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            This job wasn’t simple.

          

        

      

    

    
      Brellen Storm takes contracts. She doesn't ask questions, she doesn't make attachments, and she has spent thirty years being very, very good at staying out of other people's wars.

      Then the war finds her anyway.

      One job — simple extraction, clean money, no complications — drops her into the middle of a government crackdown, a rebellion that's been building for a century, and a senator named Khol Tavish who is quietly trying to bring down a Chancellor from the inside. She doesn't need his politics. She doesn't need his history. She definitely doesn't need the way his voice has been doing something to her memory since the moment they met.

      She just needed the contract to be simple.

      It wasn't.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Brellen

        

      

    

    
      The mark was on the second floor.

      Brellen moved through the service corridor, certain of her target. Of where he was and what he was doing.

      Her intelligence was perfect.

      As always.

      Her partner, Hadyn had guaranteed that it was.

      That’s what he did. His part of their team. He made certain she knew everything that was happening around her, even when she couldn’t see everything.

      Second floor. Third window from the east end. The room the mark used as an office when he was in residence, which he was tonight because Hadyn had pulled the building's internal scheduling system and had found, among the usual administrative clutter, a dinner reservation at the private dining room on the ground floor for seven in the evening.

      It was currently six forty-three.

      She had seventeen minutes.

      Brellen didn’t have to think about being quiet and being aware. It was in her body, in the calibration of her footfalls against stone — quiet enough to not register, present enough to not look like she was trying to be quiet.

      There was a difference. People who were trying to be quiet made a kind of noise.

      She made no noise at all.

      The service stairs, narrow and used for staff only, sat on the north wall, just as the schematics said.

      She went up them without touching the handrail, which was a habit she had developed early and maintained because habits were the difference between the professional and the careless.

      She was a professional.

      Always.

      Second floor. Third window from the east end.

      The office door was closed but not locked — another detail from Hadyn's intelligence, the mark's habits around his private spaces. He locked his bedroom. He locked his safe room. He did not lock his office because he considered the building's perimeter security sufficient, which it was, against ordinary risks.

      She was not an ordinary risk.

      She opened the door and went in.

      The safe was behind the secondary bookshelf.

      Of course it was.

      Brellen had long since stopped being surprised by the predictability of people who considered themselves careful. The secondary bookshelf, the false panel, the space behind the artwork — these were the locations that people chose when they wanted to feel clever about their security without having to think very hard.

      She had found safes in all three locations more times than she could count, and she had learned not to hold it against the people who put them there. Most people's relationship with security was performative rather than functional. The appearance of safety was what they wanted, not the substance of it.

      She wanted the substance.

      It was why she had never been caught.

      The safe opened in four minutes, which was longer than she preferred but within the acceptable window. Inside: documents, a data chip, and a considerable amount of currency in three different denominations.

      She took the documents and the chip. She left the currency because taking the currency was not the job. Taking things outside of the job was how you accumulated complications.

      Brellen Storm did not do complications.

      She photographed the safe's interior before closing it, then closed it and replaced the bookshelf and crossed to the window.

      "Clear," Hadyn said, in her earpiece. His voice had the quality it always had when he was monitoring — focused, dry, calibrated to give her exactly the information she needed without additional content.

      Over the last thirty years, she had come to depend on his directness. It mirrored her own.

      They had a language that two people developed over a lifetime of depending on each other.

      He was her brother. If not by blood, by life and circumstance.

      "Coming out," she said.

      She retraced her steps, heading back through the service corridor, down the stairs, and out through the building's east entrance.

      The evening’s cool air hit her, bringing the smell of the city. Transporter emissions, the faint smell of decaying metal, and human odor.

      Alcor smelled like itself.

      She had been avoiding it for thirty years and yet she still knew the smell.

      Hadyn stood at the corner, which was where he always was — slightly removed from the immediate vicinity but close enough to respond if something required a response.

      Casual. Could be waiting for a transport.

      Could be there to commit a felony.

      He wore unremarkable clothing, just clean enough to show he belonged, but imperfect to not make him stand out. He looked like he belonged on this corner. Or anywhere he wanted to, which was a skill that had nothing to do with his wardrobe and everything to do with his relationship with space.

      He glanced at her as she reached him — the quick assessment of someone checking that everything was where it was supposed to be — and then they walked together in the direction of the transit hub, unhurried, two people finishing an evening in a city that had no reason to pay attention to them.

      "Clean?" he said.

      "Clean," she confirmed. "Safe was where you said. The chip is there."

      "Documents?"

      "Yes."

      "Good." He was quiet for half a block. "The client is going to want a debrief by morning."

      "The client can have a debrief by morning."

      "You're in a cooperative mood."

