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PART ONE - YEAR 2606


 


1. It
Begins - Thallen Cluster






Forty-seven known survivors from Astel. Nash’s
heart sank as he looked at each photo. He scanned the last of the
files Royce had forwarded in a numb trance and committed every
detail to memory before he destroyed the documents.

Odds are Roz, and your family are dead, the Sarcastic voice
interjected.

“Shut up.”

It’s time to
quit chasing ghosts and move on.

“No, and I told you to be quiet!”

The Darkness rose to join the conversation.
It’s been eight years. Even if she’s still alive,
do you truly believe that she would have waited for you?

Nash shut the
voices out before they could do more damage. He stood, grabbed his
jacket and left the apartment in search of distraction.

Where are you going? The Kind voice
asked.

“Out. I need air.” Nash muttered as he entered the
elevator.

Call Davis. Take him with you; this is not a time to be
alone.

“Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything dramatic.” Nash
checked his watch. “Besides, I doubt he’s home yet.” The doors in
front of him slid open, and he stepped out into the vaulted
lobby.

Message him. The Kind voice
insisted. Get him to check on you when he
returns.

Nash’s fingers
lingered on his digipad as he considered the advice. “No. He
deserves a night off from me.”

The doorman
noted the time as Nash left the building.

 


An hour later,
Nash sat in a crowded diner somewhere off the entertainment plaza.
Most of the patrons were Korlo club-goers, looking for a way to
wind down before they went home. He hunched down over his coffee
and tried to blend in with the shorter, dark-haired crowd. His mind
wandered.

“Excuse me, but you have to order something besides
coffee.”

The comment
brought Nash back to the present. “Pardon?”

The waitress
pointed to the sign and read it to him. “Patrons must order food to
occupy a seat.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t see that when I came in,” he looked up at
the menu board but didn’t recognize anything. “Do you have
something simple?”

“What do you mean by ‘simple’?”

A few heads
near them turned, someone sitting behind him laughed, and Nash
could feel the heat rising up past his collar as he flushed.

“I’m sorry. We don’t get many Diasporan in here. You people
have trouble with our food, right?”

Nash nodded,
tempering the ‘you people’ comment with the sincerity of her
apology.

“I’d recommend Shoku soup without the Tebo. It’s basically
vegetable broth with noodles. The Tebo is what makes it
spicy.

“I’ll have that. Thanks.” Nash flashed her a brief smile and
returned to contemplating what else he’d read that evening.
Roz never returned to Ribal. According to the
census, her father relocated to Merrow Cluster the year after the
attacks; he died two years ago. Nash wished
he’d had the chance to meet the man who would have been his
father-in-law. James says some of the
Diasporan survivors became M’Kang, but he believes the majority
joined Clan Destine. Nash idly sipped his
coffee and reviewed the photos of the known Astel survivors in his
mind’s eye, willing there to be a familiar face among them.
Nothing.

Royce referenced survivors that made their way into the
Seep, the Kind voice offered.

“He didn’t have any names.”
Nash shuddered, remembering the toxic jungle from
his time at Farlen Station. “Still… Going M’Kang wouldn’t have been
an option; Clan Destine wouldn’t have appealed to them either; not
with Roz, Amma, and the kids along. That leaves Clan Evora… Gods.
If everyone’s in the Seep now, I may never find them.” He added
another black mark to Edric Makon’s tally. “You will feel the pain
you’ve caused
if it’s the last thing I do.”

Do not let this rage consume you; you want justice, not
revenge, the Kind voice reminded
him.

“If I’m
being honest, I don’t know what I want
anymore—”

“Does that mean you don’t want the soup?” A steaming bowl of
broth was placed in front of him.

Nash blushed
again. “Sorry, I was just thinking out loud. It’s a bad habit.”

“Don’t worry about it. If you like this, I can get you seconds
for free. It’s almost time to change over to our morning
menu.”

Nash tasted it cautiously and let the delicate flavor spread
across his tongue. “Thanks.” He sampled a noodle and
grinned. Polonu, just like Amma used to
make.

 


He was halfway through the second bowl when the digipad in his
pocket beeped twice. What now?
Nash saw the ID tag and seconds later logged into
his apartment security system to check the feed from his
cameras. Nothing? He switched to infrared and saw the distinctive heat trails
coming from a drone as it hovered outside his living room
window. Damn them. There was a sudden flash, and the feed went dead.
What the hell? He
accessed his alerts, and the notification file was
gone. That was more than a localized
EMP!

Nash ran his ID
across the sensor on the bar and paid for his meal. He was out the
door and looking for a taxi before the waitress even noticed he was
gone.

The cab sped across the plaza and took the ramp onto the
elevated roadway. Nash looked out at the sea of lights that seemed
to engulf the vehicle from all sides. Under normal circumstances,
it would have been beautiful, but now everything was too bright and
upset his equilibrium. His heart raced so he took a deep breath and
held it. It’s just nerves. Calm down, or
you’ll have a stress reaction, he told
himself as he exhaled. The anxiety remained.

“We’ve arrived, sir.” The cab came to a halt.

He paid the
fare and entered the darkened building.

The doorman was
distinctly absent.

Nash broke out into a cold sweat. Shit. Where’s Fred? He wandered past
the desk, peering into the gloom, and someone touched him on the
shoulder.

“Good evening, Doctor Korpes. You’re out late
tonight.”

Nash spun and
recognized the doorman. He let out a squeak of relief.

“You okay, sir?”

Nash stifled
the urge to throw up. “Yep. Fine. How about you? Have things been
quiet tonight?”

Fred laughed.
“Things are always quiet here. You sure you’re all right, sir.”

“I’m just tired. Good night.” Nash acknowledged him with a wave
and entered the elevator.

What makes you think you’ll find anything this time?
KMR&D haven’t been sloppy thus
far. The Sarcastic voice reminded him as he
exited into the hall.

“That isn’t a reason to stop checking.” Nash pressed his ID to
the scanner and counted. One … Two … Three
… Four. The apartment door slid open and
the lights adjusted to his presence. “A second too long, just like
last time.” He adjusted the blinds to close completely before he
entered.

Call Davis. The Kind voice
urged.

“And tell him what? He’s already starting to think I’m
paranoid.” Nash locked the door behind him, crossed over to his
desk, and removed his old diagnostic digipad from the drawer. “Now
to see if they’ve left me anything to prove I’m not.”


 


2. A
Night to Remember - Thallen Cluster






Davis Trent entered the central lab as a man on a mission.
The dark-haired
Mech scanned the section quickly for any sign of
the tall blond he was seeking. “Nash?”

“He’s not here, Trent.” One of the researchers looked up from
his work and jerked his head in the direction of the door across
from him. “He’s doing data entry down in the hard-link
archives.”

