
[image: ]



Invisible Sun

DAVID MACINNIS GILL

[image: missing]





Dedication

For Julie, a real prince





Epigraphs

“Only the dead have seen the end of war.”

—Plato

“I love the lotus because while growing from mud, it is unstained.”

—Zhou Dunyi





Contents

Cover


Title Page


Dedication


Epigraphs




Chapter 0


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30




Acknowledgments


About the Author


Credits


Copyright


About the Publisher






Chapter 0

Christchurch, Capital City

Zealand Perfecture

ANNOS MARTIS 238. 7. 16. 18:52

Vienne points the gun, squeezes the trigger, and fires a live round square into my chest. As my hand goes to my heart, the pop-pop-pop of a string of firecrackers erupts on the next alley, marking the beginning of the Spirit Festival—and covering the report from her armalite.

“Ow!” I catch the mangled bullet when it drops from my body armor. I toss the lead marble aside. It pings from rooftop to rooftop as it cascades to the bottom of the dawn-washed hillside. The sharp sound echoes off the corrugated metal shacks of Favela, the shantytown where we’ve been squatting the last week, plotting a snatch-and-grab on a high-value target at the local library. “Happy now?” I say.

“I had to prove my point.” She grins as she collects her brass, then slides the armalite into a holster hidden by her trench coat. “No one’s going to notice a gunshot during all the festival noise, so there’s no reason to go unarmed again. We’ll be facing CorpCom troopers and Rangers this time, not some backwater constable.”

“Okay, I get it.” It’s never a good idea to start an argument with your partner, especially when said partner is a highly trained Regulator who is one of the most lethal snipers on the planet. I massage the bullet burn away as another string of firecrackers rips off, followed by screams from our fellow squatters. “Did you have to do it from close range?”

“No.” She takes my arm and leads me down the path muddied with raw sewage. The air is ripe with the stink of waste, burned gunpowder, and cordite. “But it was more fun that way.”

The sun’s just coming up, I think, and already, I’m getting shot.

“Suck it up, cowboy,” says the little voice inside my head, a voice that belongs to Mimi, the artificial intelligence flash-cloned to my brain. Mimi controls all the functions of my symbiotic body armor. Omnipresent and omniannoying, she is like a mom, an encyclopedia, a drill sergeant, and a bad poet all mashed together. “From your neuromuscular response rate, I can tell that it did not hurt as much as you claim.”

“Pain is more than the sum of its neurons, Mimi,” I subvocalize so that only she can hear me.

“Only because you are incapable of simple mathematics,” she says. “Take the next right. My map shows a shortcut through that alley.”

“This way,” I tell Vienne, and follow the route Mimi chooses.

We round the corner and come face-to-face with a pack of Scorpions—eight feral druggies, all about half our age. About half our size. About ten times as vicious and starved. Covered in piercings and homemade tattoos, stained with sewer mud, eyes pink from Rapture, they carry busted pipes and strips of corrugated metal.

The leader holds a butcher knife. The tang of the blade is wrapped with duct tape, the edge raw, rusted, and very lethal.

“What’s the hurry?” the leader asks in Portuguese, sneering over ragged teeth.

“Step aside,” Vienne warns him.

“Pay the toll,” the leader says. “Or I’ll gut you and have your vittles for breakfast.” He waves the knife in a figure eight, and the others fan out to block the alley.

“How much for the toll?” I ask.

He licks his lips. “Her,” he says, pointing the blade at Vienne.

“Okay.” I shrug, then shake my head. “But remember, you asked for it.”

Before a question has time to register on his face, Vienne separates the knife from his hand and then his shoulder from its socket. She sweeps his legs, and he hits the pavement, screaming, as three of his mates swing—and miss—with their pipes.

Vienne strips the first one of his weapon, nails the second with a side kick, and using the pipe, kneecaps the third. When the first boy tries to run, she pipe-pings him in the skull. Either the plumbing or the pavement puts his lights out—I’m not sure which—but when his rolling body comes to a halt, he’s dead to the world.

Vienne drops into the Regulator fighting stance—left palm out, right fist above her ear. She motions for them to bring it.

“This is the point,” I tell the boys, “when smart lads usually run.”

But Scorpions aren’t smart people.

“Kill them!” the leader screams.

One arm limp at his side, he lunges for the butcher knife. I stomp on the blade, and his hand just happens to get under my boot. He screams again until he sees the laser sight of my armalite shining in his eye.

“Might want to belay that last order,” I say. “Now you all will be stepping aside, and we’ll be going about our business. I mean no malice, but anybody holding a hunk of metal by the time I count three will be the proud owner of a third eyeball. One . . .”

Clang. Weapons hit the ground.

“Smart boys,” I say. “And I bet your teachers said you’d never amount to anything.”

Guns trained on the leader, Vienne and I move through the pack, then continue on our way, with an occasional precautionary look behind us.

“Crafty work back there,” I say when we’re in the clear.

