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      When the Taj Mahal came out of its gravitic jump, Jason Charles lay on the wine-red duvet covering the bunk in his cabin. The duvet had cost him a couple hundred bucks, but its silky smoothness justified the expense. Abruptly, that comfort disappeared, and he shuddered the way the ship’s electronics might when coping with the reality of traveling dozens of light years in a matter of seconds. His mind fought to cope with the abstract awareness that things were radically different from the way they’d been an eye blink ago.

      Once he was sure the universe hadn’t collapsed in on itself after such a violation, he sat up.

      The air had that hazy sense of flux, of molecules scrambled by some sort of uncertainty. Maybe there was an energy associated with the gravitic drives that no one had identified yet, a Heisenberg Stutter.

      Of course, how could you know it was there?

      He washed his face in the sink, noted puffiness beneath his dark eyes, and frowned. Since coming to work for Benji Chan, he’d aged. Some of the elasticity had gone from his flesh, and he seemed to always feel soreness in his joints. His skin had lost some of its color, leaving him feeling strangely displaced. He’d never defined himself as being a black man, not because of the legacy that description still carried for some but because it wasn’t his experience. His DNA—what gave him the amber eyes and an incongruent mixture of features—was engineered, not brought together by chance. Even the hair he’d let grow out had more curl to it than kink after a while.

      Jason was a genie, now a free man with no obligations to his metacorporate creators.

      Not even working for Benji Chan could change that.

      Rolling his shoulders, he exited the cabin and made top speed for the galley. His limbs were stiff, and his stomach grumbled its demands. He’d earned a decent meal in the fitness cabin and intended to indulge in one now.

      As he hustled down the bright passageways, he breathed in the lemon-scented air. That was his sure indicator that the atmospheric recyclers were still operational. No sudden unconsciousness due to carbon dioxide buildup, not so long as the citrusy smell hung in the air. Benji had several clever after-market adjustments throughout the ship, but that might be Jason’s favorite.

      At the entry to the galley, he breathed in the mouthwatering smell of chicken-fried steak and gravy and corrected his mental list of add-ons, moving the ship’s extensive culinary facilities to the top.

      There would need to be an evening workout as well.

      Sitting at the white molded polymer table and bench that centered the cabin, Shriya Bajaj was like one of those ancient Greek statues that worshiped the human form. Muscles slid easily beneath her dark gold skin—not bulging, not detailed, but providing attractive contours. She’d put her jet-black hair in a ponytail, leaving her face fully exposed. Like her body, the features were appealing—full lips, dreamy eyes, a strong nose.

      She leaned forward, chin resting on interlaced fingers, somehow managing to look elegant and demure in sleeveless black T-shirt and white shorts.

      Her attention was focused on a muscular man doubled over and squinting through the glass door of a high-speed convection oven. The man was a little lighter than her but had the same gold skin and similar features, although his were more East Asian than South Asian. Matching green shorts and T-shirt hung loosely off long, sinewy limbs.

      Without turning around, the man hissed, then shook his head. “Don’t trust the cooker, love. I want my steak cooked, not fashioned into leather, yeah?”

      A smile flitted over the woman’s features. “The oven is programmed.”

      “See, and that’s the problem.” The man straightened, easily half a head taller than Jason. “You can’t trust machines with something as delicate as food. Hey, Jason. Come to indulge in this Americana cuisine Benji splurged on?”

      The genie waved at Shriya and leaned against the countertop of the small island that held recycler and dishwashing machine. “I feel my arteries hardening already.”

      “Nah, mate—this is the stuff that tastes authentic but has half the calories. We’re gonna split a plate and spend a couple hours on the weights. Should be good as new tomorrow. We’ll try this ‘mac and cheese’ thing then.”

      Shriya smacked her lips noisily, but Jason couldn’t be sure if she was being sincere. In the last few months, she’d become more indulgent with Go—Matthias Goonetilleke—watching his terrible martial arts movies and sparring with him until both were drenched in sweat and gasping.

      Jason was pretty sure that was foreplay for the two of them, even if he wasn’t so sure they followed up. With her history of damage, he could never know.

      He took a seat to the right of the imposing woman, admiring the mix of spices and floral notes of her perfume. It was easy to become isolated in the lonely spaces of the ship and to let yourself fall apart. He’d done that himself before, putting on weight, letting his cheeks sprout stubble. Not her.

      Perhaps that signaled she had her addiction under control. He hoped so.

      The oven chimed, and Go made a show of pulling on oven mitts before removing a steaming, bubbling plate and setting it down on the tabletop. After a deep bow, he tugged the gloves off and retrieved three sets of utensils from the dishwashing machine along with white linen napkins from a drawer, placing one set in front of Jason, then Shriya, then a last set on the side of the table opposite them.

      Go frowned. “Forgot to start a time. You’re supposed to leave that plastic sheet on for a minute, then let it sit for five more.”

      After a dramatic eye roll, Shriya looked off into space. “I recorded your pathetic performance—”

      “You mean the one just now, I hope. I’d have to charge you for—”

      “—and it’s been forty-two seconds since the chime.”

      “Give us a warning at the minute mark, yeah?”

      She stroked a thumb over the fine plastic mesh covering her right ear, still staring off into space at video only she could see. The device—her earpiece—was a luxury model that projected the video on a frequency her optic nerve registered while being a barely visible blur in the air in front of her. Nano-circuitry laced every nanometer of the plastic mesh, providing as much computing power as many computer labs had available. “There’s your minute.”

      With his fork, Go first pierced, then pulled away the plastic, releasing the salty, greasy aroma into the small cabin. They all swooned as they breathed the steam in.

      While the timer climbed to five minutes, Jason polished his spoon with the provided napkin. “Either of you hear anything more about our destination?”

      The couple exchanged a glance, then shook their heads.

      Muscles bunched beneath the smooth flesh of Shriya’s forearm. “It’s good to know our previous talks about clarity and openness didn’t go to waste.”

      Go seemed interested in the cabin’s gray floor.

      Jason cleared his throat. “I might have seen the name of our contact.”

      That brought the other man’s eyes up. “Yeah?”

      “Rick Pasqual. I did some maintenance on the shuttle this morning. There was a message in memory that hadn’t been fully deleted yet. That was the sender.”

      “And the message?”

      “She…removed it before I had the chance to read it.”

      “Figures.”

      “The name doesn’t ring a bell to either of you?”

      The couple again exchanged a look before shaking their heads.

      It would’ve been surprising if either of them had known the name. Jason figured it was another connection from Benji’s extensive network. “I did some research: lightweight queries that scrubbed themselves after running. You’ll be shocked, I’m sure, to discover that the name and its variants show up nowhere in communication logs and data archives.”

      Go screwed up his mouth. “That’s a clunky cleanup, ain’t it?”