Davis ignored the unpleasant smile on the man’s face. “Thanks,
Jaswan.” He turned and made his way to the stairs. The old lab was
four levels down. Data entry... What a
fuckin’ slap! He took the stairs
two-at-a-time to wear off his annoyance and promptly sneezed when
he entered the older section of the building. Smokey and stale... Exhaust... Damn the air recyclers down
here are offline. He pulled his digipad out
and filed a maintenance report, knowing that he’d be assigned the
job, himself.

“Nash?” He pushed a door open and glanced inside. His friend,
Doctor Nash Korpes sat at an old hard-link console, inputting code
with one hand while reading from another monitor. Davis grinned and
entered. To the casual observer, Nash appeared to be hard at work.
He looked over his friend’s shoulder to see what he was doing; it
wasn’t what he’d been assigned. “Doesn’t Doctor Saunders ever check
on you?”

“No. I think he appreciates these breaks even more than I do,”
Nash remarked as he opened up another file. He and Owen Saunders,
the head of Harlo-Fyre’s Research and Development section, held
each other in mutual disdain.

“He’s gonna lose it if he sees what you’re not
workin’ on.” Davis sat on the corner of Nash’s desk and pushed himself
back, so he was leaning against the wall.

“I finished that up two days ago. He’s got no cause to
complain.” Nash’s eyes flicked up from the screen, momentarily. “He
said it would take me a week to get through it all and I’ve decided
to live down to his expectations. Who am I to disappoint? Besides,”
his eyes dropped to the monitor, and he frowned as something in the
code caught his attention, “this gives me five uninterrupted days
to do something productive. It’ll make for a nice change of pace.”
Nash grinned as he completed the passage he was working
on.

“I still can’t believe he has you doin’ data-entry. That’s so…”
Davis tried to find the right word.

“Petty?” Nash offered glibly. “Whatever. It’s just a job,
Davis. It’s only insulting if I take it that way.”

It wasn’t what
Nash had said, but how he’d said it that caught Davis’s attention.
There was something in the tone. Nash looked tired, but he always
looked tired, now.

Working for
Harlo-Fyre had been their dream, and by taking the top prize at the
last Symposium, they’d achieved it. It had been five months since
their contracts were signed and they’d left the military, but Davis
wondered if his friend had made the transition. It hadn’t taken
long for Nash to abandon his spectacular apartment in favor of the
couches in the staff lounge. Davis was also aware of the poisonous
sentiment circulating. Nash had made a lot of enemies in
Harlo-Fyre’s research and development section, including, it
seemed, the head of the department. It was the same situation Nash
had lived with at KMR&D.

We escaped, we’re free! Why are you settin’ yourself up
again? Deep down Davis suspected the
problem lay with the concept of freedom. Nash didn’t understand
what it meant and had merely traded one prison for
another.

Nash reached
for his coffee cup and grunted. It was empty.

“I brought you somethin’ better.” Davis took the cue and
extracted two bottles of beer from his lab coat pockets. He placed
one to the left side of the console.

Nash paused what he was doing and gave it the
once-over. His familiar, easy grin spread across his face as he reached
for it. “What a pal; you’re trying to earn me another week of
detention.” He expertly removed the cap using the edge of his desk
and held his hand out for the second bottle. “Want yours open
too?”

“Thanks. So… got any plans tonight?”

Nash raised an
eyebrow. While he saw his friend daily, it had been over a month
since they’d just hung out.

“Feeling nostalgic? I’m sure I can dig up a few archival vids
you haven’t seen.”

“You need a night off from Harlo-Fyre.” Davis indicated the lab
with a sweeping gesture. “I was thinkin’ more of a night out on the
town.”

“Were you?” Nash slid back into his chair and studied his
friend.

Davis was a
poor liar. Silence descended briefly, and he began to squirm under
the scrutiny. “Well... yeah. You’ve been stuck in here for weeks,
and I think it’s time you had some... fresh air. A change of
scene.” Davis smiled as he struggled to find a non-sexual euphemism
to describe what their boss, William Harlo, had set up.

“Where were you thinking?” Nash let out some rope and
waited.

“Vesuvial. It’s a club… You’ll love it! Great music, lots of
dancin’, good beer an’…” Davis paused to take a breath.

“An’?” Nash already had an idea of what was coming. He’d heard
stories about the wilder aspects of the club scene in Cluster
Cities. Thallen wouldn’t be an exception.

“Good company?”

“I see.” Nash took another swig of his beer. “Thanks, Davis, I
appreciate the sentiment, but no—”

“Aw, c’mon, you gotta come out
tonight,” Davis interjected hopefully. “I kinda promised that I’d
bring a friend for her friend if you know what I
mean.”
It was another lie, but closer to the truth than
the last one.

“You promised?” Nash blinked. “Did you warn her what to expect?
Give a description? Is she legally blind, or dead perhaps?” He
tried to smile but failed. “Tall, blond and me are never qualities
women look for in potential romantic encounters. I appreciate your
efforts, honestly, but I don’t think I could survive another one of
your set-ups.”

“This time will be different, I promise.” It was out of his
mouth before he could stop it. Davis froze.

“You can’t promise that unless the company you’ve chosen for me
is a professional.” Davis’s pupils dilated, and Nash knew he’d hit
the truth. “Thanks, but I’m still going to have to say no. Setting
me up that way, even once, would bankrupt you.”

“I’m not payin’ for it—”

Nash laughed,
almost snorting out his mouthful of beer. “So, you took up a
collection to get me laid? I’m touched. My answer’s still no.”

Davis gave up
and played the trump card. “The boss arranged it, Nash. He figures
it’ll do us both some good. He’s under the impression that you work
too hard and by proxy, me as well. There’s more to it, though; we
can thank Doctor Saunders for this night out, too.”

“Oh?”

“I was chattin’ with William’s PA, Sophie, at
lunch and she mentioned an unscheduled meetin’ between Mister
Harlo and Doctor Saunders. I gather it became quite heated, as
Sophie said she could hear Saunders’ voice quite clearly through
the wall. Evidently, Doctor Saunders used the words ‘obsessive’,
‘arrogant,’
and ‘asshole’ a lot. William called me up to his
office this mornin’ and put the plan into
motion.” Something to help him relax,
clear his head and put life back into perspective.
Davis could see Nash wavering. “Please, accept...
I’m beggin’ you. I won’t ask you for any more favors.” He used his
most charming smile.

“Now that promise just stretches this scenario into the
dimension of the absurd.” Nash laughed and the tension in the room
melted. “Ok, fine, you win! If William has already set everything
up… what’s the harm?”

Davis hopped
off the desk and collected the empty bottles. “See you at closin’
then. You’ll be upstairs?”

“Sure.” Nash quipped as he turned back to his work.

Davis wandered
back to his section, silently hoping that the CEO had passed along
a description of Nash to their dates.