      "I'm in a finished mood," she said. "There's a difference."

      He almost smiled. She could see it at the edge of her peripheral vision — the movement at the corner of his mouth that she had learned to read as the public version of a reaction he was having privately. Hadyn Perry had a full emotional range. He expressed approximately forty percent of it.

      She had come to consider the other sixty percent something she received in translation and had become fluent enough in the translation that the forty percent was almost supplementary.

      "Where are we staying tonight?" she asked.

      "I found a place near the third district. Clean, no cameras in the corridors, reasonable proximity to the transit hub." A pause. "The caffe is acceptable."

      "High praise."

      "I have standards."

      "You have extreme standards for someone who grew up in the outer corridors."

      "I grew up in the outer corridors," he said. "That's why I have extreme standards."

      Around them the city moved through its evening — people going somewhere, the transit signals cycling, the ambient light of a planet that had been developed long enough to glow at night.

      She had been avoiding Alcor for thirty years.

      She had been coming back to it on contracts for approximately twenty-five of those, on the theory that the best disguise was presence rather than absence — that a ghost who occasionally appeared in a city was harder to find than one who never appeared at all.

      She was good at being a ghost.

      She was less good at being on Alcor without thinking about what she had left here.

      What she had left here was not a place. Places she could manage.

      What she had left here had a face she had never seen and a name she had given him to use and a life she had elected not to be part of for reasons that were correct and had been correct for thirty years.

      She did not think about it.

      Regardless if her heart occasionally tried to look.

      "The third district," she said. "Fine. What time is the client's debrief?"

      "Ninth hour."

      "I'll be ready."
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      The room was clean, as promised.

      She ran her standard check — not because she expected to find anything, but because not being caught was built on the habit of doing the things that kept you not caught even when they seemed unnecessary.

      The corners, the fixtures, the joins in the wall panels. Nothing.

      She set her bag on the narrow table and sat on the edge of the bed and let the evening catch up with her.

      This was the part of the job that had no name.

      The transition between operational and human — the gradual return of the parts of herself that she kept filed away when she was working. This recalibration happened when there was nothing immediately requiring her attention became part of her routine, because it was necessary.

      Over the years, she’d learned to hone the process, and what took hours to come down off the adrenalin she could now manage in twenty minutes. With or without the darkness and the silence, it really wasn't a hard thing to work through.

      She took her fake implants out.

      This was also a habit — the first thing she did in any private space, the immediate removal of the small panels at her temple and jaw that gave her the standard-issue augmented appearance of everyone else on Alcor.

      Hadyn had built them himself, which meant they were better than well made, built to tolerances that commercial versions didn't bother with. They sat flush. They moved with her face. She had worn them for so long that she noticed their absence more than their presence.

      Yet if she were to blend in with a populace that all wore some kind of cybernetic implant, she had to have them.

      She set them on the table.

      In the mirror above it, her face looked back at her. The sharp angles, the dark lips, the white eyes that were the one thing thirty years of disguise could not cover.

      Hadyn's synthesizer arm shined in the low light. Its metal ran through her left forearm in an organic branching pattern he had designed to not look like anything standard — not plating, not panels, just the visible evidence of something built rather than installed, that she wore at all times.

      If she didn’t, she’d die.

      Her face, though. Older. Wider than it once had been, harder lines, but some elements still remained of who she was before.

      Brellen Storm's face. The only one she had now.

      She had been Sevaaki once.

      A lifetime ago.

      The memories were intact — she had not lost them, had not wanted to, because the memories were hers regardless of what name she used.

      The underwater city, the training, the crystal's cold weight in her palm and the vision it had shown her.

      It all remained as sharp as it was the day she received it.

      Even now, she could pull the images back to her mind’s eye instantly, because she would never forget.

      The face of a human man with a birthmark at his neck and the knowledge, certain and unwelcome, that she was going to find him.

      She had found him. She had done what the vision asked. She had left when the vision said to leave.

      She had been Brellen Storm ever since.

      The white eyes in the mirror held hers. She looked at them for a moment the way she sometimes did — taking inventory, checking that the person looking back was still the person she intended to be.

      Still intact. Still functional. Still capable of the ongoing discipline of being someone who had made a decision thirty years ago and was still living inside it.

      Yes. Still intact.

      She looked away and opened her bag and began the end-of-day maintenance that had nothing to do with the job and everything to do with continuing to function. The rest. The breathing.

      The letting emotions flow that she didn’t release bubble to the surface and breathe for a moment, before tomorrow’s lockdown.

      Tomorrow the client. Tomorrow the debrief. Tomorrow whatever came next.

      She was good at tomorrow.
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      Hadyn knocked at the ninth hour exactly.