      “We’ll see when we download the latest data archive updates at our destination. I intend to pull down my own copy. I’ll run a comparison to see if she’s scrubbing manually or if there’s a filter already in place.”

      Shriya used a spoon to slop white gravy onto a breaded oval that appeared to be floating in the stuff, then cut a corner off to reveal brown-gray meat. She sloshed that around in the thick gravy, then held the meat up to let steam rise from it. “It has to be a filter, right? If she did it, it’d be less obvious.”

      Jason cut his own section of the meat product. “Probably. I just don’t get all the cloak-and-dagger stuff. It’s a job. What’s the big deal if we know her—?”

      “This time—” A female voice came from the entryway.

      “Shit!” The genie dropped his fork, splashing gravy onto the table before turning toward the voice.

      Benji stood there, long arms pressed against the frame. “—is different.”

      Scowling, still shaking with surprise, Jason grabbed the fork and wiped up the gravy. “Is this another job for the Intelligence Bureau?”

      “You said you didn’t want to do another one.” The tall, slender woman shrugged her shoulders, a pale bronze in the galley light. “I listen, Jason. Sometimes, the job requires me to be a little secretive.”

      After looking at his two comrades, Go put on a charming smile. The guy could be disarmingly charming. “Is the data embargo over, love?”

      “If you can be on your best behavior.”

      “Aren’t we always?”

      In response, Benji slid onto the bench beside the big man, shoulder brushing his. She looked out of place, wearing the ribbed, black undergarments used with her Specter suit. Skintight, sleeveless, ending at mid-thigh: The outfit might have been meant to signal a casual outfit, but it was all business.

      She sniffed at the gravy, took Go’s spoon, and scooped some out, not even blowing on it before tasting it. “Authentic enough.” She returned the spoon to where it had been, next to Go’s fork. “I took a job on a planet a few years ago, before I hired you. That’s where we’re headed now: Shangri-La.”

      Go picked the spoon up and licked it clean. “Paradise, yeah?”

      “So the saying goes. Anyway, I was…a different person then. My contact offered to update me on the situation there.”

      “This update’s worth two weeks swinging out of our way?”

      “It is.” Benji stood, flashed a grin, then strode to the door, where she stopped to look back over her shoulder at them. “To me.”

      Jason craned his neck to listen for her retreating steps, chewing on his bite of the steak once he was sure she was gone. “She’s just as messed up as when we were chasing down Waverley.”

      Around a bite of the steak, Go frowned. He licked gravy from his lips. “Might be. She’s the boss, though.” The way he said it…he wasn’t happy.

      After finishing her own bite of the steak, Shriya took a scoop of mashed potatoes and let them cool. “I should’ve walked.”

      “We all should.” Go stretched across the table to taste the steaming potatoes when she offered them. “That’s decadent. Chunks of potato and all.”

      It was but not enough to chase away the gloom.
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      Sadists designed the undergarment of Shriya’s Specter suit. She was appreciative of the armor and its stealth capabilities, obviously, but the way the undergarment that fit beneath that suit rode up in her crotch was beyond uncomfortable. Of course Go joked about liking the way the design looked on her, but she’d caught him digging at his crotch and butt with the same annoyance as her when out in the field.

      They stood in the middle of the hangar bay, facing the base of the shuttle ramp, the two of them nudging their gear bags with the toes of combat boots, refusing to be the first to try to pinch a piece of the undergarment fabric through the Specter suit in hopes of pulling the material free just enough to reduce the pressure on their nether regions.

      When the airlock hatch at the top of the ramp opened, Jason waddled out, bowlegged and grimacing. The odor of stale, over-pressured air being blasted out of the circulation system followed after him, the fans dulling his booted stride. “I swear this invisible underwear shrank after the last wash.”

      Rather than respond, Go squatted and unzipped his gear bag. “Any reason we need to put this kit on? Station 327: It’s a civilian space station, yeah? The private ones have a different numbering scheme.”

      Jason’s eyes darted around the gray of the hangar. “You want the official line or…?”

      “You got something, mate?”

      “Officially, we’re prepared for trouble but planning for success.”

      Shriya rolled her eyes. “Stow the crap.”

      The genie patted the air with his hands, signaling for her to calm down. “Unofficially, we still haven’t heard anything from the station other than the automated welcome. You know: no alcohol on Sundays, fugitives will be incarcerated, safety inspections on offer for a nominal fee. It’s on a loop, wide broadcast, not a tight beam.”

      “Is that normal?”

      “Hardly. Usually, you get a scan—a security officer in operations takes a look at the profile your transponder generates and tells the operations control center you’re either blessed or denied. Then you get the automated message until you respond with your reason for visiting: business, pleasure, or both.”

      The bay’s amber overhead lights kicked on, and Benji marched through the outer doors just before they closed.

      Jason leaned a little closer, voice lowered. “She says everything’s under control, then she says everyone has to bring their guns and armor.”

      Once Benji had strode past them and up the ramp to disappear through the airlock, Shriya arched an eyebrow at Go. “Have you ever gone aboard a civilian space station armed for engagement without approval from the security service?”

      “I’ve never gone aboard a space station with anything more than my fists, love.”

      He might have smirked when he said it, but she saw the concern in his eyes. Benji might try to project a cool confidence, but they were headed into a situation that was nothing approaching normal.

      As Jason settled into the pilot’s seat, Shriya took the seat beside Go. There were three rows, two across to choose from, but she wanted to be next to him. He tugged the Specter gloves on, sealing them around his wrists, then flexed his hands to test that seal.

      Shriya took his left hand. “They’re rated for fifteen minutes of vacuum.”

      “You trust ’em?”

      “Space isn’t like being a hundred meters underwater. It’s not pressure that gets you. Radiation’s going to be the big concern. If it’s a good seal, and you’ve got your combat helmet secured, fifteen minutes seems realistic.”

      He took the helmet out of his duffel bag, slowly turning the head gear around to inspect it. “She’s got the high-end system—an hour of oxygen.”

      And she doesn’t even need to breathe. Shriya could hear the unspoken words. Somehow, in less than a year, she’d grown close to this quirky man, learned to understand his thinking, to anticipate his needs. Through dangerous odd jobs as well as hours spent isolated from anyone else, they’d developed a language that didn’t require them to speak.

      Yet here she was, unable to tell him what she wanted to say, to voice her frustration with their employer.

      In the co-pilot seat a couple meters forward, Benji’s combat helmet and gloved hands were all that was visible. Her voice was calm, almost bored, as she worked through the preflight check with Jason. No doubt she wanted to project her calm onto the others, but it wasn’t working. Anxiety hovered in the shuttle’s recycled air. It oozed from the dulled sounds reverberating from the bulkheads and deck plates. When the reactor fired up the engines and woke the shuttle’s thousands of control surfaces and external devices, the noises within the passenger cabin took on more depth without changing in tenor.