 


 


“Eidetic memory, my ass,” Davis muttered as he stood outside
the research and development lab. He was already dressed for their
night out, and
a quick look at his watch told him he’d been
waiting for over ten minutes. “Damn it, Nash.” He opened the door
to the R and D lab and strode in. “C’mon! Harlo-Fyre work hours are
over, and you promised. Put that crap down now. You can do whatever
it is, tomorrow.” Davis walked over and stood behind his
friend.

Nash was
peering intently at the monitor in front of him.

“It’s time to go—” Davis paused as Nash cut him off with a
gesture and pointed at the screen.

“Check this out.” Nash leaned back so his friend could see what
he was doing and grabbed his coffee mug.

“Shit, Nash.” Davis blanched. He looked around nervously to see
if any of the security cameras were active. “C’mon, this isn’t a
backwater station... that’s the central hub. You could get into a
lot of trouble.” He started reading what was on the screen; his
curiosity getting the better of him.

“It’s all legit.” Nash caught the expression of disbelief on
his friend’s face and grinned. “Well, mostly?”

Davis
frowned.

“Fine, you got me, but I’m snooping with purpose. Remember that
augmented digipad I scored off Ashley while we were at Velasco? The
one that gave me the idea for the new chipsets?”

“Yeah?”

“I found the designer’s ID number on it, and I was hoping to
discover where they’re working now. I want to meet this mystery
genius but he, or she, seems to have dropped off the grid. They
left Harlo-Fyre six months ago, and I can’t track where they went
after that. All I have is a name; Rey Kezlen. That leads nowhere in
any of the census directories or the main hub.” Nash finished his
coffee and put the mug down.

“Why don’t you just ask HR for his resume?” Davis checked his
watch, again.

“I tried that already. Rey is listed as a contractor in the
Harlo-Fyre directory, but there’s no resume on file. I guess I’ll
have to ask William— What?”

Davis let out
an exasperated sigh as he gestured at his clothing and waited for
Nash to add up the clues.

“Judging from how you’re dressed and the time, you should be
somewhere not-work. What’s the matter? Don’t tell me your date
stood you up?”

“Not yet you haven’t. ‘We’ as in you and I, have somewhere
‘not-work’ to be. Vesuvial? Drinkin’, dates, dancin’,
remember?”

“And you made this arrangement with me?” Nash stared blankly at
him, then burst into laughter. “I’m just teasing you. Gods, you’ve
become so serious. How could I possibly have forgotten being
ordered to indulge in three of my biggest fears all at the same
time?”

Davis’ expression softened in sympathy. “It’s
goin’
to be fun, promise. You’ve got somethin’ here to change into,
right?”

“What’s wrong with what I’ve got on?” Nash looked down at
himself, noted he’d managed to spill more coffee on his name tag.
He dabbed it dry with his shirt-sleeve then looked up questioningly
but grinned before Davis could think he was serious. “Don’t worry,
I’ve got something clean in my locker, though I don’t have anything
that will put me in the same league as you. What is that shirt made
from?” He reached out and ran his finger along the sleeve.
Hemp? Nash couldn’t even
begin to describe the shade of red, but it suited his friend
well.

“Work clothes won’t cut it, Nash…” Davis glanced at his watch
again. “Not for this place. Did you keep any of the clothes that
were in your apartment?”

“Why wouldn’t I have kept them? I own it.”

“You’ve already paid it off? How…? Never mind. Let’s head over
there and get you sorted.” Davis indicated the door.

“Just let me lock up.” Nash activated a small program on his
desktop and waited for it to complete its cycle. Silence filled the
room as his system powered down.

“Relax. You’re gonna have a wonderful time.” Davis led the way
out of the lab.

Nash plastered
on the same smile he used for inter-departmental meetings. “I’ll
hold you to your word.”

 


“Home, sweet home.” Davis declared as they exited the
cab.

“Yeah,” Nash muttered under his breath. He hadn’t set foot in
his apartment building for what felt like an age. He looked for
Fred, but someone new was sitting behind the desk.

The doorman
buzzed them in. “Good evening, sirs.”

“Hey! How’s life treatin’ you today?” Davis paused to
chat.

“Can’t complain; thanks for asking.” The doorman glanced over
at the elevator. “You look like you’re dressed for a night out,
Mister Trent.”

“We are going to Vesuvial as guests of Harlo-Fyre; one of us
just needs to change.”

“Lucky. Enjoy yourselves.”

The elevator
doors slid open, and Nash ducked inside.

“That’s the plan.”

The moment
Davis had stepped into the elevator, Nash pressed the button to
close the doors. “Do you need to stop at your place?”

“Nope, I’m good.”

The elevator
dinged when it reached Nash’s floor, and the doors slid open. He
swiped his key through the scanner, tapped his foot four times, and
the door to his apartment opened. “After you.”

Davis strode directly to the panel of floor to ceiling
windows. “Your view is better than mine.” He looked back at the
room and noted the modern Korlo design was devoid of any personal
effects.

“Just one of the perks of being team leader,” Nash answered
absently. He moved like a ghost through the space.

“Why don’t you use this place. It’s gotta be more comfortable
than the lounge, and yes, most people know you’re sleepin’ there.
What’s wrong?”

Nash paused in front of his closet and without looking,
pointed at the windows. “Those, for a start.” He went back to
finding something that he wouldn’t feel too self-conscious
in.

Davis had
followed the direction of the gesture, but it took him a moment to
understand.

“Uh... windows?”

“Yes. As beautiful as the view is, what I can see out there can
see me in
here.”

“You’re on the thirtieth floor. Who the hell would…”
Davis stopped. They’d spoken about it several times, and as much as
he had tried to lay the fears to rest, Nash maintained that he was
being followed each time he left Harlo-Fyre. He’d started wearing a
small imaging disruptor full time and frequently swept his work
zone for surveillance devices. This
apartment would have taken hours to clear.
Davis looked around the flat and found it profoundly sad that Nash
couldn’t enjoy it; he’d worked so hard to earn it, and it was
heaven compared to what they’d had in the service.

“Who’s the new guy at the desk?” Nash stepped into the
bathroom.

“Sid? He’s been here for a couple of weeks. Fred retired. We
had a party for him and everythin’. Don’t worry, I passed along
your regrets... told him you had a late shift. Fred wished you
well.” Davis pressed his hand against the panoramic window and
looked down at the Cluster City.

The lights were just starting to dim and shift to the night
cycle. He heard the shower start and continued to admire the view.
Davis had the oddest sensation that he was being watched.
Damn his infectious paranoia. He tried to write it off, but he still remembered the Science
Symposium and Vivienne Kruvic. Ashley
removed that threat. KMR&D had to back off. He glanced in the direction of the bathroom.
Or they appeared to. Nash still believes he’s
bein’ stalked; I wish I knew it wasn’t just his meds
talkin’ again. Davis turned his gaze back to
the city and lost himself in the view.