“Now aren’t you glad,” she says, “that I suggested carrying our weapons?”

“You didn’t need weapons to beat them.”

“I didn’t.” She tugs her sunglasses down and gives me that look. “But you did.”

As we wind our way through the hills of the Favela, Christchurch shines like a celestial mass of gas in the nadir of the morning horizon, a city of steeples built on an island in the delta where the River Gagarin meets the Dead Sea. The river is spanned by the Seven Bridges, which connect the suburbs to Christchurch, the biggest city on the planet.

It’s also the only place I’ve ever called home.

We pass up three chances to grab the Tram because it’s being patrolled by troops. Over the past few months, we’ve gotten used to walking. Plus there’s the little matter of our faces being plastered on wanted posters all over the media multivids, which gives us more incentive to stay out of the public eye.

“Ready for this?” I whisper to Vienne.

“Locked and loaded,” she replies, patting the holster under her coat.

“You’re cute when you’re carrying live ammo.”

She nudges me with an elbow. “You’re not so bad yourself. Even unarmed.”

It takes an hour to reach Parliament Tower, the gleaming glass and steel headquarters of Zealand Corporation. As we travel, I mentally tick off the names of every alley, avenue, and boulevard, all of them familiar but somehow not quite right, as if the map of my memory has been wrinkled up and nothing is where it’s supposed to be.

“Mimi,” I subvocalize, “do a sweep of the perimeter and give—”

“Thought you would never ask,” she says. “No hostiles detected in a thirty-meter radius. You are good to go.”

“Roger.” To Vienne I say, “If we bump into patrols, make sure we don’t actually bump into them, right? Keep your head down. If you make eye contact, look away. Don’t antagonize them.”

Vienne feigns surprise. “Me? Why would I antagonize anyone?”

“Vienne,” I warn her. “This is a covert mission, remember?”

“All our missions are covert,” she says. “Until the bullets start flying.”

“You!” a trooper shouts.

He draws a gun.

For a half step, I freeze.

Vienne smirks, as if to say I told you so.

But the trooper and his partner rush past us. They attack a street vendor. Slam him to the concrete sidewalk. Wares spill from his cart, and I can see what’s written on the flags he’s hawking: “Desperta Ferro!”—the slogan of the grassroots anticorporate movement.

I take a step toward the fight.

“Keep walking, hero.” Vienne takes me by the arm. “Don’t borrow trouble, remember?”

We don’t have to borrow it, I think. It always manages to find us.

“‘Others, I am not the first,’” Mimi recites. “‘Have willed more mischief than they durst.’”

“I carking hate Keats’s poetry.”

“It is Housman.”

“His, too.”

When we reach the Circus—the mammoth traffic circle in front of Parliament Tower—I step into the memories of my childhood. The buildings seem smaller, their glass skins less polished, their lights dimmer. Where I once had to shield my eyes from the reflections, I now barely have to squint. I’m taller than I used to be and harder to dazzle.

In the reflection of storefront windows, I see Vienne as the rest of the world does: A tall young susie. Blond hair plaited into a single braid. Dressed in a trench coat, black leggings, gloves, and high heels. And very, very dark sunglasses that let in almost no light because they hide a tiny minicam.

Now I see myself in the reflection: Young man, a couple of inches taller than the blonde. Clothed in a navy blue military dress uniform. Wearing a peacoat that covers the insignias of his rank and unit.

“You clean up nice,” Mimi says.

My reflection sets down two satchels. “Stow it.”

Vienne’s reflection picks up one of the satchels and strides away to the tower. I pause to admire the poetry of her walk, then take the one she left behind and head for the library.

A block away, I stop on the street corner and wait for the crossing signal. “Use the telemetry functions in my symbiarmor,” I subvocalize to Mimi, “and patch me into the security feeds.”

“Done,” Mimi says.

Pretending to adjust my sunglasses, I instead press an electrode hidden behind my ear. A video feed appears in the right lens of the glasses: carrying her satchel, Vienne enters the lobby of Parliament Tower.

All eyes turn to her as she enters the security line. She presses the mic tucked behind her ear. “I’m in.”

“Check.”

My turn.

I cut through traffic, avoiding a pedicab, and cross the street to the Bibliotheca Alexandrina. There’s a library like this in each of the Nine Prefectures. Its purpose is to store corporate records and it is by law open to every citizen. But the real purpose of the library is hidden in its Special Collections area, which stores all manner of corporate trade secrets. This area is definitely not open to the public. Especially public who may be trying to steal said secrets.

Public like me.

Entering the library, I nod to the security guards at the door and approach the librarian at the main desk. “Requesting access for Special Collections vault.” I flash a smile. “Please.”

The clerk tilts her chin and smiles back. “Fourth floor. But you’ll need a security pass.”

I slide a keycard across the desk—it cost us a Bishop’s ransom on the black market—and hold my breath.

A green light. I’m in.

“Enjoy your research,” she says. “The lifts are right behind me. Let me know if you need, you know, anything.”

