second infiltrator identified?"

      "They were gone before I arrived."

      "You didn't go after them?"

      "Non-threat. They were low-level⁠—"

      "They had power armour. That's not a low-level threat. Agent Kurill engaged one in combat and they bested him."

      Mira's muscles tightened. Careful. She forced her jaw to release its tension.

      "They were wearing power armour, but if they were high-threat then Agent Kurill would be dead or injured. We managed to complete the mission and extract."

      J2's eyes bored into her. "They? So both were wearing power armour?"

      The tiniest pause. "Non-gendered they."

      "Agent Kurill says he fought a woman. Your report mentions it too."

      Mira's heart rate galloped. She'd fucked up. First with the pause, then with her language. She should have corrected her handler the first time. Should have said at least one was wearing power armour but she didn't know about the other. Mira was always careful to use precise language in her debriefs, but this time she was too focused on sticking to facts so any lies would be easier to track.

      "The person Agent Kurill fought was a woman," she said slowly, tightly. "I do not know who the second infiltrator was. I didn't see them."

      She emphasised the non-gendered pronoun, hoping that her handler read her vitals as annoyance rather than guilt.

      "How unfortunate, Agent. Loose ends tend to unravel if not tied off."

      Her handler swiped through the air a few more times, dragging out the silence. If Mira were a normal person, she might be tempted to fill it.

      "We've detected some anomalies with your AI," her handler finally said.

      Violet made an offended sound. "Excuse me?"

      Mira couldn't reply and not tip off her handler.

      J2 continued, "Are you experiencing any neural interference?"

      "Like what?"

      "Issues with connecting to your ocular implants, headaches, hallucinations."

      Hallucinations. Was that was she was experiencing? Perhaps Violet was malfunctioning and making up scenarios from accessing so much data over the years. Or even from the trillions of hours of entertainment on the neuronet.

      If there was a good time for Mira to come clean, it was now.

      Except hallucinations didn't explain Jai.

      "No," Mira said.

      She'd come clean once she'd gathered more information.

      Her handler focused on her once more.

      "The Division trusts its lead agents to handle their issues, whether personal or professional." The woman rested her elbows on the table, fingers knitting together as she leaned forward. "However, we also believe in transparency. We always take care of our own."

      
        
        Mira reclines in a padded chair, diodes attached to her head. Apprehension creeps up her spine but her conviction stops it from taking over.

        "How long will this take?" she asks.

        The technician doesn't look up from his controls. "This is a delicate procedure. It'll be at least 6 hours."

        "Don't worry, Agent," says J2 with what could almost be described as a smile. "We always take care of our own."

      

      

      Her handler watched her over her knitted hands, eyes sharp. Mira took too long to answer.

      "If there's a problem, I'll bring it to your attention," she said.

      "Omissions have consequences, Agent. There's only so far I can go to protect you."

      Mira couldn't help her frown. "I didn't realise we had that kind of relationship."

      "My agents are my responsibility."

      Ah, she wanted to make sure she was protecting herself. That made more sense.

      The walls went clear again and her handler waved at the door.

      "You and Agent Kurill are on mandatory downtime until your next assignment. Report to medical for your post-mission physical."

      Mira almost said 'That's it?' She'd had debriefs for easier missions run for longer.

      With a curt nod, she left the debriefing room and quickly made her way back to the elevators.

      Now that her handler planted the idea of her AI going rogue, she needed to get a neural scan. It'd be a suspicious mark on her file getting it done here, but no way was she was going to a public clinic. There were too many things in her body and brain that normal people didn't have.

      The elevator doors opened onto Medical and the smell of antiseptic immediately stung her nose. Facial recognition pulled up her details, and she was directed to wait in an armchair until she was called. Medical was as stark as the debriefing room with its white walls, bright lights, and steel surfaces. While other parts of the building were prettier, like the fountain and greenery in the lobby, Medical was clean efficiency.

      "Agent Lozen?" said a young medtech, coming out of the door that separated the waiting room from the clinical rooms. She didn't recognise him like she did most of the medtechs by now.

      Mira stood and followed him to a room, settling into the sleek med-chair that moulded to her body. Like everything else, it was white. She leaned her head back against the headrest and lay still.

      "We'll run the standard diagnostics," he said, flashing her a friendly smile. "Reflexes, vitals, biometric scans."

      The thin metal scanner slowly rotated as it scanned her body from head to toe. The smile faded from the medtech's face. That always happened with the new ones the first time they scanned her.

      "Your vitals are stable. Your AI recorded elevated adrenaline and cortisol recently, but it looks like they've returned to normal range now." He looked like he wanted to ask her something but decided better of it.

      "Can you add a full neural scan?" she asked, keeping her tone casual.

      The medtech paused and looked at her. More specifically, he studied her head from where he stood by the holoterminal. Even if she had been hit there, after two days her skin would've already knit itself together and her bone started repairing itself.