“How do I look?” Nash’s tone was odd.

Davis turned and was pleasantly surprised. He’d never seen his
friend in anything other than standard lab or military
attire. Like the items he was wearing, the white shirt and dark
blue suit Nash had chosen were custom tailored and expensive. Davis
could also tell that he was growing uncomfortable with the lack of
feedback. “You look great! Dressin’ up suits you, guess
I’ll just have to make you do it more often,” he grinned, but Nash
didn’t relax.

“I found the price tag on the shirt; it was more than Mom made
in a month when I was growing up. I can only imagine what the suit
and the rest of the outfit cost. I’m really having trouble with
this. It seems so... extravagant.” He looked down at
himself.

Davis didn’t
answer him. Instead, he wandered over to the bar, opened a sealed
bottle of Klyste and poured his friend a drink.

“Need to take anythin’ to help you unwind?” He handed
Nash the tumbler.

“I have something with me, just in case.” He patted his chest
pocket then drained the glass with absent-minded grace. He placed
it in the dish sanitizer.

“Ready?”

“Could I get out of this if I said no?”

“Nope. Bosses orders. C’mon, I’ll look out for you. Just try.
That’s all I ask. This is meant to be relaxin’. If it gets too
much for you, give me a sign, and we’ll bail, I
promise.”

 


Vesuvial held
the distinction of being located at the heart of the entertainment
district and occupying the first and second floors of one of the
oldest buildings in Thallen. It had retained all the traditional
Korlo lines on its exterior, but the interior had been completely
updated when digi-tech became the technology of choice. It was a
stunning blend of old and new.

Nash paused to take in the beauty of the overall design as
they entered the foyer, then started taking mental notes. There was
nothing to equal it in the Diaspora, and he almost asked Davis to
leave him there, just so he could spend more time studying it. His
gaze drifted up to the domed ceiling. It was ancient; metal and
glass, artfully wrought together in a classic spiraling
pattern. Hand-made. It must be something they salvaged from Jahgen Cluster before
it was overrun by The Seep. Nash stared up
at it, mesmerized.

“C’mon. It’s even more impressive inside.” Davis took Nash’s
hand and dragged him like an errant child. He showed his ID to the
bouncer, and they were ushered through without a word.

Nash could tell that some of the people standing in line were
annoyed that they’d been allowed in at all. He’d expected to have
to show his resident card at least. He remembered his first lunch
meeting with the CEO of Harlo-Fyre and how the restaurant had
mysteriously cleared out when the negotiations had begun.
Power.

Davis wove a
path through the crowd and found them a booth near the back that
was reasonably private. The music was primal and impossible not to
move to.

Nash was enthralled. Maybe this
wasn’t such a bad idea. He noticed a young
woman approach them. His pulse quickened, and he wondered if she
was one of their dates, but she produced a digipad to take their
orders.

“What can I get you, gentlemen?”

Drinks. Nash suddenly felt like a
complete fool, it hadn’t occurred to him that he’d not have any
control over the source of what he was drinking. He briefly
considered facing the evening without alcohol.

Davis spared
him the decision. “Two beer to start.” He turned to answer the
unspoken concern. “They open the bottles at the tables; it prevents
spills.”

“You think of everything.” Nash sat back, relieved and took in
more of the architecture. The room had been designed to eliminate
sound distortion. The bar and seating areas were an elegant mix of
metal, glass, and fabric, taking inspiration from the dome he’d
admired earlier. Nash ran his hand along the bench seat, noting the
texture of the deep red cushion covering it. It had a soft,
fur-like texture, but it wasn’t something he could identify. He
resisted the urge to press his cheek to it.

“So, what do you think?” Davis gestured around to encompass
their surroundings. “It’s great, isn’t it?”

“Honestly? Words fail me.” Nash noted that sitting down, he
could be mistaken for someone who belonged here; there were several
other blonds present. He took a deep breath and exhaled, feeling
the tension slowly start to drain from his body.

The waitress
returned with their drinks and opened them.

“These will be gone quick, so make sure you check on us often!”
Davis gave her a rakish smile.

“Got it.” She pivoted and melted into the sea of
people.

“Stuff like that is just effortless for you, isn’t it? There
are times when I come this close,” Nash held his finger and thumb
microns apart, “to hating you... Just thought you should
know.”

Davis wasn’t sure what had prompted the remark until he
followed Nash’s gaze over to the bar. In all the time that he’d
known him,
Davis had never seen such a wistful expression on
his friend’s face. No way … William was
right! “Her name’s Carleh, want me to
introduce you?”

“Ahg! You even know her name already.” Nash hung his head in
mock defeat.

“It helps that I’ve been here a couple of times before... with
Ashley.” Davis lifted his bottle and tapped the neck of
Nash’s.

“I’ve still got my fingers crossed for you on that score if
that helps.” Nash knew that Davis would take that to mean that he
hoped the pseudo-romance worked out. He didn’t. He wanted Ashley to
do the right thing and stop leading his friend on.

“It’ll be easier now that we’re not workin’ for KMR&D. Once
she finishes that conference in Merrow, we can talk... and enough
of that! We’re here to enjoy ourselves. I even got you to dress up
for it, so shut up and drink.” Davis saluted him with his
beer.

 


Carleh had
delivered four more rounds before Nash remembered the other part of
the evening. “Uh? When are our dates supposedly joining us? We’ve
been here for over an hour, and so far, the only woman that’s
approached the table is the barmaid. Think I’ve scared them off?”
Nash sat up and scanned the crowd.

“Doubt it! You haven’t had a chance to talk to them
yet!”

“I’ll just keep my mouth shut tonight, how’s that?”

Davis laughed.
“Never happen; I know your limits,” his expression became
thoughtful. “I wish I’d thought to ask for photos, so we’d know who
we were meeting… Wait, I think I see some potential candidates.” He
stood up.

Two young women
were standing near the entrance; the redhead was checking her
digipad.

“I think they’ve just arrived!” Davis climbed up on his seat,
waved, and caught the eye of the brunette, she nodded and smiled.
He pointed them out to Nash. “Prepare to have company.”

Both men stood
to welcome their dates to the table.

“Hello. I’m Davis, and my quiet friend here is Nash. What would
you ladies like to drink?” He waved Carleh over.

“Hello, I’m Iris.” The brunette greeted both. “I’d like a glass
of water, please.”

“I’m Tova, it’s nice to meet you.” The redhead favored Davis
with a flirty grin. “I’d like a glass of Sanvalh, please.” She
turned her attention to Nash and winked. “There’s nothing like a
taste of home, is there?”

Nash stared,
fumbling for a response.