“Absolutely,” I say as I leave the desk.

Mimi chimes in, “If Vienne saw you flirting with that susie, there would be gunfire.”

“That’s why I can see her video feed,” I say, pressing the button for the fourth floor, “and she can’t see mine.”

As the doors close and the lift starts, the video feed flickers on the inside of my sunglasses. Vienne has reached the security scanner. She walks through, carrying the satchel.

Alarms ring.

Security gates drop.

The lobby goes on lockdown.

Three security guards rush toward her, blasters firing. The plasma shots burn through her coat but slide impotently to the floor. The look on their faces is priceless.

Surprise! She’s wearing body armor, and you’re in for a heap of trouble.

“You shouldn’t have a laugh at others’ misfortune,” Mimi tells me.

“What? I’m only allowed to laugh at my own?” The doors of the lift open before the feed ends, but I’m not worried. We’ve pulled jobs far more dangerous than this. Vienne is a well-oiled fighting machine with fair dinkum tai bo skills.

“If Vienne heard you refer to her as well-oiled,” Mimi says, “there would be even more gunfire.”

“Roger that,” I say. “Let’s keep the ‘well-oiled’ between us.”

I follow a long corridor to the door labeled “Special Collections.” Inside, I hand the keycard to the clerk, whose nametag reads “Mr. Gilbert.” He cocks an eyebrow over his horn-rimmed glasses. He’s old, his jowls flaky and wrinkled like onionskin paper, and his stare is so radioactive it could shred chromosomes.

“It’s rude to wear sunglasses inside,” Mr. Gilbert says. “Your generation has no manners.” Though I try smiling again, he meets me with a blank face and scans the card. Buzz. “No access,” he says in a tone that actually means “Go stuff yourself.”

“Run it again,” I say, co-opting an air of command that sounds more like my father than me.

An alarm sounds.

My heart skips a beat.

Guards rush past the Collections room toward the stairs. “What’s that all about?” I say, passing off my gasp as a cough.

“None of my concern,” Mr. Gilbert says. “Nor yours.” He notices the pinkie missing from my left hand, then throws the card back at me. “Access denied, dalit. Leave the premises, or I’ll be forced to call security.”

“Go right ahead.” I smile, and this time, I mean it. “You’d be wasting your breath.” I move my coat aside to show him my holster. “There’s a certain server I want to check out, if you don’t mind.”

On the video feed, Vienne drops the trench coat, revealing her symbiarmor, and pulls her armalite. She sprays the ceiling lights with bullets. Broken glass rains down, and most of the sentries scatter. Two brave but stupid guards rush her. She takes down the first one with an elbow that breaks his nose. She slams the second one with the satchel and when he doubles over, grabs a handful of his hair.

“Do precisely what I tell you,” she says, her voice crackling in my earpiece as the lift opens. She shoves him inside, then pushes the satchel against his chest. “Hold this.”

The guard’s voice quavers. “W-what is it?”

“Five kilos of C-forty-two explosives.”

“A . . . b-bomb?”

“Not to worry,” she says. “It won’t go off—yet.”

Carking-A, I think.

My attention shifts from the feed back to Mr. Gilbert, who is escorting me into the vault, which houses a massive server farm. We turn left down a row marked “High Security.” He slow-walks me for a few seconds until I remind him that I’m carrying an armalite—by shoving it into his kidney.

“Stop here,” I say when we reach server 451. “On the floor.”

Gilbert drops, and I wrap his wrists and ankles with duct tape. I insert a chip into the data port.

“Download commencing,” Mimi’s voice pings in my ear.

“Thank you, Mimi. Let me see what Vienne’s up to now.”

“Affirmative,” she says. “Maybe she has found a nice Ranger to flirt with.”

“Or to shoot.”

My attention returns to the feed as the lift door opens to a penthouse, where a special session of the board of directors is in progress. While Vienne swiftly, silently moves into position, the directors raise champagne glasses to toast the new CEO, a middle-aged matron with wispy red hair and patches of freckles.

Her name is Martha Bragg, and she is Vienne’s target.

Bragg is about to speak when she abruptly cuts a look at the young man to her right. The jack also has freckles, but his hair is straw colored. He is rail thin and rawboned, and even sitting down, taller than anyone else in the room.

“Sit up straight, Archie!” She glares at him until he looks suitably chastised, then gratified, she makes a toast. “As the chief executive officer and general of Zealand Corporation, I raise—what the dickens is going on?”

She is interrupted by a gunshot. All heads turn to Vienne and the trooper with the satchel clutched to his chest.

“Why, you impudent hussy!” Bragg cries out. “Security!”

“You’re wasting your breath,” Vienne says calmly. “Trooper, tell the CEO what you’re holding.”

“A b-bomb,” he says.

“Is this,” Bragg sputters, “a joke?”

