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CATCH A TYPO?

THE END MATTERS

This book is dedicated fervently to Steve Harold, from whom I learned the value of hard work, the importance of humility, and the grace of forgiveness.

Love you always, Dad.
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REX DIDN’T BOTHER TRYING to hide. He respected his wife’s intuition and intelligence far too much to try to lie. “Hello, dear. I thought I’d sneak down to the lab here while you were napping and look at this—thing you’ve been working on behind my back for the past few weeks.”

He expected scolding. Normally kind Omala had a darker side when it came to protecting her tech. Luckily, he’d caught a break. His wife’s mouth curled into a wicked smile, part admonishing mother and part coquettish playmate. 

She stepped forward, wrapping soft fingers around the... whatever he was holding. “Are you trying to steal my trade secrets, Mr. Tieg?”

He cleared his throat. “Technically, because we’re married and business partners, I’m only trying to steal your half of them.”

She curled up on her tiptoes, pressing her lips to his. What might have been taken for the opening address of an invitation, however, quickly revealed its truth. The kiss was a distraction, and when Omala pulled back, the gadget went with her. 

“I told you, I’ll share anything that shows promise.” She paced towards the cabinet with the door still open. “If I presented every fancy and failure to you, you’d see how big of a fraud I really am.”

Hardly, and she definitely didn’t think of herself that way. Maybe she wanted to be teased? He’d play along and see if luck was on his side.

Rex twined his fingers behind his back. “And which one is that?” His head bobbed to indicate the space on the shelf we’re she’d stashed the prototype. “Fancy or failure?”

The corners of her mouth dropped. “Both, sadly.”

Concern blew away his tickled libido. “I could reach out to some people in San Francisco, see if any of them could consult on a solution. That is, if you let me know a little about what you were hoping it would do.”

“It was...” She turned scrutinous eyes on the gadget. “...an experimental jacking device.”

Rex was forced to reexamine the contours of what he’d held just a few minutes ago. Rectangular and only the width of his palm wide, the dimensions were all wrong, not to mention the scale. Jackpods had to enclose their users, not to mention all their wires, chips, motherboards... Even the minimalist ones were the size of prison cots. What he’d seen only make sense if she was trying to jack a mouse into the vreal. 

Omala continued. “My first concept called for it to be worn as a necklace or a comque. I even thought it might work in a shoe, embedded into the soles. Securest that way. On the body, but out of sight.”

Rex tilted his head to the side. “That’s, like, the opposite end of the body from where it needs to be. How would it read and write brain waves from the bottom of your foot?”

“And thus, my shortsightedness.” Omala reached out, twisting her fingers in Rex’s hair. “Maybe I should have consulted with you earlier and saved myself hours of fruitless research and development.”

Rex Tieg was a lot of things, and that included being his wife’s intellectual inferior. He was not, however, stupid. There was no way Omala would have gone as far as to build a prototype without a firm foundation in how it could function. The woman didn’t doodle, she sculpted. His brain labored to solve the problem himself. It was such a big gulch between design and function he knew she would have had a plan to cross it. How would a jacking device worn under foot communicate with the brain up to two meters away? 

A strong enough epsilon signal might do it, but the bandwidth it would have to produce would fry a human brain. It would need interlays with transmitters and translators. Maybe something physical? A wire that ran up the pant leg and back, nesting in a node hidden in the hair? But a wire exposed in that way would be too susceptible to pirating and environmental risk, not to mention damn inconvenient when using the bathroom.

Then, a tug of memory tapped. The man they’d talked to last year in Asia, an older biotech scientist who asked the young couple to just call him Dr. Sri... He’d mentioned something that might do the trick, but he’d also been a crackpot talking about silicone-grafted transponders. A way of connecting and interfacing immersive tech so seamlessly that the user could think his way through an application rather than rely on a complex super processor running some vreal to do it for him. 

And Rex had his missing link in her design.

“Omala, please tell me your plan didn’t involve using nanites injected into the bloodstream.”  

Her whole body seized. “If I don’t speak, I can tell you nothing.”

That was as close to a confession as he was going to get. Or, frankly, wanted. Sometimes the burden of knowledge was the knowledge itself. 

“Nanobots are illegal, dear.” The word came out bathed in a sarcastic tone. “Not to mention as expensive as hell and highly experimental.”

“So was jacking into a vreal the first time. And self-driving cars. And using bio-print organs.”

“You’re only proving my point. A lot of people died in the development of each of those things.”

Omala folded her arms over her chest. “And a lot more people have been saved by the perfection those early sacrifices allowed to develop.”

Apparently, she’d made up her mind on the issue, and the gravity of the universe couldn’t pull Omala away once that had happened. 

He pushed fisted hands into his hips. “The King?”

Omala nodded. “I couldn’t pay for them myself.”

Of course, she couldn’t. Gaia’s launch and rapid adaptation had made them the most famous power couple in the world, but oddly, that status didn’t come with a salary. Every bit that member nations paid in for access and upgrades rolled back into the startup and expansion costs. At Omala’s insistence, she and Rex only drew enough compensation off the top to afford a modest living. Besides, why have a patron if you didn’t call on his patronage? Andalusia’s sovereign was eager to throw money at whatever Saint Omala wanted, all because Gaia had saved his country when on the brink of war.