Davis recognized his friend’s distressed expression and
answered the question for him. “Yeah, when you can get it. Hey,
Carleh, just keep the beer flowin’ for us.”

Nash remained
silent. He cast a second glance at Iris, squinted, then frowned. He
removed his glasses to clean them.

“It’s my fault we’re late; sometimes I go into overtime with my
makeup.”

“It was worth the wait from where I’m sittin’.” Davis breathed
an inward sigh of relief; neither woman had blinked when they’d
seen Nash. They were apparently
told. He took a moment to study the two
young ladies. He’d not seen them at any of the parties, and they
appeared to be in their twenties. They’re
both Diasporan as well. He couldn’t fault
William’s logic.

 


Nash was happy
to let Davis take over the conversation. Things were not okay, but
they weren’t in immediate danger. He worked at stifling his panic
attack and watched as his friend effortlessly entertained the young
women, drawing other patrons into their sphere until they had a
large group sitting around them. Nash listened as people talked
about the minutia of their lives and he searched for common ground.
He found he had none.

Normal. This is what it is to be
normal.

What did you expect? This situation is as fake as your
‘date.’
Just keep your mouth shut and focus on the
problem at hand, The Sarcastic voice
instructed.

Maybe William finally figured out that you’re more trouble
than you’re worth and decided to let you go with a ‘bang’?
The Darkness laughed.

“Shut up,” Nash growled under his breath.

Davis turned,
eyebrow raised. Fortunately, only he had caught the comment.

“Excuse me,” Nash mumbled. He promptly stood and gestured that
he was going to use the bathroom.

Davis nodded
and went back to his story.

Nash locked
himself inside the stall and sat shakily on the water tank. He used
the seat as a footrest and extracted a long, slim metal cylinder
from his breast pocket.

Great. Fry yourself and make it easier for them to collect
you—

“Fuck off.” Nash cut the Sarcastic voice off. He unscrewed the lid and
tilted the contents into the palm of his hand. A single, small tab
of Havaryl
stood out among the other medications.
This is an emergency. He scooped the
remaining meds back into their case and put it away.

You’ve never taken this with alcohol in your system; if there
is a reaction, you put yourself at greater risk. The Kind voice warned.

“I know, but right now the benefits outweigh the potential
risks. I need quiet to think.” Sliding the green pill under his
tongue, he waited for it to dissolve. It didn’t take long. The
fizzing sensation became a tingle as it hit his bloodstream. Nash
braced himself against the walls of the stall in anticipation of
the next stage. The world faded around him, and he floated in
darkness. There was no up or down, no sound or time. It was
bliss.

Nash remained wedged in the stall until his senses returned.
His extremities tingled as his blood flow returned to normal. Nash
checked his watch. That only took three
minutes? He’d never timed the first stage
before, and he was pleased that this absence wasn’t going to be
long enough to draw attention. Hello? He was greeted by profound
silence. Nash took a deep breath, calm and reveling in having his
mind to himself. Mission
accomplished. He flushed the toilet for
effect and left the stall. Nash grinned as he checked himself in
the mirror; few would detect his change of state. He left the
bathroom to rejoin his companions.

The table was empty except for their drinks; Davis was on the
dance floor with both women. I’m glad
William’s kindness isn’t going completely unappreciated.
Nash swapped out Davis’ empty for his full beer,
then sat quietly and enjoyed the high. He listened to the music,
studied the more artistic aspects of the lighting and sound system,
counted how many people were trying to chat Carleh up, and envied
each one of them. That is what
normal gets you, Nash. His inward scorn went
unanswered. He sat quietly for the next two hours, content to
watch, and nurse an empty bottle. He heard Davis’s distinctive
laugh over the music and grinned in response. Living in the
instant. He heard
the laugh again, this time it was joined by others.
He’ll remember this as a great
night. Nash’s grin widened at the thought
of being in one of Davis’s epic stories.

Carleh
approached the table and deposited another beer in front of him.
“Sorry, I thought you were out on the dance floor; I didn’t mean to
let you run dry.”

Nash stopped
her before she opened it. “I was wondering if you could help me
with something?” He motioned for her to lean closer.

She looked at
him dubiously. “It depends on what it is.”

He spoke just
loud enough for her to hear him over the music, “I’d like to cover
all bar bills tonight.”

Carleh stared
at him. “All of them?”

Nash
nodded.

“You sure? Open tab? That’s a lot of credits.”

“I’ve been saving up my work bonuses for this; I know that
Harlo-Fyre arranged our night out, but… tonight is
special.”

“Special? I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I can’t offer you
anything extra, tips or no.” Her expression had hardened as she
spoke. Her eyes flicked over to where the bouncers
stood.

It took Nash a
second to realize what she was inferring. “Oh! Uh... No... No!
That’s not what I was…” He flushed. “No, I don’t expect you to do
anything for me, except keep this secret.” He smiled hesitantly,
hoping that that was something she could promise.

Carleh nodded
and motioned for him to follow. She ran his card through the
scanner on the bar and passed the digipad to him to sign off.

“No strings, I promise,” Nash added as a final reassurance as
he added on a healthy percentage for her tips.

When he
returned to his seat, the beer he’d left unattended was now open,
and Tova had reclaimed her place across from him.

The attractive
redhead studied him with genuine interest. “You’re a quiet one,
aren’t you? I don’t think I’ve heard you utter more than two
syllables in a row all night. Is it because you’re shy?”

Nash studied
her face, wishing briefly that his life wasn’t quite as
complicated. “No. Experience has taught me that if I can manage to
keep my mouth shut in social situations that people enjoy
themselves more.”

Tova reached
across the table and put her hand on his. “I don’t believe that for
a minute. Finish your drink and then come dance with me. You do
dance, don’t you?”

“I never learned how.” Nash lied as he gently extracted his
hand.

“I understand that you’re working for Harlo-Fyre in research
and development? What’s that like?”

A sad smile
spread across Nash’s face. “It’s great. It sure beats working for
KMR&D. Speaking of which, how is that going for you? If memory
serves, you were on your way to becoming an Agricultural Chemist.
Are you still stationed at Ethos or have they promoted you to one
of the big aquaponic facilities here in Thallen?” Nash watched her
flush. Even that was pretty.

Thirty seconds
elapsed with no words between them.

Nash locked
eyes with her. “It’s been twelve years, but the photo still does
you justice; you were the ninth selection I received through the
Pairing Protocol, but you declined to meet face-to-face. Was that
the reason you were chosen for this assignment; they saw that we’d
been matched before and knew there was potential for chemistry, or
was this just a fluke?” His tone was gentle, warmed by his smile at
the end.

Tova remained
silent.