“Does it look like I have a sense of humor?” Vienne empties a clip into the windows behind the CEO. The safety glass cracks along countless fault lines, then showers the floor with harmless shards. “Everybody down! Now!”

For a half second the young jack leers at Vienne, until she fires a burst past his head. Then he joins his mother and the board of directors sucking up carpet lint.

Behind Vienne, the penthouse lift opens. Troopers pour out like hungry cockroaches, only to be met with a rain of bullets that turns the drop-down ceiling to dust. While they scramble for position, Vienne tosses a smoke grenade, then hops onto the ledge of the shattered window.

“Thanks for your cooperation,” she says.

And steps into empty space.

I remove the sunglasses, then pull the data chip—I’ve got what I came for—and walk away from Mr. Gilbert, who is wriggling like a fluke worm on the floor.

I stroll by the librarian like I own the joint, because at one point, my family actually did own it. Once upon a time, I spent many hours at that desk, haranguing my father’s employees into doing my homework.

I exit the Special Collections office and take the lift to the first floor. In the lobby, more shouting guards rush past me and into the street.

“Sir?” the librarian calls.

Verflucht, I curse. What did I screw up this time? “Yes?”

“The specs. You took them off,” she says. “I like the change. It’s a shame to cover up such pretty eyes.”

“Thank you.” I muster another wink. Behind her, a multivid screen is displaying a celebration: Squatters in Favela are cavorting around a straw man being burned in effigy. It’s definitely not your traditional Spirit Festival dance. “What’s all the ruckus?”

“Haven’t you heard?” she says. “Stringfellow died in prison last night. Cancer finally killed the old poxer.”

By Stringfellow, she means John Stringfellow, disgraced former CEO of Zealand Corporation. He’s spent the last years of his life rotting in the Norilsk Gulag. How am I aware of this? Because I know him not as Stringfellow but as Father. I also know that he didn’t die in prison last night. It was a month ago. CEO Bragg held on to the news until today, so as to coincide with the Spirit Festival. I reckon manipulating the media goes hand in hand with being CEO.

“You really hadn’t heard,” she says, mildly shocked. “What planet have you been on?”

The sunglasses go back on. “Mars.”

I step outside. Look up at the thirteenth floor of Parliament Tower and see the blown-out glass and smoke billowing out of it.

“Excellent,” I say to Mimi. “Couldn’t have done it better myself.”

“You are delusional,” Mimi says. “Being terrified of any height over three meters, you could not have done it at all.”

“Everybody’s a critic.”

“I prefer the term dialectical of genius to critic.”

“Most critics do,” I say. A crowd gathers, and I get washed away in the flood of humanity. “Got a read on Vienne’s biorhythms? The zone’s about to get hot.”

“She’s two meters out and closing on your six,” Mimi says. “So, by the way, is a squad of troopers.”

“Roger that.”

Slipping away from the Circus, I stay out of the way of the soldiers, who are swinging truncheons and ramming through the mob, trying to provoke a reaction. It’s their not too subtle way of flushing out Desperta Ferro insurgents.

A few moments later Vienne, now wearing a different hat and coat, takes my arm. “Got the data, chief?” she asks me.

“Right here.” I pat the pocket of my peacoat. “And no more of that ‘chief’ stuff, right? Call me Durango.”

“Yes, chief,” she says, and laughs, a sound so rare that it catches me off guard.

It also attracts the kind of attention we don’t want. I get a glimpse of a pair of Rangers eyeballing us, the leader clicking his jaw muscles and rolling his shoulders, ready to pounce at any hint of resistance.

Kuso! I tuck my chin inside my collar and look down as if the cracks in the pavement are the most interesting thing ever, an act of subservience I learned while enduring my Battle School instructors’ endless acid-tongued lectures.

Vienne, though, doesn’t know the meaning of subservient. She meets the lead Ranger’s eyes and gives him that hard steel stare that betrays her iron will.

He veers toward her.

Vienne reaches for her armalite.

I reach for a handful of her coat.

Too late.

“Halt!” the lead Ranger shouts, and they both shove the crowd aside, bearing down on us, battle rifles ready.

“Move it!” I yell to Vienne.

After a frustrated growl, she cinches the belt on her trench coat and slips away.

Crack!

A warning shot fires.

The chase is on.





Chapter 1

North of Noctis Labyrinthus, Tharsis Plain

Zealand Prefecture

ANNOS MARTIS 238. 7. 18. 12:52

Picture a wide-open plain as broad and flat as the open sea, interrupted by only the occasional stone outcropping. Beneath one of the outcroppings—a green, rolling field split by a narrow dirt road. A warm zephyr blows the tall grass, gently, softly. A swarm of bees rises from the grass, gathers itself into a tight knot, then disappears behind a hill, right before—

Roar!

Over the outcropping we come!

Riding a three-wheeled bike that’s two parts motorcycle and one part rocket. Trying to outrun a Noriker armored truck that’s hot on our six, caked in mud and dirt, its red and blue lights flashing, a warning that we’d better stop if we know what’s best for us.