      Go twisted the helmet around in his hands, clearly frustrated as he searched for where the thread started to seal against the collar of the Specter suit. For him, natural was being stripped down to workout shorts. Being sealed inside a combat stealth suit was smothering.

      Shriya took the helmet from him, kissed him, then slid the thing over his head, locking it onto the armor’s collar.

      While he banged the helmet against the back of his chair, she secured her own helmet, then tested her oxygen supply as well as the suit’s electronics. Like Go had said, this wasn’t Benji’s high-end suit. There were fewer power cells spread throughout, fewer processor nodes, fewer cameras and projectors. Move slowly enough, and you could be invisible to the naked eye in the right lighting conditions, but not up close. High-power rounds could punch through the armor easily enough.

      It was still better than they had any right to expect as Lancers.

      Jason’s voice boomed over the intercom and inside the helmet, deadpan. “Ladies and gentlemen, as you can see, the Harness and No Smoking signs have been activated, indicating that you should not smoke your harnesses at this point in time. Once we activate the thrusters, you will be exposed to several Gs as well as to some truly raunchy dance moves. If you find yourself needing to vomit, please be sure to have your fluid recovery tube in place. On behalf of Taj Mahal shuttle services, I’d like to say, ‘I told you so.’”

      Then the engines engaged, the floor hatch opened, and the shuttle fell away from the ship, tumbling on the path chosen by the thruster arrays before leveling off and launching for the space station. Their destination was a classic spoke-and-wheel structure lit only by a few starlike warning arrays, some flashing green, others red. Here and there, white light sparkled along the shaft the spokes connected to. Top to bottom, the shaft was half a kilometer, the diameter a quarter of that. Docking through the shaft was easiest, but that required clearance. Without clearance, Jason would be forced to connect to one of the rings.

      Shriya eased back into her seat, happy that the Taj Mahal and shuttle were kept cool, rarely above 21 Celsius and now below 15. Sweat already formed along her back and moistened her ribs. The undergarment would wick that moisture into collectors, doing everything possible to cut down on rashes and irritation, but extended operations in the suits were inevitably uncomfortable.

      Hopefully, they would receive clearance from a living control center operator, and they could switch back to civilian clothes. Shriya would strip right there if that happened, pulling on shorts and a T-shirt.

      But the space station grew nearer, details popping out with each passing minute, and there was no indication someone within had opened discussions.

      What would happen if the station launched missiles at the shuttle just then? If they somehow survived the impact and explosion, what would be the value of fifteen minutes of oxygen? Instead of having their breath sucked out and their eyes and blood boiled away, they would slowly suffocate. That wasn’t such an appealing end.

      Jason cut through her morbid thoughts. “Heads up: We still have no communication with anyone in operations. The automated systems are neither welcoming nor denying our request to connect. So, here goes.”

      At least the pilot sounded confident. And why not? He was as good as she’d seen in her years, with or without his genie gift to interface with electronics directly. That freakish development, whether purely genetic engineering or some sort of cybernetic enhancement she didn’t know, gave Jason even more of an edge.

      A few minutes later, her trust in the genie was rewarded with the micro-adjustments of the various thrusters coming to a stop and the shuttle abruptly settling into a smooth, continuous movement that didn’t feel like movement.

      They were connected to one of the rings.

      With a whoop, the pilot shrugged off his harness and rose to dance. “That’s what I call a successful hookup. Now let’s see if I can manage another one.”

      Beside her, Go chuckled, then dug out a weapons belt. He slowly worked free of his harness, strapped the belt on, and scooped up his gear bag. His compressed lips and narrowed eyes signaled a mixture of frustration and anger. She understood that completely, the emotions matching her own.

      In the airlock, they checked their weapons: assault carbines for Benji and Shriya, semi-automatic pistols for Go and Jason. Benji activated her suit’s chameleon circuitry, and thousands upon thousands of cameras and projectors worked in sync to create the optical illusion of transparency, recording numerous angles of her surroundings and displaying those on the skin of the suit to fool observers.

      She must have sensed the tension in her team, because she sent a convincing laugh through their connection. “Better to be paranoid than surprised. I’ll shut it off the second we make contact.”

      The outer airlock door opened in sync with the station’s outer airlock door, and Shriya immediately realized they weren’t going to make contact with any of the station occupants—not soon and not later.

      Inside the station airlock, a man in a sky blue maintenance bodysuit lay on the deck, a hole in his forehead, dead eyes staring up through an oxygen mask. Blood and gore caked the deck around him, and a faint stain ran the length of his left leg.

      Through the small glass porthole in the station’s inner airlock door, red lights flashed in otherwise complete darkness.

      Something bad had happened aboard the space station.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Search and Rescue

      

      

      

      Telling the others what they were likely to find was pointless. Benji knew things had gone terribly wrong on the station. She knew it before they found the technician’s corpse stuffed into the airlock. She knew it before they saw the red lights flashing beyond that airlock.

      Knowing they were stepping into a disaster didn’t mean she had to feed the others’ anxiety.

      She stood from her quick inspection of the corpse. “Probably dead for less than a day.”

      Go squeezed past her and stabbed a thumb into the airlock’s intercom button. “Station personnel, this is Matthias Goonetilleke of the ship Taj Mahal. Are there any survivors aboard?”

      Despite the desire to slap the insolent martial arts expert, Benji kept her cool. Go was probably miserable in his Specter suit. A big man like him wouldn’t just be dealing with the armor restricting his movement and compressing his muscles; he’d be fighting with the furnace of his own body. A little insolence was to be expected if not nurtured.

      Benji peered through the little porthole as she connected to the station’s Grid. It was locked down, security allowing nothing more than outer layer connections and even there limiting the types of operations.

      As the red light pulsed on and off, she told herself this wasn’t a disaster, not yet. She could hack the systems in less than an hour. One corpse didn’t mean there would be others. Radio silence could be explained by the security shutdown protocol. You couldn’t shut the world out without shutting off access to that world.

      Still, she knew this was a problem, that their trip here would turn out to be pointless.

      Her Grid queries came back with at least a little good news, and she pushed that out to the others. “They’ve got atmosphere and gravity. No impurities or known threats in the air. Reactors are online. I’ll launch some bots to see about getting systems back online, but we’ll probably find someone from the staff before then.”

      The other Lancers stared at her, but it was Shriya, the troublemaking synth, who actually spoke up. “You’re going to go in there, even though no one is responding to our communications attempts?”

      “We are going in there. We’re going to stay close to each other, and we’re going to remain on full alert until someone explains what happened.”

      Go jerked his chin at the corpse. “Lead poisoning, looks like.”

      Benji put on a good-natured grin. “That’s not usually contagious.”