“Was the plan to get us drunk, take us somewhere on a lick and
a promise, and let KMR&D pick us up? I hope that Davis would’ve
gotten a tumble out of it at least. I understand you not wanting to
offer me the same option given our history.” Nash looked down at
his beer and smiled thoughtfully. “I should probably order a new
one, shouldn’t I?” It was a statement to himself as much as her. He
caught Carleh’s
eye and called her over.

“Another for me and whatever the lady would like.”

“I’ll have a Ryl wine,” Tova replied. She waited for Carleh to
get out of earshot before she spoke again. “The orders only include
you. Davis Trent isn’t on the list and judging by how much time
Iris has spent with him in the last four hours, I’d say that he’ll
get that tumble.”

Nash glanced
over at his friend who was oblivious to anything but the beat of
the music and his partner. He felt another pang of envy. “I
respectfully decline your invitation to return to KMR&D. I
don’t bear either you or Iris any ill will, I know you’re just
following orders.”

“Are you sure there’s nothing that will change your
mind?”

He met her
gaze. “Nothing I can think of.”

“I anticipated that you wouldn’t be easily convinced; I’ve read
your file too, remember.” Her dimples showed this time when she
smiled.

It had been a long time since he’d heard a reference to his
infamous file and oddly, it made him feel connected to her. Nash
chuckled and felt some of the tension leave him; he settled back
into his seat and let himself relax a tiny bit. The trap is sprung; in the here and now we’re
safe. “Is there anyone left in Korlune who
hasn’t? You have my condolences, by the way, if this is your second
encounter with it.”

They both
laughed.

 


From halfway across the dance floor, Davis caught the moment
and gave Nash the thumbs up. He likes
redheads, who knew? Davis turned his
attention back to Iris.

Tova sipped her wine as she composed her thoughts. “Your file
told me many things, but what I really needed to know I learned
sitting here watching you and…” she pointed out onto the dance
floor at Davis. “He’s already had something given to him, and Iris
will be leading him outside shortly. Come quietly,
and I
promise he’ll wake up with a big smile on his face. Present
problems and … he will pay the price. As I’ve said, the order for
pick up is only for you.” She thanked Carleh casually as the drinks
were placed on the table.

“If he’s injured in any way everyone involved will feel it,
starting with you.” The calm delivery was at odds with the menace
he now exuded. The atmosphere carried an odd charge; the threat was
real.

Tova sat back
in her chair and regarded him through narrowed eyes.

He countered
her posture, and each waited for the other to make their move.

Davis looked
over at the table again. The storm cloud that hovered over the pair
was a tangible force.

Damn-it! Davis extricated himself
from Iris and started to make his way across the dance
floor. Aw buddy, how did you manage to
screw this up?

A couple backed
into him as they danced, knocking him to the floor. Davis attempted
to rise to his feet but couldn’t regain his balance. Iris appeared,
to steady him.

“Gotta get back to the table... Nash. I promised…” Even he
could hear how slurred his words were becoming.

“Relax, he’s with Tova. She’ll take good care of him.” Two
girls spoke, where only one should be standing.

Davis staggered. No way I can be this
drunk. “There weren’t two o’ you before,
were there?” Something wasn’t right, and he attempted to count off
the beer he’d had. He couldn’t get past four. The floor and the
walls were moving in time with the music. “Table.” He tried to get
Iris to understand what he wanted, he even pointed, but she seemed
oblivious.

“Let’s go outside... C’mon...” Iris bit her lip teasingly and
winked at one of the bouncers. “Could you help me? My boyfriend
needs some air, and I don’t think he’ll be able to walk that
far.”

The bigger of
the two chuckled as Davis sat down on the floor again.

“C’mon fella.” He hoisted Davis up, slinging him effortlessly
over his shoulder.

 


You should have run earlier. The
Sarcastic voice was the first to pierce Nash’s drug-induced
solitude.

If they take you back, you’ll never escape again,
the Darkness injected.

Try reasoning with her, the Kind
voice suggested.

Nash glanced at
Tova. “Let him go.”

“Only if you come quietly. If you do, I give you my word that
Davis will not be harmed—”

Nash wasn’t paying attention to her anymore; he was assessing
the bouncer. “Sorry, you can’t promise anything. KMR&D
does what it likes. If he’s not on the list that means he’s a loose
end. Harlo-Fyre can use him to track what happened here.” Nash
stood abruptly; his target was moving.

“Wait.” Tova grabbed his arm, but he broke free as he slipped
past her.

“Ow! What the hell?” He paused, looked down and saw the small
dart still embedded in his thigh. He plucked it out as a wave of
dizziness hit him.

She latched
onto him again, but the smooth material of his jacket prevented her
from getting a good grip.

He felt the
material tear as he surged into the crowd.

“Don’t be an idiot. There’s nowhere to run!” she hissed. “Don’t
make this more difficult.”

Nash snaked
across the busy dance floor to his target, dragging his date along
for the ride.

Tova fumbled
reloading her dart-gun one-handed and accidentally stuck herself in
the thumb with the dart. “Caluvah vex!” She kicked him savagely in
the leg, forcing him to slow.

Nash limped as
he crossed the final bit of distance that separated him from his
target, grateful that Tova didn’t have better aim. “Hey!” He tapped
the bouncer on the shoulder. As the man turned, Nash head-butted
him as hard as he could.

A few of the
dancers heard the loud crack and turned to face them.

The bouncer
staggered back, dropped Davis, and then wound up to hit Nash
back.

Nash spun
around and used Tova as his shield.

Her cry was
heard above the music and attracted half the club’s attention.

Two nearby
patrons came to her rescue. Several more descended on the bouncer
for hitting a woman, and the brawl began in earnest.

Dazed, Tova was
led aside by one of her rescuers.

Nash kept to the crowd as he circled back to Davis.
One down—

Iris tackled him, pushing him to the floor. “You had to make
this difficult, didn’t you?” She growled as she pinned him.
“Fortunately, I’m plan ‘b.’” As she leaned in close, her face
contorted into a shadowy mask, and her eyes blazed like
coals.

Nash felt
something cold touch his mind, and it threatened to smother him; it
seemed familiar. An old memory stirred.

The Darkness flared at the sensation, driving it out.
“How?”

Iris sat up,
shocked. “What the hell?” There was a dull thunk, she shuddered as
her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed.

Nash pushed her
off like she was contagious. It had been weeks since he’d had such
a vivid hallucination. He looked up at his savior.

Carleh smiled
down at him. She held a large, glass pitcher in her hand, and he
suspected she’d used it like that before. She offered her hand to
help him up. “C’mon, before you get trampled.”

Nash stood then ducked as something flew past his head. The
club was in riot
as patrons streamed for the exits or joined in the
brawl. The lights strobed in time to the music, adding to the
visual cacophony. Part of him wanted to join the fight, but he
ignored the urge and strode over to where Davis lay.