Ha! Vienne and I are dalit Regulators, mercenary soldiers who do dirty, dangerous jobs for very little pay. We never know what’s best for us.

“The Rangers are back!” I yell into Vienne’s helmet, shouting above the roar of the engine as she leans over the handlebars.

“What did you expect?” Her visor is flipped down, but behind it, she’s beaming as battle rifle shots zip by. “That’s what you get for stealing top-secret military data!”

“It’s your fault they chased us in the first place!”

“My fault?” she calls back. “You’re the one who said to move it! If you’d let me take them out in the Circus—”

“Then there’d be a hundred Rangers, not just two!” Two Rangers who’d tailed us all the way from Christchurch. Twice, we thought we’d ditched them, but they kept picking up our trail. Nothing motivates a Ranger like a runner with a bounty on his head.

A forty-five-caliber bullet whistles past my ear. It hits the handlebars of our motorbike and shatters into a million tiny pieces.

“We’re taking fire! Again!” I shout, my face streaked with sweat, teeth chattering from the choppy road. “You should let me drive! You’re the better shot!”

“I’m the better driver, too!”

Vienne punches the gas, and the engine finds an overdrive I didn’t know existed. We rocket along the hard-packed dirt, almost leaving my stomach behind. For a second the bike seems to float—all three wheels rising above the ground—and my queasy stomach rises with them. Then I make the horrible mistake of looking to my left, where the narrow trail takes us to the thinnest cusp of the canyon.

A kilometer below, a green valley full of wheat and corn stretches out as far as the eye can see.

I’m going to hurl.

“Vienne! We’re going to crash into the canyon!”

She laughs. “Suck it up, Durango!”

The world turns swirly, and my head lolls to one side. Vertigo—it’s my biggest weakness. I wish I could bury my face in Vienne’s back, squeeze my eyes tight, and pretend that we’re not doing 120 kilometers per hour, only centimeters from certain, horrifying, mangling death. But I’m lousy at pretending, and Vienne wouldn’t take kindly to the head-burying idea.

Instead, I turn to the right and face the horizon. The Labyrinth of the Night stretches out like broken fingers across the Plains of Tharsis, forming canyons so deep and wide, they make Earth’s Grand Canyon look like a drainage ditch. Beyond the vista, the mountains of Tharsis rise like triplet mortar shells from the plains. In turn, they are overshadowed by the snow-capped monster of Olympus Mons, the largest mountain in the solar system. It’s so mammoth, Earthers can see it with a handheld telescope.

That’s what they tell me, anyway. I wouldn’t know firsthand. I’ve never been to Earth, and the Hell’s Cross mines will see daylight before I ever go.

“Oh, that’s quite a bit of poetry for somebody being shot at,” says Mimi. “Perhaps you should extricate yourself from Vienne’s admittedly impressive midriff and return fire.”

“I’ll pass,” I subvocalize.

“You will pass?” Mimi says. “Have you forgotten that you are a Regulator? Regulators are required by the Tenets to shoot back. It is a time-honored tradition and an excellent means of survival.”

“Yeah, see, I’m not so big on the Tenets anymore,” I say. “Plus, their bullets can’t penetrate our symbiarmor, which means they can shoot all day, and it won’t amount to a hill of beans.” I check on the Noriker, which is weaving around a rut in the road. “I’m a lot more afraid of crashing to a burning death at the bottom of this canyon than I am of a couple of CorpCom Rangers.”

“Your penchant for stating the obvious is remarkable,” Mimi says.

“Thank you.”

“That was not meant as a compliment, cowboy.”

“Knew that—ow!” A rifle round pops me between the shoulder blades, and I flinch. “That one stung!”

“Explosive ammunition,” Mimi says. “May I suggest, oh, returning fire?”

“This is a waste of ammo, you know.” I pull my armalite from its holster. Flick the switch to full auto and spray a clip of bullets at the Noriker.

Headlamps shatter.

The windshield cracks, and lines spread across the glass, blocking the Rangers’ view. The driver doesn’t even swerve.

The Noriker eats up more trail.

Getting closer.

“They’re gaining!” I say to no one. And no one answers, which is surprising because Mimi always has something smart to say.

“Not always,” she says. “Sometimes, silence is the wisest response.”

Crash! A Ranger’s boot appears through the Noriker’s windshield. The passenger kicks out the rest of the damaged safety glass, and I can see plainly the sunburst insignia on his uniform—Second Cavalry. My father’s old division. It would’ve been mine, too, if not for a string of unfortunate decisions on Father’s part, as well as my complete lack of interest in following in his deep footsteps.

“The irony is thick today,” Mimi says. “So is the manure.”

I start to remind her of the wisdom of silence, as useless as that would be, when the barrel of a rocket launcher appears on the Noriker’s dashboard.

My armor is the most technologically advanced suit on the planet, controlled by a network of nanobots that in turn are commanded by my overly conversant AI. But no symbiarmor ever made can stop a rocket.