      She had the implants back in, the arm covered by her sleeve, the assembled quality of Brellen Storm present and professional.

      Hadyn was carrying two cups of caffe. He had always found the good caffe place in whatever city they were in within approximately four hours of arrival. So, no matter what the events of the job gave, there was always good.

      Scratch that, superb, caffe at the ready.

      "The client sent an update," he said, handing her a cup without asking if she wanted it.

      The fact that she already had her hand out to accept was inconsequential. "What kind of update?"

      "The kind that means the debrief has become a briefing." He came in and sat in the chair by the window, which was his chair in whatever room they were in — he had a relationship with windows, a preference for having the exterior in his sightline. "They have another job."

      "Already."

      "Already. It's connected to the last one — the chip we retrieved had information that opened a new thread. They want to follow it."

      She drank her caffe. It was good. The soothing flavor that she needed today. Last night, she had not slept well. She didn’t mention the exhaustion. She didn’t have to. He knew. Neither of them was getting any younger.

      Still, there were jobs to do. "What kind of thread?"

      "A person," he said. "Being held. Someone the Chancellor's people took approximately three weeks ago. The chip had the location."

      "An extraction."

      "Yes."

      She was quiet for a moment. Extractions were different from document retrieval. More variables, more exposure, more that could go wrong in ways that document retrieval did not go wrong. She and Hadyn were capable of extractions — had done them before, would do them again — but they required more preparation and more resources than she had available.

      "Who's the client?" she asked.

      "The network contact is the same," Hadyn said. "But this one has a new principal. Someone with political cover, apparently. The kind that could be useful if something goes sideways."

      She raised her eyebrow. "Political cover." That could mean a lot of things, here on Alcor. The whole planet was a place filled with politics.

      She shouldn’t have been surprised, but she was. Of course, she also thought they would be leaving today, too. Off to another world. Maybe even get out of the Alpha Prime system all together.

      Wouldn’t that be nice?

      “Who is it?” she asked, sipping on her caffe.

      "A senator," he said. "Someone who's been building a case against the Chancellor for years. He has resources we don't. We have capabilities he doesn't." Hadyn looked at her with the expression he used when he had already assessed a situation and was waiting for her to catch up. "Our contact thinks the combination is worth the complication."

      Do they now, Storm thought to herself. "What's the scientist's name?"

      He looked at his notes. "Mekkans," he said. "Davan Mekkans."

      She set down her caffe.

      The name was thirty years old, and she had not said it aloud in all of them, but it had never left. It sat in her the way the vision sat in her — not forgotten, not examined, simply present. The weight of something she had learned to carry by not looking at it directly.

      "All right," she said. Her voice came out even, which was what she needed it to do. "Set up the meeting."

      Hadyn looked at her for a moment before he reached for his comm unit. She did not look back. She looked at the city outside the window and kept her hands still and let the name settle into the room like it had always been there.

      Because it had.

      She’d just never told anyone about him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Khol

        

      

    

    
      The file had been open on his desk for eleven months.

      Not the same physical file — he had learned early that paper was a liability and had moved everything to encrypted storage within the first month of the operation. But the same contents, the same accumulation of evidence that was almost sufficient and had been almost sufficient for longer than he cared to calculate.

      He knew the file by heart at this point. He could have recited its contents in the dark, in order, with annotations. He had, in fact, done that on several sleepless nights.

      The problem was not the evidence. The evidence was substantial. The problem was that substantial evidence against a sitting Chancellor, in a system where the Chancellor had spent twenty years placing people in every position that mattered, required a kind of critical mass before it became actionable.

      Not enough to be right.

      Enough to be undeniable.

      Enough that the people who had been looking the other way could no longer afford to.

      He was not there yet.

      He was close.

      Khol Tavish had been close for approximately eight months, which was long enough that he had stopped finding the proximity encouraging and had started finding it a weight.

      The weight’s burden was both not ready to explode but it bubbled like a pending volcanic explosion. If he tried to stop the volcano, he couldn't, but neither could he make it erupt without the final pieces.

      He stood at the window of his senate office and looked at Alcor at night — the city spreading in every direction, its lights doing what city lights did, giving the impression of warmth and activity and the ordinary business of people living their lives.

      Most of them were.

      Most of them had no awareness of the file on his desk or what it contained or what it meant. That was, he had come to understand, both the problem and the point. The people who needed to know didn't know.

      His job was to make it impossible for them not to.

      His comm unit signaled.

      He crossed to the desk. The message was from the network contact — a woman named Sela, who operated in the corridor between legitimate political activity and the things that legitimate political activity couldn't touch. He had been working with her for three years. She was careful and reliable and had never brought him something that wasn't worth his time.