      “Why’s he wearing an oxygen mask if the atmosphere’s clear?”

      “We’ll have to figure that out, won’t we?”

      Before they could challenge her further, she punched the inner airlock door open, which automatically sealed the outer airlock door with a sturdy thud. Seconds of atmospheric checks passed, then the inner hatch opened, letting in the klaxon buzzing accompanying the red pulsing lights. The noise was deafening, unsettling in the strobing light.

      No one would’ve heard Go’s ridiculous intercom blather.

      Despite herself, Benji lowered the visor of her helmet. Thanks to her android body, she didn’t need the oxygen. No need to remind the others of that or of the diminished risk any sort of threat posed to her. If she used her oxygen, that signaled that they should do the same with theirs.

      She proceeded into the passageway, switching to the helmet’s infrared. The strobing light played with her perceptions, but after several steps, she adjusted the visor’s processing to filter out the worst of the effects.

      Steps finally fell in behind her, boots felt on the deck plates rather than heard. The alarm drowned out almost everything else.

      As she advanced to the next hatch, Benji fired off bot probes, seeking out common vulnerabilities in the station’s Grid security profile. Even the most advanced facilities had vulnerabilities. With the right scripts, those minor vulnerabilities could be snowballed into meaningful holes. This station was a commercial enterprise, a rest, maintenance, and refueling station for ships moving along a fairly common route. It wouldn’t be running the tightest security software and latest updates like a secure facility.

      When they reached the nearest hatch, it didn’t budge. Go and Shriya used pry bars from their gear bags to wedge the thing open. Beyond was an intersecting passageway and directly across was an office…

      …and a corpse that had been cut in half by the office’s hatch.

      Benji advanced on the hatch, kneeling to check on the corpse. The torso was female, pudgy, probably in her fifties. Her face was gray and twisted in agony.

      Jason’s gasping filled the channel for a second, then he backed away and muted. Go patted the other man on the shoulder, then joined Benji beside the body, shining a flashlight over the wound.

      He pointed to her face. “That look—”

      “Muscles often twist into a grimace post-mortem.”

      “Yeah, but this—” He tapped the woman’s cheek, as if something about it might justify his faulty logic about her grimace. “—says something special happened here.”

      “She was cut in half—”

      “Benji, look closer.”

      She did, squinting and leaning down until it finally hit her: splotching. It was almost hidden by the flashlight beam, but it was there. “What—?”

      “First thing came to mind was carbon monoxide poisoning, but that ain’t it.” The athletic man played his light over the sheared-through abdominal cavity. “Not as much blood as you’d think for someone cut in half, yeah?”

      There was plenty of blood, but she understood what he meant. Arterial spray should have gushed over the closed hatch but hadn’t.

      After a second, she stood. “Let’s get to Operations.”

      They used ladders where it would be quicker than fighting through heavy hatches and broke into the ventilation system where that looked most likely to speed things up. Whatever had happened had triggered door closures but not deck isolation.

      To get into Operations, Benji stripped down to her undergarment and squeezed into one of the smaller ducts. It was tight and took longer than she would’ve liked, but they needed access into the place.

      Surprisingly, the automatic seal blocking the duct off had already re-opened. She squeezed through and shone a flashlight into the command center at the heart of Operations.

      Corpses littered the interior.

      She forced the vent cover off and let herself in, listening and sniffing. The people here had died in the same way as the others: in pain, losing control of their bodies rapidly. All of the corpses exhibited the same splotching as the heavyset woman who’d been cut in half.

      Benji settled in front of one of the terminals and went to work. Her hacking had already uncovered a few exploitable vulnerabilities, including one that allowed escalation of privileges using a fake maintenance routine. She used that to access the master command console and reassigned root privileges to her ID.

      As her first act, she opened access to Operations.

      When the others hurried through the command center door, their anxiety was clear: the length of their strides, the way they kept moving, their heads jerking around.

      Jason leaned over the console. “I’m below a minute of oxygen.”

      Benji didn’t look up from her work. “Take my oxygen tank. Split it between the three of you.”

      “That’s only—”

      “It’s nearly another ten minutes. We’ll have it figured out by then.”

      The pilot seemed ready to argue the point, as if he thought complaining would get him enough oxygen to run back to the shuttle. He realized how silly that idea was and worked the tank off of her hip while she read through the operations logs. She skimmed mostly, tracking back to the last human input and rolling back.

      After a couple minutes, Jason joined her, calmer. “Can I help?”

      “Grab another terminal. I’ll activate it using my account.”

      “I can…” He shrugged and took a console across from her. When she activated it using her account, he nodded. “What am I looking for?”

      “I’m sending you half the logs. Track backwards from where I’ve marked.”

      He was smart—special. He would figure it out.

      She wasn’t surprised to see the other two hover over Jason’s shoulder. They were chatting, using a private channel. Typical. Their relationships had strengthened while coming undone with her. Not much could be done about that. She’d pressed them hard during the Waverley operation, and she’d died in the process.

      “Died” was a bit much. She’d prematurely burned through an android body, putting herself in a tight spot. She was on her last body now and didn’t have the money for another. There were also memories lost when her previous shell failed.

      These things happened, but it didn’t make for an ideal situation when it came to repairing damaged relationships.

      Finally, she spotted what she was looking for: an explosion.

      Benji sent the timestamp to Jason’s terminal. “This is where it started. Someone detonated something in—”

      The genie straightened. “—in Desert Rose. Isn’t that the bar where we were supposed to meet your contact?”

      Shit.

      She brought up security videos from the passageway outside the club, rewound through the minutes leading up to the blast, stopping when she saw Rick Pasqual walking out backwards.

      He’d been in the blast, then.

      Benji stood. “I’m going to Desert Rose.”

      Go stepped in front of her when she started for the hatch. “We’re down to less than seven minutes.”

      “I won’t be long.”

      She pushed their safety from her thoughts and raced to the club in two minutes. Along the way, she found indications of fires. The corpses she checked that hadn’t been burned bore a mixture of bullet wounds or—more often—the splotches and agonized facial contortions.

      Inside the club…

      Pasqual was only identifiable by his basic shape—not quite squat, not quite massively thick in the chest, but inclining that way on both counts. Despite the obviously lethal fire damage, someone had put a bullet through his forehead, and the burned pockets of his outfit were empty. There was no sign of his earpiece, either.

      Her connection crackled: Jason. “We’ve got a ship entering the system.”

      She tensed, fighting against the urge to run. “What’s the scan say?”

      “It’s not responding.”

      Only two types of ships could ignore scan requests: special metacorporate vessels and government ships.

      They didn’t want to be around for either type.

      Jason was still there, the connection choppy with artifacts. “I think the people who did this pumped nerve gas into the atmospheric system. There’s an alert and a video showing two big guys in coveralls entering the atmospheric processor area. I’m pretty sure they killed a maintenance person. They were pushing a cart with tanks on it.”