Like the rocket that explodes from its launcher with a puff of smoke and comes slithering toward us like a pissed-off scorpion.

“Evasive!”

Vienne jerks the bike hard to her nine. The front wheel catches the lip of a rock slab, and we swing so close to the precipice of the canyon, dislodged rocks and debris fall over the edge. Where they go—

—down, down, down—

—with nothing to stop them.

“Re malaka,” I murmur.

Five meters ahead of us, the rocket explodes.

“Chief!” Vienne shouts. “Get them off my tail!”

The sound of her voice, and the wild swing she makes to three o’clock, rocks me back to reality.

There’s nothing left to do but shoot. “I hate when this happens!”

I let go of Vienne’s waist and climb atop the seat, then engage the grenade launcher attachment on my armalite and reach for my ammo belt.

One grenade left.

One lousy grenade.

“Ja vitut!”

“Waste not, want not,” Mimi says.

“Thank you, George Washington.”

“Ahem. Poor Richard’s Almanack?”

“Thank you, Poor Richard,” I say. “What kind of fossiker would name their son ‘Poor’?”

“Benjamin Franklin wrote Poor Richard’s Almanack!” Mimi yells in my ears. “How does a Battle School graduate who was tops in his class not know the basic literary canon of his forefathers?”

I jam the shell into the chamber. “I’m a soldier, not a hopeless Romantic.”

“No, you’re just hopeless.”

“Har, har.” I pull the gas-powered trigger to launch my last grenade.

The shell tumbles through the air and lands with a clack on the hood of the Noriker. For a nanosecond it hangs there, suspended by wind and gravity, before it rolls forward and out of sight.

The driver points and laughs at me.

I make a hand gesture that calls his parentals’ marital status into doubt as my grenade, which has lodged in the grill, explodes.

Debris blows back into the Noriker cab. As the driver throws up an arm to shield his eyes, the truck hood—unlatched by the explosion—rises up like a metal sail. It flaps in the wind for a second or two, then breaks at the hinges and hammers the empty windshield.

Wham!

The Noriker veers off the trail, a cloud of butterscotch-hued grime encasing it.

“Heewack!” I yell. “That’ll fix the fossikers for shooting at us! Right, Vienne? Right?”

She doesn’t answer, which is weird because as stoic as she pretends to be, Vienne loves a good shoot-out. So I turn around in time to see—

A narrow bridge.

A hundred meters off and closing fast.

Marked by a bright red sign—DANGER: BRIDGE OUT.

“Danger! Bridge out!” I scream. “Vienne! Stop! The wà kào bridge is out!”

“I can read!”

“Then stop! I order you to stop!”

“You’re not giving the orders anymore!”

“No! I take it back! We’re not equals! I’m your chief again, and I order you to halt!”

“If I halt now,” she calls, “those Rangers will stay on our tail! Let’s get rid of them once and for all!”

“And us, too!” I scream. “What part of ‘danger’ don’t you—ieeee!”

Our front wheel hits the lip of the entryway. I bounce back into the seat and squeeze my legs against the growling engine, the pipes so hot they would burn my flesh if not for the symbiarmor.

The bike eats up meter after meter of the bridge. Chunks of pavement fly from the road, flinging themselves into the chasm, and fall, fall, fall into the valley below.

“Why does everything need to fall so far?” I groan.

“Do I need to look up the word chicken in my thesaurus data bank?” Mimi chimes in. “Again?”

“No!” I say. “Because I’m not chicken! I’m just not stupid!”

“Acceptance,” Mimi says, “is the first step to recovery.”

Ahead, a ramp appears out of nowhere, and I’m wondering how a ramp got there when I realize that no, it’s not a ramp; it’s a fallen piece of sheet metal that’s part of a barricade. A barricade that’s also marked DANGER. And beyond the DANGER, there’s a hole. A big, carking gap that separates one side of the bridge from the other.

“Vienne! There’s a huge, carking gap—”

“Lean back!”

That’s the last thing I want to do. I’d rather wrestle the handlebars from her grip. And avoid all areas marked by words written in capital letters. But it’s too late for that. All I can do is think about what my former chief said when I was still a green Regulator: It’s not that heroes don’t know fear, it’s that they don’t let fear stop them from doing the job.

“I love it when you quote me,” Mimi says.

I grab Vienne’s shoulders. Plant both feet on the seat like a snowboarder coming down Tharsis Mons. And hang on for dear life as the bike—

Slams against the ramp.

Sails across the gap.

Lands hard on the other side, with enough force to vault me over Vienne. I roll along the bridge’s metal decking and slam!

Into a concrete barricade.

My armor seizes up to protect me. But for a few seconds, I’m frozen like a statue, my visor flipped up, eyes filled with road grit.

Tires squeal as Vienne slams on the brakes, the front wheel

sliding,

sliding,

sliding toward my head.

“Mimi! Armor!”