Carleh grabbed
his arm. “I... wasn’t certain, so I didn’t say anything, but I’m
pretty sure I saw her put something in Davis’ drink. I’m so sorry.
Take him, use the service door. Now.” She shouted and pointed the
way.

“I owe you one.”

“It’s all good. Now, get out before I lose my job!”

Nash was already moving. He grabbed Davis, slung him over his
shoulder, and ducked out the exit. He made it six blocks before he
had to stop and be sick. Damn aversion
therapy! Even that short burst of fighting
had been enough to trigger him. Nash set Davis down, walked a short
distance away, then emptied the contents of his stomach on the
ground. He began to shake.

Easy prey now. The Sarcastic voice
commented.

“If you’re only going to state the obvious, shut up.” He
quickly checked Davis’ vitals. Pupil
response good; pulse slow but steady. They only sedated you … Thank the
gods. Nash almost cried with
relief.

A car sped past
their location and Nash fell back against the wall to better blend
with the gloom; every vehicle that passed was a potential enemy. He
checked his watch. It was late, and they were blocks from a train
station. He knew that they’d be picked up before they got that far.
Nash peeked out and looked both ways before he dragged Davis closer
out into the open.

Call Harlo-Fyre for pick-up, the Kind
voice suggested.

“You read my mind.” Nash pulled his digipad out of his pocket,
and his blood ran cold. The screen was cracked. It was useless. He
went to frisk Davis for his but realized his friend wasn’t wearing
his coat. “Shit.”

Nash peeked out into the street and saw the lights of an
approaching cab. Perfect. He ran out onto the road in
front of it, forcing the driver to stop. “Please … help.” Nash
pointed to Davis’ unconscious form. He waited until the driver
acknowledged before he dragged Davis over.

The window went
down, and the cabbie scowled at the disheveled pair. “What’s the
problem?” His tone reflected his uncertainty.

Think of something. He doesn’t have to give you a ride,
you’re Diasporan, the Sarcastic voice
interjected.

Nash’s eyes
flicked to the wedding band on the man’s hand. “Sorry if I startled
you, sir. Don’t worry, we’re not dangerous… Believe me,” Nash had
to catch his breath. “His... bachelor party got a little out of
hand... Tomorrow’s the big day, and I can’t possibly carry him home
and be in time for the ceremony. The bride will kill me if we’re
late.” Nash fought the urge to throw up again as he waited for the
driver’s answer.

If he calls this in, KMR&D will be the first to
respond, the Darkness warned.

The driver
chuckled. “I was half an hour late for my own wedding for similar
reasons. Get in.”

Nash stuffed
Davis into the backseat, then climbed in after him.

“Where to?”

“Harlo-Fyre corporate headquarters.” Nash grinned back in what
he hoped wasn’t an obviously terrified way; he’d caught the glare
of headlights behind them. Damn.
He hunched forward, lifting the collar of his
jacket to make himself less visible, and hoped it was just his
paranoia at work. When they passed Caron Street, Nash breathed a
sigh of relief. The cab hadn’t been pulled over.

The driver
pressed a series of numbers on the dash commlink then spoke. “This
is Four-seven. En route from E-twelve to Harlo-Fyre with two
Diasporan passengers.”

“Confirmed, four-seven. When you’re done, head to D-five for
pickup; two to T-zero.”

“Wysturfurgle.” Davis drooled as he slumped forward.

Nash gently
propped him up again then draped his arm around him protectively.
“Don’t worry, we’re almost there.”

The cabbie
glanced in the mirror at them; a sentimental expression lit his
face. “So. Married? I didn’t think many did that anymore. Good for
him. By the look of things, he’s going to feel pretty rough
tomorrow.” He studied Nash. “Appears that you got the worst of it
out of your system already.”

“Indeed.” Nash looked down at his ruined clothes.

“Look, I don’t mind running you guys home; no extra charge. I’m
sure you’d like to clean up.”

Nash thought
about returning to their apartment building and noted the vehicle
was still following them. “Thanks, I really appreciate that, but
Harlo-Fyre is closer. We can clean up there, and I’ve got work I
can do while he sleeps this off.” He pointed at Davis.

The cab turned
left at the intersection and Nash cast a hesitant glance behind
them. The sedan was still with them.

“Work to do?” The driver laughed and shook his head. “Are you
going to be fit enough to stand for him tomorrow if you stay up all
night? The bride will definitely not approve if you oversleep and
miss the ceremony.”

“Who needs sleep?” Nash flashed a nervous grin and then
remembered his manners. “Oh. I’m Nash, by the way, this unconscious
lump is my best friend, Davis. You are?”

“Harvey... Pleased to meet you both, and, here’s your stop.”
The cab pulled up the main gates of Harlo-Fyre.

“Can I charge this fare to the company?”

“Sure. Just let me scan your ID.”

Nash complied,
and then put it back in his wallet. “Thanks, Harvey, you’re a real
lifesaver.” He hauled Davis out of the vehicle and draped him over
his shoulder.

“Good luck.” The driver shut the door and drove off.

Nash looked for
the vehicle that had been following them but didn’t see it. He
jogged up to the access point and flashed his ID. “I have
Master-Mech Trent with me. He doesn’t have his ID on him.” To Nash,
it felt like he waited an eternity for them to be scanned.

“Identities confirmed.” The door opened.

Once safely on the grounds, he started to shake; delaying the
stress reaction had taken a toll on him. Just a few hundred meters to the lounge … You can sit down
then, he told himself.

You were lucky, the Darkness
commented.

“Don’t I know it.” Nash forced himself up each step. “No more
outings for me. I’m going to have to ask William to let me live
in-house.”

They will use Davis as bait again. The Darkness whispered.

“Then I’ll have to ask William to have security monitor Davis
when he’s off-site, won’t I? Problem solved.” Nash wasn’t in the mood to argue with anyone. He entered the
building and breathed a sigh of relief. Safe at last.

 


Across the
street, a dark green KMR&D sedan emerged from the shadows and
drove away.

 



 


3. The
Patron - Thallen Cluster

 


Nash showed his
ID and absently gazed out over the central concourse as the
security guard patted him down.

“He’s clear,” the shorter, Korlo man spoke into his headset,
then motioned for Nash to continue to the elevator. “Have a good
day, sir.”

“Thank you.” Habit made Nash duck as he stepped through the
door and take a position along the back wall. He looked up at the
camera. “I have an appointment with William Harlo.”

The doors slid
shut.

Nash could feel the tendrils of stress creeping up from his
stomach, but there was a strange sense of relief too.
Finally,
one way or another, this will be over. It had been
five months since he and Davis had taken first prize at the
Symposium and come to work for Harlo-Fyre. Five months since I broke down in the car and told William
everything I knew about the attacks on the Diasporan cities eight
years ago and asked him for his help. Nash
pulled his digipad out of his pocket and reread the message. ‘I
have concluded my investigation. Come up to my office at
twelve-thirty’.