      Nerve gas. A bomb. Fires. What was going on here?

      When she pushed up from checking Pasqual’s corpse, she realized she hadn’t taken the time to get back into her Specter suit. “Get back to the shuttle.”

      “What about—?”

      “I’ll be right behind you. We need to get to the Taj Mahal.”

      As Benji ran down the passageways, boots clanging on the tiles, she copied logs from the space station to her earpiece. Already, things weren’t going to plan. Of course she’d expected complications. You don’t get the sort of job offer she’d received without complications, but the problems should have waited until they were on Shangri-La.

      Pasqual’s death, the nerve gas…

      They were stepping into something much more complicated than she could’ve reasonably expected.
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      Go couldn’t strap in fast enough. His heart had set its own beat and wasn’t going to veer from it. He’d only started to process the idea of the occupants of an entire space station being wiped out when Jason had spotted the incoming ship. Only a very small group of people would have the combination of will and resources to kill the hundreds of people aboard the station. An even smaller group of people would have access to the sort of ship inbound now.

      He didn’t particularly like any of those groups.

      His harness snapped with a dull click as Benji bolted down the aisle toward the co-pilot’s seat. He turned to make sure Shriya wasn’t having any trouble. The synth pushed up the visor of her helmet, more clearly revealing the sweat coursing down her flushed face. A puff of the stale air, thick with her sweat and perfume, gusted out. She hissed curses at everyone and everything while wrestling with her harness but swatted away his hands when he tried to help.

      By the time she had the harness snapped into place, Jason had the shuttle’s systems online. The engine sent a rumble through the little vessel’s belly, and the pilot twisted in his seat. “This could be bumpy.”

      Benji’s harness made a loud snap. “We don’t need the drama.”

      “No drama. I’m just stating the obvious.”

      Stating the obvious, yeah, but it was a good reminder. Go kicked his gear bag under his seat and hooked the straps with his boot tips. “Some fun, love.”

      Shriya twisted off her helmet and brushed a hand over her hair. “It’s a disaster.”

      “What happened on that station you mean?”

      “This whole operation.” She glared at Go, then reached over to help him remove his helmet. “Why accept a job, then veer off course to talk to someone about where you’re going?”

      “She said things are tricky on this planet.”

      “Then turn the job down.”

      “Yeah, sure, but it’s a good payday—better than what we’ve had lately.”

      He didn’t need to say it, but it was the best payday they’d seen since the whole Waverley incident, and the job seemed much less likely to go screwy. After all, what could possibly compare in complexity to hunting down the wealthiest man in human space?

      As Jason had warned, things turned bumpy. The airlock clamps released with a deep thunk felt through the hull a second before maneuvering thrusters pushed the shuttle laterally away from the rotating wheel. Almost immediately, the spacecraft accelerated, throwing Go back in his seat. The bag tugged on his toes, straining his leg muscles. He hugged the helmet to him and fought for his breath.

      More maneuvering banged him first to the right, then against Shriya’s seat. Her brow was creased, her neck muscles strained.

      From the cockpit, Benji’s raised voice reflected the tension they must have all been feeling. “Keep the Taj Mahal between us and that ship.”

      Another maneuver thrust Jason’s shoulder into the gap between him and the co-pilot seat. “I hadn’t thought of that, Benji. What a great idea.”

      “Less sarcasm and more acceleration.”

      “We’re operating at optimum accel—”

      “Push it.”

      “You want to fly? Hm?”

      Go didn’t need a meltdown in the middle of their situation. He shot Shriya a look asking her for support, and she nodded. When the ship stopped its intense maneuvers, the big man cupped a hand to his mouth. “Benji? Any idea who that is out there?”

      The mysterious woman who’d pulled this team together a few years before ignored Go at first, then she twisted around as if the G-forces didn’t affect her. “Someone important.”

      “Same people who did the killing, ya think?”

      She hadn’t considered that, not if the microscopic jerk of her head was any indication. “I suppose that’s possible.”

      “Who—” Go adjusted his grip on the helmet in response to another sharp maneuver. “—has the wherewithal and disposition to do what we just saw? Psychopathic terrorists funded by some sugar daddy organization? High-end military operators? Metacorporate elite security teams? Couldn’t be more than a few thousand people, yeah?”

      After another momentary hesitation, she nodded. “I can send a query to Agent Kleigshoen.”

      “Assuming that ship doesn’t turn the Taj Mahal into spinning slag, love. If that’s the same group that killed all those people, I doubt they’re going to let us just breeze away.”

      Benji bit her lip, a more human reaction than Go was used to her exhibiting. She’d changed since transferring into her new body, and some of that change had been endearing. “We…should be okay.”

      At that moment, he would’ve preferred the old Benji: a little too cocky for her own good. “This Pasqual fella you were trying to meet, he was a friend?”

      “Someone I knew from a while back.”

      She was pretty good at lying, but Go was better picking up little tells than most people. If he could be half as good reading himself as he was reading other people, he probably would’ve figured out his own problems well enough to turn his life around.

      The question was: Was she lying about this Pasqual being a friend, or was she lying about something else?

      Shriya nudged Go. “What about our record being aboard the station?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I forgot about that. Benji? What about us being aboard the station? If we get away, they could check the security logs.”

      Now the hacker smirked, a return to her old cockiness. “All records aboard that station end one second before we arrived in system.”

      That was the old Benji, all right.

      Through the shuttle’s windshield, the massive sphere of the Taj Mahal grew closer. Go could just about place the location of his quarters now, using the larger ship’s identifying name lit up on the near side of the hull as a landmark.

      They were close. With Jason piloting, they had a chance of getting out of—

      Jason slapped a palm on the console. “That’s a scan. They know we’re here.”

      Benji leaned over from her seat to look at his console. “Taj Mahal didn’t respond.”

      “What? Of course she did. Look…” The pilot grunted. “I’m not going to ask.”

      “When I saw that body in the airlock, I set up a false transponder feed. They’ll know it’s a scientific research vessel by the shape and size. If we put enough distance between us and them, that’s all they’ll know.”

      “It’s no better for us. All I can tell you about that ship out there is that it’s almost certainly a warship. The shuttle’s sensors can’t make out anything more than it’s not a registered commercial hull configuration.” The pilot jabbed at the console again. “Look at the size of it. That’s bad business right there.”

      “Bad business” sounded to Go like a serious threat, not some small force-insertion vessel. “Benji, what say when we get out of here, we call our employer and say we need to lie low, let the heat blow off?”

      The hacker shook her head. “We’re already cutting the time close.”

      “Then we tell them we can’t take the job. Something’s fishy, love.”

      “We need the money.”