“Do you have them here already?”

Omala drew in a deep breath through her nose, closed her eyes, opened them, and crossed to her own work area. From a small drawer, she pulled out a ballpoint pen. The antique-styled writing instruments were crude, but they did allow for a certain tangibility that working on a datapad did not.

Rex shook his head, narrowed his eyes. “What, are you going to draw me a map to where you hid them?”

Omala mastered condescension in her glare. “This is the injection device that was smuggled to me from Dr. Sri.” 

With equal parts excitement and foreboding, Rex snatched the “pen” and held it up to the light. He wasn’t sure what he expected. A tiny, tubal aquarium maybe? Nanobots or nanites by definition were, well, nano. You couldn’t see the tiny botics without a microscope. For some reason, Rex thought in a collective, they might be discernable. Instead, the container looked empty.

“It was only enough for two doses, and Dr. Sri had to find a way to package them that wouldn’t raise attention.” Omala said unprompted. “Customs wouldn’t look twice at something as low tech as an ink pen, especially if it was functional.” She took the instrument back, demonstrating in time with her explanation. “Do it once, the writing tip lowers. A second time, it goes away. But thrice in quick succession and—”

With a tertiary click, a tiny, metallic tube the length of a fingernail shot out the end of the device. 

“Simple, but brilliant.” Rex leaned over, his hands on his knees and one eye closed as the other squinted. “And still illegal.”

“Not in Andalusia.” 

He side-eyed his wife and stood up at his full height. “I have a feeling the King would make murder legal to please you.”

“No, he wouldn’t, but he might issue me a pardon.”

All thoughts of nanites forgotten, Rex pulled his wife into his arms and against his chest, her back to his front. He nuzzled into her throat. “I should be jealous, but I’m the one you said yes to.”

She cooed and tilted her head to the side, giving his lips more ground for exploration. “I haven’t said yes yet tonight, but I might, if you keep doing that.”

Playful Omala. That was a side of the living saint not many people saw. Rex himself couldn’t remember the last time she’d made an appearance. Omala’s work was the third party in their relationship. Given the potential for it to make them god-shamingly rich, he supposed he shouldn’t complain. All he had to do was convince his wife that it was okay to save the world and cash in on it, too.

“Something I have operates in a very similar way, Mala. Maybe we should go upstairs so you can click it three times and see what happens.” Rex pressed a kiss behind her ear. Then, suddenly, he tensed, as the echo of what Omala had said a few minutes before hit. “You said it was only enough for two doses.”

He felt his tension mirrored. Omala’s hand, which had been reaching back to lace through his hair, froze. Her head hung forward. “Don’t make me tell you this, pyar beti.”

The passion that had filled him moments before burned to ash. Rex’s hand grasped Omala’s arm, swinging her around to face him. “Who?”

“I made certain there would be no harm to either of the—”

“Damn it, Omala!” She winced as his grip threatened to break her little sparrow bones. “Who?”

Even before she said it, even before her mouth began to move, Rex knew. “It was Cindira, wasn’t it?”

A quivering lip and tiny inhale were all the confirmation he needed.

Tears were weakness. Crying was for fools. But rage could be righteous. “You injected nanites into our three-year-old daughter?” He swallowed the cracking in his voice. “Without asking me first? Hell, without even telling me after?”

“I am telling you now.”

“Only because I’ve learned to see around the corners you talk behind.” His hands fisted, relaxed. Fisted, relaxed. Violence wouldn’t undo what had been done. “You know the risk nanites pose. You’ve read the studies. Hell, you volunteered in the nursing facilities. It drives some people mad, Omala. The nanites get into the brain, they subvert healthy, normal functioning. How could you do that to our child?”

“I could do that because the research is incomplete.” Her tone was as matter-of-fact as if she’d been giving him the current time and temperature. “Nanites form a symbiotic relationship with their host, but only in hospitable, evolving environments. All the test subjects to date have been adults, whose neural pathways were already well established. But a child—”

“Could become some kind of freak of nature!” 

Omala cut off with his outburst. “Is that anyway to talk about your own daughter?”

“I wouldn’t have to if you hadn’t taken steps to make her into some kind of cybernetic guinea pig.” 

Pacing in place, Rex tried to shake out the consequences. They were as wide as the mountains and as deep as the abyss. Death, of course, though that was unlikely. There was a slight chance that Omala was right and a juvenile brain would grow to embrace the nanites, leading to some kind of specialized genius, but that risked drawing dangerous attention. If anyone back in the Pacific States found out, the consequences could be dire for two up-and-coming tech professionals. Omala was an idealist who presumed the potential of human kindness. The constantly shining spotlight blinded her to those working against her in the shadows below. People already whispered about Gaia’s potential to usurp power from the very nations it helped to save. With a nanite-enhanced daughter...

“No one must ever know.”