The door slid
open, revealing the well-appointed waiting room. The open concept
was expanded further with floor to ceiling windows. Chrome, cobalt
glass, and the gray composite stone blended seamlessly to create an
elegant wall, separating those waiting from William’s inner
sanctum. Sophie, the stylish receptionist, looked up and indicated
that Nash should take a seat. “You’re early, Doctor Korpes. I’ll
let him know you’re here.” She sent the alert.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

The moment of truth; are you simply to be fired or will you
be arrested? Is KMR&D or Korlune
Internal Security waiting for you behind those doors?
The Sarcastic voice pricked his fears.
Selling you back to KMR&D would be better
from a business standpoint. Doctor Maro might even—

“Shhhh,” Nash hushed it under his breath as he sat.

Trust what your research told you about William Harlo. You
require allies, the Kind voice
interjected.

William’s wife, Regina, sits on the Council… You chose a
dangerous course; the odds of William assisting you over
her are not in your favor, the
Darkness echoed up from his
subconscious. Keeping your plan to
yourself and seeking retribution privately would have had a higher
chance of success.

“I know.” Nash’s whispered reply to both evaporated into space,
unnoticed.

Five minutes
elapsed in silence before Sophie looked up and tapped her headset.
“Yes, sir.” She typed something into her console, then smiled in
Nash’s direction. “Mister Harlo will see you now.”

Nash drew a deep, calming breath. The
moment of truth. He stood as he exhaled,
then returned Sophie’s smile. “Thanks.” The door opened, and he
crossed into the office beyond.

William was
standing by the bar with a decanter in hand. There were three
tumblers on the counter. “Good to see you, Nash.” He poured himself
a glass of Klyste and went to pour the next, then paused. “Would
you like one or would you prefer water?”

“Klyste, please.” Nash eyed the third tumbler nervously. “Are
we expecting someone else at this meeting, sir?”

It’s never too late to run. The
Sarcastic voice laughed.

“Jack Umbra. He’s in court right now but should be here within
the hour.” William brought both glasses over to his desk and
offered Nash one. “Sit, please. It’s all right; you have nothing to
fear. I have no intention of turning you over to the
authorities.”

Nash sat,
resisting the urge to knock the drink back in one shot. He took a
measured sip and let the liquid spread its warmth across his
tongue. “So… you’ve verified my story, sir?”

“I have, with Jack’s aid.” The undertone of sadness in his
voice was unmistakable. “Words fail me. I had no idea the Council
would abuse the War Measures Act in such a way. I am so sorry for
your loss.”

“You didn’t have a hand in it, sir.”

“That doesn’t mean I’m not responsible; my family holds the
seat of power in Thallen. I can’t let this go
unresolved.”

Nash smiled
softly. “Do you know why I chose to tell you in the first place? It
came down to what I uncovered about your work with the Par Society
and how you run Harlo-Fyre.”

“Oh?”

“You wield your power with integrity. Your goal is clearly
positive change. No one can reverse time and set things right; the
only way to fix things is to move forward. I want to see Korlune
build a better future—”

Liar, you want revenge. You want to rip the Korlo bastards
responsible apart and watch them bleed, the
Sarcastic voice cut him off.

Nash flushed,
stood abruptly, and went to fill his glass. He downed half of it
quickly and continued. “It’s time to stop the hate before it
consumes all that’s left.”

William nodded
and held up his empty glass.

Nash refilled
it and set the decanter on the desk between them before reclaiming
his seat. “Korlune needs to unify—”

A blue light
flashed on William’s console, and he pressed the button under
it.

“Mister Umbra is here, sir.”

“Thank you, Sophie. Send him in and cancel all my appointments
for this afternoon. I am not to be disturbed. Also, inform Doctor
Saunders that Nash will be unavailable for the remainder of the
day.” William ended the call, then nodded respectfully to Jack as
he entered. “The Klyste is here, your glass is on the
counter.”

“My apologies for being late.” Jack draped his coat over the
back of his chair and retrieved the tumbler. “We waited four hours
before a postponement was declared.”

“Ashley didn’t attend?” William raised an eyebrow.

“She’s still in Merrow according to her answering service.”
Jack’s expression gave away no trace of his thoughts on the matter.
“This is the fourth date she’s missed. It was hard to tell who was
angrier, the KMR&D legal team, or Pol.”

William pulled
his digipad out of his pocket. “Excuse me, gentlemen, I need to
make a call. I’ll be back momentarily.” He stood and walked into a
side room for privacy.

Jack poured
himself a drink and sat. “It’s a pleasure to meet you again, Doctor
Korpes.” He saluted Nash with his tumbler and took a sip.

“That’s something I don’t often hear, sir,” Nash
retorted.

Both men stared
at each other for a second, and the resulting laughter chased the
tension from the room.

The perfect
symmetry of Jacks face was broken by his half-grin. “You are an
interesting man, and after reviewing what I uncovered for William,
I’ve decided to take you on as a personal client.”

Nash paled.
“Why? Am I being prosecuted?”

“Given your track record, I dare say that you will be at some
point. Fortunately, there are no charges pending currently. William
and I have discussed this at length, and the type of assistance you
will require falls more under my purview than his. Simply put, I
can go places and do things that he cannot.”

“I’m not sure I can afford your fee—”

Jack gestured calmingly. “Don’t worry, that too has been
discussed. All costs are Harlo-Fyre’s to bear. The Diasporan have a
valid claim and no way to pursue it under the current system.
Although your plan treads in some gray areas, legally speaking, it
provides me with the opportunity to address corruption in the
Council, Korlune Internal Security, and KMR&D. That’s a by-blow
lawyer’s dream come true.” He extended his hand. “Please, don’t
call me ‘sir,’
call me Jack.”

Nash shook it.
“Thank you. Please, call me Nash.” He sat back in his chair then
realized that Jack was studying him intently. He met the shorter
man’s eyes and held the gaze. “If you want to know something, just
ask.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude, it’s just that you look
so much alike.”

Nash blinked,
confused. “Pardon?”

Jack sipped his
drink. “The defendant in the case I’m currently looking in on bears
a striking resemblance to you.”

“Poor guy, though I’ve often been told that all Tyran
throwbacks all look alike; tall, pale, green-eyed, skinny, and
generally freakish.” Nash chuckled as he added the last
part.

“No, this goes beyond general coloring and build. He must be a
relative of yours.”

Nash sat up.
“Oh? What’s this unfortunate individual’s name?”

“Winston Stayne.”

“He might be my cousin; Stayne was my mother’s maiden name,”
Nash said, frowning. “She was a twin. I know her brother had two
boys, but Korum Diaspora was overtaken by the Seep when I was two;
we lost track of her side of the family after the citizens were
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