      In the seat beside him, Shriya dabbed sweat from her face as she chuckled. Only he could hear that chuckle, and he knew the message she was sending before it arrived: She skewered you with the same harpoon you just used on me.

      True enough. It was hard to walk away from good money. But this…

      Go pushed back in his chair as the shuttle angled for entry into the hangar bay. His pulse raced again as Jason cut corners and pushed envelopes and who knew how many other rash things before putting down in the amber-lit space.

      When the pilot shouted it was all clear, Go slapped his harness buckle open and jerked his bag forward with a toe. He shoved the helmet inside, then the weapon belt. Benji shot down the aisle, still in her Specter undergarment.

      He followed after her, gear bag banging against his legs. “It’s the wrong call, Benji.”

      “It’s our only call.” She didn’t turn as she entered the airlock.

      “The job’s sour. It’s only gonna get worse.”

      She sped through the hangar deck, the inner doors opening ahead of her, then banged up a ladder tube and out of sight.

      Go dropped his bag and followed. His boots made deep echoes in the tube, drowning out the huff of his breathing. He was in exceptional shape, but her android body had every advantage imaginable. On the main deck, he hopped out, legs burning from the exertion.

      “Benji!” He sucked in air and stomped after her, heart thundering.

      At the hatch to the bridge, she finally twisted around to acknowledge him. “I’ve never seen a job that didn’t go wrong at some point, Go.”

      “Sure, but this one—” The hatch to the bridge opened, a space he wasn’t invited into. He grabbed her arm. “Benji, listen.”

      “I have to get us out of here.” Her eyes dropped to his hand in warning.

      “This job feels a mess, love. Every second, it feels worse than before.”

      “Then we’ll have to work harder, won’t we.”

      “It’s radioactive. You can’t work off something like that.”

      The android yanked her arm away and passed through the hatch, which hissed shut in Go’s face. He sighed, shaking with a mixture of dread, fatigue, and anger. Benji was doing it again, keeping them out of the loop and making decisions that put them at risk.

      One day, all the things she said they could manage would tumble one into the next, and they were going to pay the price for her miscalculations and lies.

      What would that price be?

      He had a pretty good idea he didn’t want to find out.
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      As Jason maneuvered the Taj Mahal’s shuttle toward the landing strip, his stomach flipped. Benji had warned them about the arsenal the remote colony world had at its disposal, but it was one thing to hear about it. Seeing it…

      He licked his lips. “Okay, for those keeping track, we have four—count them, four—Firehawk interdiction gunships. In case you weren’t sure, that’s two more than originally advertised and three more than would be necessary to blast our little shuttle out of the sky.”

      For the next minute, he concentrated on putting the spacecraft down in its appointed parking space and not on the deadly combat vessels less than seventy meters away. Weapons bristled along their frames: belly turret that he was pretty sure had a pair of rail guns, stunted wings heavy with missiles and rockets, what might be some sort of systems-blinding laser under the nose. Someone had painted stylized, bright red raptor-like images over their hulls, the artistic wings spreading out over the short, sweptback pair located about halfway back on the airframe.

      Oh, that wasn’t intimidating at all.

      As the shuttle’s engine powered down, he admired the starport. Corona was apparently the main hub of commerce and power on the frontier world. From what Jason had seen on descent, it could very well also be the largest population center. He preferred a few nighttime high-altitude circuits of a planet before trying to make that sort of assessment.

      Without a doubt, though, these guys knew how to run an operation. Everywhere he looked, the concrete was immaculate: no cracks, bright paint to accompany the fully functional augmented-reality—AR—overlays, and even well-maintained robotic vehicles.

      One of those vehicles, shiny surfaces glittering in the sun, sped toward the shuttle as he rose, nose wrinkling at an imagined change in the air. “Am I smelling…woodsmoke?”

      Benji looked up from her seat, where she’d been staring at the Firehawks. She sniffed the air. “It’s your imagination.”

      “Thought so.”

      But when he met Go and Shriya at the outer airlock hatch, it was obvious they’d smelled something, too. The big martial artist jerked a thumb at the sealed hatch. “We switch to external air so soon, mate?”

      Jason’s first instinct was to brush the idea away, but he’d been focused on the post-flight check. “Benji might have.”

      “Kind of a nice smell, yeah? Must be thick if we’re getting it already.”

      The airlock opened, and the ramp caught the bright sunlight. A haze hung in the distance, something Jason had mistaken from the air for fog. That sharp but pleasant smell became almost choking now, riding on the smothering heat that rolled in. Against the dark blue bodies of several robot haulers with black balloon tires and the lighter gray of blocky cargo shuttles they serviced on the other side of the tarmac, fat flakes of snow drifted down.

      Shriya shuddered and rubbed her arm. “Ash.”

      That reaction surprised Jason. He’d always thought of the synth as tough, unshakable. He pulled his bag from the rear storage compartment. “Maybe a forest fire. From up high, it sure looked like heavy fog.”

      She lowered her head and leaned into Go. “You’re right. This feels like a terrible place.”

      While Jason thought the name of the planet must have been ironic, calling it a terrible place seemed a bit much.

      He left the two lovebirds in the airlock and slid on mirror shades to block out the worst of the sunlight. Benji hadn’t yet bothered to share details of the job, but he had a sinking feeling it wouldn’t involve lounging around in a pool with athletic young Adonises.

      That was a clause he’d have to have added to his next contract: at least one day a week of dancing, drinking, and debauchery.

      When his boots made a dry scrape on the concrete, he froze and turned toward an improbable sight: a massive woman in heavy, highly polished armor marching toward the shuttle. At this distance, he thought there was a mix of gold trim and brass to the cuirass rather than the usual dull of composites. The woman’s dark brown hair had red highlights in the afternoon brilliance. Boxing her in were six more big people, these wearing the same sort of getup: silver cuirass instead of brass, blue visible between shin and forearm guards where she had red.

      Those getups were the exact opposite of the people he’d seen pushing the carts with the poison gas in the security video, but the builds were the same.

      What was it with people needing to pump themselves full of chemicals to bulk up?

      Jason twisted around and waved to get Go and Shriya’s attention. “Honor guard inbound.”

      Even as the pilot spoke, Benji squeezed between the two lovebirds and strolled down the ramp. Actually, she descended in a hurry, but she somehow made it look like a calm saunter.

      When she crossed her arms over her chest, feet spread shoulder width to Jason’s right, he set his bag down. “Friends of yours, or are we looking at a night in custody?”

      Muscles worked in Benji’s cheek. “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Could you at least get me a handsome torturer?”

      “These people are more the type to put a bullet through the back of the head while you’re kneeling over a shallow grave.”

      “How did I ever keep myself entertained before I met you?”

      He turned at the sound of Go and Shriya cautiously easing their way down the ramp. They were both focused on the nearing entourage.