      "That's not standard unless you've logged a blow to the head, but okay," he said slowly.

      The scanner returned to her head, this time wires extending to press blunt ends against her scalp. From her angle, she could just see the holo mapping of her brain, different parts lighting up. Almost ten minutes later the terminal emitted a soft beep. The scanner retracted its wires and returned to its resting position above the chair.

      Neural integrity: 98%

      Minor memory inconsistencies flagged. No cause identified.

      Recommendation: No further action

      "Nothing out of the ordinary, especially considering all the invasive enhancements—" He cut himself off with a cough and continued, "Memory drift happens. Stress, sleep debt, post-combat hormone spikes. There's a lot that can impact the brain. 98% integrity is nothing to worry about."

      Mira smiled. "Sure. Thanks."

      "You're free to go," the medtech said, polite smile back on his face now that she'd smiled at him.

      Mira slid off the chair and left the clinic.

      98% was clean, but it wasn't perfect. Minor inconsistencies, memory drift, and 'invasive enhancements', as the medtech called them, were innocuous in isolation. Add them to these strange memories and Jai… well, she didn't believe in coincidences in her line of work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      That evening found Mira in her apartment, lights low and half-eaten takeaway on her coffee table. She'd been on her couch since she got home that afternoon. Comfortable for hours of sitting, the couch was one of the only things in her Division-furnished apartment that she'd bought with her own credits.

      She watched the deleted recording for the fourth time, going over the footage frame by frame and focusing on different things each pass. There had to be something that would identify Jai. Just one tiny clue. Then she could go through Division files—and that would be the riskiest part. If she ended up needing to access anything she shouldn't, she'd have one shot at getting in and out undetected. Violet gave her a 47% success rating.

      "No hits on facial recognition or voiceprints, no identifying components on the armour." Mira grabbed her container of dumpling soup and flopped back on the couch. "It's impossible for people to be complete ghosts."

      "Neuronet presence can be scrubbed," said Violet. "It's possible that he has the means to do that."

      "True. Our only options now are to turn to the darknet or an information broker." One was slow but free; the other was fast but not free. "Let's come from a different angle. Dr Hargraves, the defector that the Separatists downloaded. What do we know?"

      Violet pulled up some reports, various articles, and journal papers. Respected Union scientist works on groundbreaking research, gets a lot of funding, goes off to work for the government. Violet summarised Dr Hargraves's neurological-behavioural research papers.

      Mira chewed on a bouncy dumpling, clicking her chopsticks together in thought. This was no Concord defector; this was one of her own. Why would the Separatists care about a Union defector when their war was with the Concord?

      "Dr Hargraves has obviously been partially scrubbed," said Violet. "She was reported as missing, presumed dead, 7 years ago after her shuttle had a catastrophic accident at take off."

      Mira cocked her head. "If the Division didn't know that she's listed as a defector in the Concord database we took, they will soon."

      Did Dr Hargraves try to leave before the accident or was the accident a ruse and she was now in Concord space? Or… did the Division know about Dr Hargraves and the accident was no accident? Too many variables, and some of her questions could only be answered within the Division's databases.

      Mira’s chopsticks kept clicking as she let herself think. Even more important than what the Division might know was why the Separatists wanted information on the doctor.

      The proxy war in the Eranda System officially ended 14 years ago. Even though the rebellion ebbed and flowed since, it made no sense that a Union scientist had anything to do with the Separatists.

      "Cross-reference Dr Hargraves with Jai and the Separatists in the databases we have remote access to," she said while she settled in to finish her noodles.

      The timestamp on the edge of her vision said it was past midnight. Despite all her implants, she still needed sleep, but with no work and no plans she had nowhere to be tomorrow. If her search turned up anything fruitful tonight, she might end up back at HQ in the morning.

      Violet had remote access to anything Protected and below across multiple agencies, but anything Secret and above Mira would have to go in person. There'd also be a lot that would be need-to-know even if she did have appropriate clearance. How annoying.

      Mira finished her cold dumplings and rinsed her container before putting it in the dishwasher. Her state-of-the-art kitchen was mostly a glorified water station and trash collector.

      Violet still hadn't come back with anything, so she showered. She even washed her hair to give Violet more time.

      She was in the middle of towelling herself when Violet pinged the search complete.

      Mira's hopes soared.

      "No matches," said Violet.

      Hard reality came crashing in, like it often did when it came to hope. It was a long shot, considering they couldn't find any images or footage of Jai.

      "However, Dr Hargraves is linked to Eranda," Violet added. "Defence mentions a joint project with the Division. Project Lyrebird. There's only one mention."

      "Any links to other documents or leads in the metadata?" asked Mira as she finished drying herself.

      "No. The document is heavily encrypted."

      Mira threw her towel into her sanitiser. "The document is encrypted? Not redacted?"

      "The document is redacted on the Division database but only
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