“Negative. System is overloaded, cowboy,” she says. “Rebooting now.”

I try to raise a hand to shield my face but can’t budge. I squeeze my eyes shut and mentally brace for the collision . . .

. . . that never comes.

Something lightly touches my forehead. I take a peek. It’s the tire. Tendrils of smoke drift from the rubber, and tiny bits of gravel are wedged between the treads.

“The word danger, “ I tell Vienne, “is not French for go faster.”

She jumps from the bike and throws her arms around my statuelike body. “Yes! Wasn’t that fun? It was just like flying! I always wanted to fly!”

“Next time you do,” I say, sighing, “use a velocicopter instead of a motorbike, okay?”

Mimi chimes in. “System ready. In two.”

The symbiarmor relaxes, and I fall into a heap. I pull off my helmet and gasp, swallowing something that rises from my gut. Then collapse spread-eagled on the decking.

Why is it that I can order a whole crew of Regulators into battle against enemy soldiers, bioengineered insects the size of elephants, and even bloodthirsty cannibals, but I almost wet myself every time I’m more than ten meters above the ground? No matter how many times I face my fear of heights, the acrophobia never goes away. In fact, I’m starting to think it’s only getting worse.

“It is only getting worse,” Mimi says. “Data from your cerebral cortex reports an unprecedented level of corto-steroids in your bloodstream.”

My eyes roll back as relief washes over me. “Thank you for that disheartening report, Madame Curie.”

“I aim to please, cowboy.”

Vienne kneels beside me. “Are you hurt? I didn’t mean to throw you off the bike.” She laughs. “I thought you had better balance than that.”

“And I thought you had more sense than that,” I say. “You. You are going. To get us killed.”

“Poor baby,” she says, patting my cheek. “Your symbiarmor took the hit. Not a scratch on you. Well, maybe one. On your cheek. Right. There. Want me to fix it?”

She brushes my face with the back of her hand. Then leans in for what I hope is a kiss. I lift myself on an elbow, waiting for her, watching her lips purse, her eyes close halfway, then—

Honk! A truck horn sounds.

She jerks away and stands, aiming her armalite at the Noriker as the Rangers pull slowly up to the barricade on the opposite side of the bridge.

“Jacob Stringfellow!” The gunner climbs out the shattered window and stands on the hood. “You’re under arrest for trespassing, capital theft, and destruction of corporate property! Surrender! Or I’ll blow you both to hell and drag your carcasses all the way back to Christchurch!”

“Ow! That’s harsh,” I say. “Whatever happened to ‘Put down your guns’?”

“I can take the gunner out.” Vienne pulls her weapon. “Just say the word.”

“Whoa.” I block her line of sight. “Let’s discuss this and come to a rational decision.”

Giving me a glare that would melt titanium, she drops the armalite on my shoulder, using it as a gun rest. “A Ranger is threatening to defile your corpse, and you want to be rational?”

“Let me try mediation first.” I carefully move the armalite aside and turn around. “Ranger! My friend wants to shoot you. Personally, I’d rather negotiate. What do you say?”

The gunner jumps into the bed of the truck. He throws aside a heavy tarp, revealing a Seneca gun. It’s the same type of chain gun our old Regulator buddy, Jenkins, liked so much. Only it’s bigger.

And fires faster.

With five times more ammo.

“Negotiate this!” A wild spray of bullets rips through the pavement, tearing up a line of divots.

Chunks of asphalt ricochet off my helmet.

“That’s a little close for comfort.”

Vienne squeezes off four quick shots—one to scare the driver and three to chase the gunner off the gun. “Since you won’t let me actually shoot them,” she says, “I see no point in standing around.”

“But—”

She holsters her armalite, then hops on the motorbike. “Going my way?”

“What way would that be?” I slide onto the seat. “Seriously, we’re in no-man’s-land out here. No food. No shelter. Very little coin to speak of.”

She steers around debris, even as the gunner, cursing, sends a wild volley into the steel framework above the bridge. “You want to go to Tharsis Two and steal the rest of your data, right?”

“Of course,” I say, “but we’re not ready to hit the outpost yet. We still need to scout the area, plan the job—”

“Then this is your lucky day,” she says. “Because I know the perfect place to hide out while you do all that scheming and plotting.” There’s a little glint in her eye that scares me. “Hang on tight. We’re going to meet my family.”

“Fam—?” I realize now that I was right to be scared. “Did you say ‘family’?”

“Unless you’d rather stay here and get shot at.”

“Maybe,” I say to tease her and because, well, it’s true. I didn’t even know Vienne had a family, much less one within driving distance.

“When you meet Ma and Pop,” Mimi chimes in, “make sure you do not mention the phrase ‘well-oiled.’”

“Oy,” I say, after trying to think of a smart retort. My brain, however, is no longer connected to my tongue.

Mimi has a laugh at my expense. “You’re so cute when you’re paralyzed with fear.”

“You’re so not cute when you’re trying to be funny.”