      Go rubbed his chin and leaned in closer to Shriya. “A bunch of Kimmies.”

      It was a term that had fallen out of fashion as far as Jason knew, but it was no less true. The woman in the gold trim armor had big hands, a heavy brow, and a lantern jaw. More than her muscle bulk, that look said she’d undergone chemical enhancements. Steroids were a starting point, but there were longer-lasting and more effective drugs for those with the money. Her companions had the same look, although the woman in the gold-trimmed armor was outright homely, while the one in silver might once have been somewhat attractive before all the drugs.

      Finally, the formation came to a stop maybe twenty feet away, and the big woman made what might have been a clumsy salute. Her beady eyes narrowed and her head tilted when she spotted Benji. “Mariana?” The woman’s voice was deep, the words distorted in a rumble probably influenced by her thick neck muscles.

      To Jason’s surprise, Benji bowed slightly. “That was my identity when I was last here.”

      “And now you’re…Benji Chan?”

      “In my line of work, Adjudicator, it’s wise to maintain several identities.”

      The big woman grunted. She glanced at her escort. “Things have changed since you’ve been gone.”

      “I noticed. Is that a major’s uniform?”

      “It is.” The big woman beamed in pride. “It’s Senior Adjudicator Chafik now.”

      “Congratulations.”

      This senior adjudicator stepped closer. “You look different.”

      “Some work to change things around a little.”

      Another grunt rumbled up from the big woman’s gut. “Are you a fugitive?”

      “No.” Benji nodded at Go and Shriya. “This is my team. Matthias Goonetilleke specializes in analytics and assessment.”

      Go extended a hand. “That’s a mouthful, love. Call me Go.”

      The major stared down at his hand for a long while, then shook it. Rather, she didn’t glare when Go did the shaking.

      Benji didn’t give anyone the opportunity to break the momentum. “This is Shriya Bajaj, our combat specialist.”

      That introduction drew an inclined head from Shriya and a long, appreciative stare from the big major.

      When that stare tore away, Benji waved toward Jason. “And this is Jason Charles. He’s our pilot, driver, and security analyst.”

      If those titles were on their contracts, Jason had missed it. They sure seemed more formal and professional than he was used to Benji treating them. Maybe he’d talk to her about a raise to coincide with this change in their designation. Or, given the way she stood so erect and stiff dealing with this Major Chafik, maybe he wouldn’t.

      The big woman eyed the shuttle, sweat trickling down her cheek. “As I said, things have changed here.”

      One advantage of being an android, Benji never let anyone see her sweat. “You can’t expect the universe to remain static. That’s the same as death.”

      “So I’ve heard.” The bitter look twisting the major’s features hinted that she might prefer death to whatever she was going on about. “You smell the fire?”

      “When we landed.”

      “Terrorists. Terrorists.” Major Chafik’s face darkened. Her eyes went to Jason, then back to Benji. “We have people dictating demands, trying to tell us how we must run our colony.”

      “Investors?” Benji glanced at the Firehawks. “The banks?”

      “I should leave the particulars to my mother. She’s the one who hired you. Did she know you’re actually this Benji Chan?” The way the big woman thrust out her chest, she obviously didn’t approve of the hiring.

      Maybe she just didn’t approve of someone weak and fey like me.

      Except he knew that wasn’t the problem. She might have some sort of issue with him, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t because he didn’t project the dangerous confidence of his teammates. And the way she’d looked Shriya over…

      Benji shrugged. “We’ll ask her.”

      The major grunted, then looked away, apparently dismissing further discussion.

      There was something behind the big woman’s gruff behavior. It didn’t seem to surprise Benji in the least, so maybe it was a well-established quirk people learned to accept, like eye-watering gas or a proclivity to pick her nose in public.

      When Benji excused herself to gather her gear, the rest of them stood on the tarmac in silence. Jason was sure his teammates were thinking just like him that this was going to be so much fun, the sort of thing they could laugh and tell stories about for years to come.

      He couldn’t wait to see what lay ahead.
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      Corona’s streets were clean and shiny and largely empty, but any noise coming from the city was lost to the rumble and hum of the armored personnel carrier transporting Benji’s team to their meeting. Shriya spotted a few people moving among the largely boring structures, most blocky and unimaginative, ranging from simple brick to generic fast-build models normally reserved for freshly established or failing colony worlds. The handful of expensive, shiny buildings of glass and steel seemed out of place, indicators of a colony flush with cash.

      She elbowed Go, who’d slid into the large, armored crawler beside her, jerking a chin toward one of the glass buildings. In response, he inclined his head toward one of the crude, unpainted fast-build models—almost certainly an apartment complex.

      He’d seen it, too, of course. That was where the pedestrians had gone.

      There were incongruities beyond the smoky haze created by terrorists on a supposedly peaceful world, and Go was the sort to spot incongruities. She couldn’t wait to hear his take on the buff major who’d met them at the starport.

      For now, Shriya leaned back against the stiff, thin cushion of the seat and squinted out the small front windshield to get a better look at the pedestrians.

      Having the armored plates raised from the window was a positive sign, at least. It not only signaled that the terrorists hadn’t penetrated the city but that the major didn’t feel she had anything to hide from her “guests.” Being in the smelly vehicle with its sluggish handling and jerky transmission didn’t much feel like being a guest to Shriya, but she would reserve judgment until later.

      A man in a less gaudy uniform of gray urban camouflage rested a hand atop an assault rifle dangling from straps anchored to his black armored vest. His shirt and trousers were loose, the material stained by sweat. He wasn’t bulked up like the major or her comrades, but he had the solidity of a veteran, his gaze calm rather than panicked.

      Oddly, he didn’t look old enough for that gaze, as if someone had imparted the experiences of a veteran twice his age to him.

      That thought ground Shriya’s teeth and made her gulp in the stuffy, sweat-thick air. She was projecting her own experiences onto the man, a life constructed from one set of pre-generated memories replaced by another. All she’d ever known were moments combined in a blender, then filtered into a constructed whole to make sense.

      It was a sick way to create a combat-ready defense force, if that was what was at work.

      The armored crawler turned off the main thoroughfare onto a smaller street draped in merciful shadow. Almost immediately, it felt like the vehicle’s interior cooled. She brushed perspiration from her brow and pulled her T-shirt from her chest to fan out moisture.

      Go did the same, bent at the waist, eyes searching the building rooftops bordering the alley.

      A moment later, they lumbered from the alley and into a modest, empty parking lot, the space as well-maintained as the streets. Three buildings backed onto the lot, each sparkling brilliantly in the afternoon light. They were a mixture of stone and glass, one rose and gold, another rose and silver, and a third gray and black. These showed more style than the bulk of the buildings they’d passed so far but had the wide, low look of government structures.