      New asset available. The retrieval team I mentioned. They've completed the last contract — the chip you needed is incoming. There's a conversation I'd like to arrange.

      A pause in the message.

      The same team may be useful for the Mekkans situation. They have capabilities your operation doesn't. Recommend a meeting.

      He read it twice.

      Davan Mekkans had been in a government holding facility for three weeks. Khol had known about it for two and a half weeks, which was how long it had taken Sela's intelligence to reach him through channels careful enough not to flag. The scientist's research was connected to the injection program in ways that completed sections of the case — not peripheral connections, central ones. The kind that, properly documented and presented, moved the needle from substantial to undeniable.

      He needed Mekkans out. He needed his research documented and preserved in a form the government couldn't bury. And he needed to do both of those things without the operation blowing up in his face at the moment it was most vulnerable.

      He did not have the resources for an extraction. He had political cover and intelligence access and fifteen years of careful relationship-building in the senate. He did not have people who could go into a government holding facility and bring someone out.

      Apparently, Sela did.

      He typed back: Arrange the meeting.
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      Khol had been in the military for eight years before the senate.

      This was not something he advertised — not because he was ashamed of it, but because the military background of a senator carried associations that he had found more useful to let people discover gradually than to lead with.

      The associations were not wrong, exactly. He had served. He had done what soldiers did. But the version of those eight years that people assumed when they heard “former military" was different from the version he had actually lived, and the difference mattered to him.

      Assignments where military units worked with governmental security - the Fraluma.

      Not often.

      The Fraluma were not numerous enough to be a consistent presence even in specialized operations. But often enough that he had been in the same room, on the same team, doing the same dangerous thing alongside warriors he had been trained to understand as assets rather than people.

      He had found, in practice, that this framing did not hold.

      The Fraluma he had worked with were people. This was not a complicated observation.

      It was simply true.

      The government's entire operational framework was built on the idea that the Fraluma warriors were nothing but engineered automatons.

      After only one encounter with any Fraluma, the governmental propaganda fell apart. Khol realized this almost immediately, as did others he worked with.

      In retrospect, that experience was one of the first things that had put him on the road that ended in a file on his desk and eleven months of almost-enough evidence.

      He thought about this sometimes — the path from the Fraluma are people to here is the case that proves the government has been treating them as property. It was not a short path. It had taken years and several wrong turns and one memory that he kept filed in a place he did not examine often, because examining it was not useful and he was a person who valued utility.

      The memory was from the last joint operation he had run before his discharge. A rescue situation — a hostage extraction, high stakes, the kind of assignment that compressed time and space in a way that made ordinary social categories feel thin.

      He had been in a holding position with a Fraluma warrior whose designation he no longer remembered, waiting for a window to move, when something had gone slightly wrong. Not catastrophically. Just enough that the window was closed and they were in a small space together and the next several minutes were unclear.

      He had said something he hadn't planned to say.

      Something honest, about the weight of decisions made for other people, about the cost of being in a room where you were the one who chose and everyone else lived with the choice.

      The kind of thing a junior officer was not supposed to say to a Fraluma warrior on a government operation.

      She had looked at him. He still remembered it — the white eyes in the low light of a service corridor, the change in her attention from the operational mode she'd been in with everything else.

      Like he had said something that required a different kind of response.

      She had said: The weight is the point. If it didn't weigh anything, you wouldn't be careful.

      That was all. The window opened, they moved, the operation resolved. Two days later the unit disbanded and he filed the memory under things that happened and got on with his career.

      He had not thought about it in years. He could not have said why he was thinking about it now, except that Sela's message sat on his desk and an extraction was coming together and sometimes the mind made its own connections without consulting the person who owned it.

      He put it away.

      He had work to do.
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      The senate session ran long, as senate sessions did when the Chancellor's people were in the room and had reasons to stall.

      He sat through it with the patience he had developed for exactly this — the patience of someone who had been doing a long thing and understood that long things required endurance more than urgency. He had watched other senators burn themselves out on urgency. Righteous, effective people who had pushed too hard at the wrong moments and had been systematically dismantled by a government that knew how to handle urgency and had no strategy for patience.

      He was patient.

      He was also, he would admit privately, tired. Not physically — he didn’t show his age like many did – the physical fatigue wasn’t what plagued him.  No. The tired came from carrying something important alone for a very long time.

      He had colleagues he trusted. He had Sela’s network, a small constellation of people who were working toward the same thing from different angles.

      What he didn’t have was anyone who fully knew the scope of what he was doing and why. He had made that choice deliberately — the fewer people who held the complete picture, the fewer opportunities for the complete picture to be compromised.

      It was the correct decision.

      It was also lonely in a way he had stopped expecting to resolve anytime soon.

      The session
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