“I am not programmed for humor.”

“And I’m not programmed to meet the parents.”

We’re almost clear of the road debris when the Ranger makes a last-gasp effort to stop us. “Halt!” the Ranger screams. “I said, you are under arrest!”

A Hail Mary of bullets chases us. Several rounds hit the metal decking and one bounces off my shoulder, stinging my skin but not causing any damage.

I turn back, lift my visor, and blow them a kiss.

Poor Rangers. I really do feel sorry for the jacks. They chased us hundreds of kilometers for a bounty, and now they’re going home empty handed, having to explain to their superiors why they’re AWOL. Personally, I’d rather be shot than face that punishment.

When we reach a clear stretch, Vienne hits the throttle, and the speed needle surges to a hundred kilometers per hour. The road rises to a hill. Beyond the hill, the ground levels out again, and I see a massive cloud bank, black and angry, floating above the valleys.

The air crackles with energy, and I smell ozone on the wind. It’s a weird sensation to watch a storm from above, to see lightning dance through the clouds, chains of yellow sparks that snap the air. It’s an even weirder sensation when the road suddenly veers toward a narrow gap in the rock formations, and we plunge headlong into the tempest.





Chapter 2

The Favela

Zealand Prefecture

ANNOS MARTIS 238. 7. 18. 12:53

Archibald flicks open the lid of the butane lighter and strikes the flint. A spark jumps onto his sleeve. It leaves a pinhole burn in the threadbare jumpsuit he acquired at the poor shop. Just walking into Favela is an assault on his senses and an affront to his dignity, but he realizes that in order to acquire what one desires in life, certain concessions must be made. Although wearing the uniform of a common sewer worker makes him feel tawdry, it’s a small sacrifice to make, and there is the added bonus of being allowed to wield a heavy spanner wrench in public. Imagine the outrage if he carried one of these behemoths into the boardroom. The look on Mother’s face!

He strikes the lighter—flick!

Down a long hill he walks, a handkerchief pressed against his face, more to filter the stench than to hide his features. Above him on a building assembled from random pipes, corrugated metal, and fiberglass, a pink-eyed boy shouts into a megaphone in Portuguese, waving a burnt-out plasma pistol for effect. Other ferals dot the rooftops of other similarly constructed buildings. All of them are armed, and all of them are snarling in Portuguese. Although he doesn’t speak the language, Archibald understands their harsh tone. They are warning troublemakers of the fate that befalls them if they stray into the wrong territory. By troublemakers, of course, they mean CorpCom police, and by territory, they mean the areas controlled by Mr. Lyme and his Sturmnacht thugs, which in essence is the whole of Favela.

Flick!

Archibald reaches an alley marked by graffiti, instead of a road sign. He pauses to make sure that a highly stylized symbol of a scorpion is present on the wall, then takes a left turn. He passes a row of flop rooms built from discarded shipping containers and guarded by squatters carrying stolen blasters. At the end of the flop row, he follows a set of makeshift stairs that leads to a worn path under a highway overpass fifty meters above. Heavy Noriker trucks make characteristic thump-thump noises as they pass over the neglected ghetto below.

Favela was not always neglected, of course. The slum originated as a social program designed to build housing for Christchurch’s poorest citizens. The program fell by the wayside at the start of the CorpCom wars, and soon the poor began building their own homes using any scraps they could steal. As any social scientist knows, when a population of poor reaches critical mass, crime follows as surely as night follows day. And where there is crime, there is Mr. Lyme, ready to bring on the night.

Flick!

Archibald checks another graffiti scorpion and chooses the far right of three tubes protected by chain-link gates. The circular tunnel is two meters high, and he has to duck to prevent his hair from scraping the thick mold growing on the ceiling. The floor is slick with sludge carried in by storm water runoff, muck that seeps over the tops of Archibald’s shoes, and he finds himself wishing that he had bought a pair of used boots as well.

Halfway down the tunnel, he breaks a flare in half so that the two ends are sparking in his hands. For a moment he remembers last year’s Spirit Festival, when he had the honor of lighting the fireworks display for the closing ceremony. Too bad the fire got a tad out of hand.

A vault door opens to his right. He ducks through, avoiding the lip of the opening, which keeps the sludge from oozing inside. The door is slammed shut by a guard named Duke, who throws a bolt to lock it.

A row of footlights turns on. He shields his eyes while squinting at a shadowed figure behind a desk.

“Archibald, wipe your feet and put the lighter away.”

He cleans his shoes as instructed on a heavy mat on what he now notices is a metal floor. The vault is not so much a room as a bunker. “Lyme?”

“Mr. Lyme.”

“Of course,” Archibald says. “Please forgive my rudeness, sir.”

“Consider it forgotten. Despite my reputation, I am not a man who carries grudges.” He clears his throat. “Forgive my precautions. I value my privacy above all else. Tell me, did all go as expected at the board of directors meeting?”

Archibald stoops to keep his head from banging on the
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