      In the front passenger seat, the major twisted to fix her eyes on Shriya. “Follow me.”

      The big woman hunched low and squeezed down the narrow space to the dropdown rear door, riding it like a surfboard as the hydraulic system groaned under her mass. She hopped off a full foot before the top of the door touched the concrete and marched into the lot.

      When Shriya reached the concrete, she stretched her back and tracked the big woman’s path: the gray and black building.

      Go fell in beside the synth. “Nice welcome mat, yeah?”

      Shriya nodded. “You get the sense something isn’t quite right here?”

      “As normal as sunburn in winter.”

      Before Shriya could comment on the pedestrians she’d seen, Benji sped past, jogging to catch up to the major. Jason rolled his eyes but followed their boss, mouthing something that might have been “crazy.”

      One good thing about getting inside the building: It had air conditioning. The ever-present smell of the distant fire didn’t reach the interior. Cool air dried the perspiration on Shriya’s upper lip, and she caught a strangely mango-like smell tinged with a heavy spice. They took an elevator to the third floor, their sweat overpowering inside the sealed car.

      The elevator opened onto a hallway with a look out the top-story windows, which hazed the view even more than the smoke had.

      They barely had time to absorb the hard blue carpet and black wood tables lining the hallway before their guide’s long strides took her to the right, deeper into the building. It was deathly quiet in here, the halls empty, all the doors closed. Floating augmented reality labels indicated titles and names, and the spacing hinted at cavernous interiors. Shriya assumed this was where the senior leadership spent most of their time, the veritable halls of power.

      At a double door of the same black wood as the tables they’d rushed past earlier, the big woman rapped a heavy fist. She nodded despite no sound returning, then opened the doors and stepped inside.

      It was almost pitch black in the room, the hallway lights barely penetrating the murk. The same mango-spice smell hung in the air, mixed with something earthier and sweet, a powerful incense. Sound seemed to be swallowed by the dark, perhaps indicating just how big the room was or at least how well insulated.

      A voice came from far back in the gloom. “Thank you for your promptness, Mariana. I was so pleased to hear we would be able to work with you again.” The voice was wet and wheezy, like someone drowning on their own fluids.

      Benji stood framed in the light from the door, feet spread shoulder width, chin raised. “The pleasure’s mine, Assemblywoman Prime Chafik.”

      Behind them, the doors closed, and a dim light flared to life along the base of the wall, revealing nothing but them.

      If someone wanted a chance to ambush them, this was it. Shriya tensed.

      The wet, wheezy voice came from the dark again. “I apologize for needing to remain in the dark. I’ve developed a condition I may unfortunately never recover from, and it’s left my eyes extremely sensitive to light. I spend my waking hours in pain, so I throw myself into the work I love: seeking what’s best for my dear Shangri-La.”

      With a guarantee no one could see it, Shriya would’ve rolled her eyes at the corny statement. For all she knew, light-sensitive cameras were on them just then.

      Benji edged forward, stopping the second the major’s armor rattled. Maybe that had been the intent of the android’s act: a security test. She sighed. “I’m sorry to hear about your condition.”

      “Life must always proceed, and change is part of the procession, isn’t it?”

      “It is.”

      The major clattered past them. “Her name is now Benji Chan, mother.”

      “Another veil of identities. It seems so common for them, and yet it changes nothing. Benji, Mariana—you are still interested in the job offer?”

      “We are.”

      “Then let’s set aside the pleasantries and dive straight into the heart of it, if you wouldn’t mind? Time works against us.”

      Benji looked at her team, and Shriya followed the other two in nodding to proceed. “We’re listening.”

      “The government of Shangri-La is the same as any: We serve the people. It would offer no shock to you to know that some of our people are more equal than others.”

      Those words burned in Shriya’s ears, but she couldn’t protest the tragedy of a place named for a mythical paradise fallen to the same ills as other worlds.

      Apparently, though, even Benji’s practicality took some offense to this. “Are we working for the government in this effort, Assemblywoman Prime, or for an individual? The distinction matters.”

      “I appreciate your question. You will work for me and the assembly.”

      Benji bowed slightly. “Thank you.”

      “A good deal of my success arises from the contribution of an influential businesswoman, one Caruana Muscat. Please understand that she is not a malevolent force. Rather, she is a concerned mother. You see, her daughter Iman joined the Planetary Security Force as a show that there was no special treatment for the powerful. Now the young woman has disappeared and by all accounts died, her body lost.”

      “Planetary Security Force?” The android turned to regard the major, who by her sneer didn’t belong to this force.

      That seemed an odd one to make out. Certainly, the big woman’s uniform was outlandish, almost ceremonial, but she behaved like someone who considered herself a member of the military. How could she see a planetary military as anything but welcome?

      Unless…

      One of the outcomes of the Metacorporate War several years back had been the push to strengthen ties between the colony worlds and Earth. The UN had guaranteed protections for the colonies in exchange for assistance funding the main reaction unit: the Elite Response Force. Was this planetary military a reaction to that? Did this assemblywoman’s daughter disagree with the idea?

      The major’s chin rose defiantly. “Matters escalated after you left. The Self-Defense Patrol has been realigned to a new defensive posture, providing air interdiction and protection for strategically vital resources while a more robust and conventional military will assume…broader defense responsibilities.”

      She might as well have spat on the floor after that, the way she shuddered.

      From the darkness, the wet wheeze became a sigh. “Thank you, Hadiss. As my daughter has explained, we’ve been forced into a more aggressive defense posture. Caruana was too old to join this PSF, but her daughter was ideal. Her unresolved situation doesn’t sit well with Caruana, as you might expect, and that can’t be ignored.”

      It seemed as if Benji had to process that, as if maybe she hadn’t been privy to the true nature of the job after all. What would they have told her to get her to come all the way out to this distant planet?

      Maybe it had been something as simple as a money offer she couldn’t resist.

      After a few seconds of silence, the assemblywoman coughed. “Caruana’s continued support is essential to advance legislation that will shape our future. I will do whatever it takes to keep that support. Do you understand?”

      Benji didn’t move at first, then she nodded. “We’ll start immediately.”

      At that acceptance, the big major stiffened, and her lips peeled back to expose large teeth. It wasn’t the look of an adoring daughter supporting her beloved mother. The major’s eyes went from Benji to Go, then settled on Shriya.

      There was a hungry look there, a predator assessing strength.

      Shriya couldn’t feel any more connection to the major than she could to this old, sick assemblywoman hidden in the darkness. Even being exposed to the old woman drew out feelings of resentment and anxiety. Hearing the open talk of appeasing an ally in exchange for power only made things worse.

      This place and its people weren’t merely strange—they were dysfunctional. Once again, Benji had thrown in with the worst possible people.

      Survival was probably the best Shriya could hope for.
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