Omala’s back went rigid. “But she will be—”

“NO ONE MUST EVER KNOW.” He braced her arms, pressing to the point of pain. “Swear to me, Omala, that you won’t tell anyone. Not even Cindira. Especially not Cindira.”

“But to advance her abilities—”

“Don’t you get it? She could be seized by Authority!” 

Omala’s face bleached of all color. 

Finally, Rex reached her. “You probably could get away with murder here, Omala. The King buys into you being some kind of modern-day saint. But back home, she’d be seen as an engineered human. Oh, Authority wouldn’t kill her, but even we would wish they had by the time they finished experimenting on her.”

Omala turned her eyes to the floor. Slowly, then with greater speed, she nodded in agreement. “You’re right. I didn’t think that far ahead. I only thought about... It doesn’t matter.” Admonished, she lifted her gaze to meet his. “I promise, Rex, I’ll never tell her. I’m sorry. I was just so inspired by the results I saw with the test subject. If only you could see what Paco’s potential has become since the injection, you’d—”

“I don’t want to know.” Rex held up a hand, arresting her words. “Don’t tell me. I want to be able to claim ignorance.”

For once, Omala granted his wish the first time.
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CINDIRA’S ENTIRE LIFE had been an exercise in invisibility. How had she suddenly become the most famous person in the world?

“Crazy times we live in.”

Asla’s comment, rhetorical though it was, still begged a response. Cindira drew in a deep breath, though the Public Health Department suggested against it, given the day’s environmental conditions. Soon, there wouldn’t be much opportunity to be outside, and she was going to take advantage of it now.

“The city’s dangerous enough as it is. I’ve heard stories of what happened in 2109 when Hactiva stormed City Hall. How many innocent bystanders died in that?” Cindira shook her head. “I’m only sending you away in case there’s some kind of uprising or military counteract like that again.”

“You’re only sending me away because you know more about what happened last week than you’re letting on.”

The young woman turned wide eyes on the nanny, but Asla remained nonplussed.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m not going to ask. That way, you won’t have to answer. Because I know you would answer me, and then what would be the point of me leaving and taking all your secrets with me?”

Cindira’s lungs burned, but not from the air. She realized suddenly she’d been holding her breath until the nanny had said her piece. She let it out in a long exhalation while shaking her head.

“If you wanted the truth, Asla, I’m not sure I could tell you. I’m fuzzy on the details myself. There’s still a lot that doesn’t make sense.” 

When the coder had returned to the vreal for the first time in fifteen years, saving the life of Gaia’s reigning monarch hadn’t been on the agenda. Taking on the Kingdom’s state-of-the-art security bot and escaping alive? Not in her wildest dreams. No, Cindira’s only concern had been investigating her father’s disappearance. Sadly, she’d succeeded at preventing regicide but still had no clue about Rex Tiegs’s whereabouts, or even if he was alive at all. Inside the Kingdom, she’d discovered his inactive avatar lying comatose, but what did that mean? And now, she was in an even worse position to solve the mystery than when she’d started. On the streams, in the streets, and around Plaxis’s corporate office, people were placing bets on the identity of the elusive and daring hacker disguised as Omala Grover. Who could possibly have the kind of skills not only to crack into a Plaxis system, but then to show up at a royal ball, kidnap the prince at knifepoint, and get away with no one able to stop her?

Everyone had a favorite suspect. But without any leads in the investigation, the Authority were referring to her merely as “The Bandit.” Possible charges included illegal hacking into a secure system, impersonating a dead avatar, and attempted vreal regicide. Forget the fact that Cindira had saved Prince Francisco Batista de la Reina’s life, or that she hadn’t been the one threatening him. For better or worse, the larger plot at play that night remained buried beneath the gossip.

That didn’t mean she was about to overlook it, though. Sooner or later, someone would figure out who she was. Once that happened, she’d be powerless to help find her father, “fairy godmother” or no. 

Asla tapped on her arm, bringing her thoughts back to the present. “You keep your confusions to yourself until they make sense. Don’t sell your worries wholesale. Let them unravel only for you, so that nobody can twist and untie them for you, or more importantly, tie you up with them.”

“Your metaphors are tying me up.”

The old woman slapped her grown charge on the back of the hand. “Don’t play smart with me, lass. I’ve been your nanny for twenty-five years, and I lived in that house with you and your mother for the first ten of them. Don’t think I don’t know what kind of woman she was, and what kind you are.”

“I’m nothing like my mother.”

“You’re just like your mother.” 

A declaration, not open to interpretation. Cindira knew when to argue and when to cede a point to her superiors. Whether because they were right, or because convincing them otherwise would be only an exercise in frustration.

Asla continued. “She could have used everything she knew and everything she could do to bring the world the world to its knees or even just to become obscenely rich. But bless Omala’s memory, she decided to lift the world instead. You’re doing the same thing, in your way.”

Cindira guffawed. “Auntie, I clean up dirty code and design fancy environmental skins for the obscenely rich. I’m not trying to save the world. I’m just trying to live in it and stay out of everyone’s way.”

You say that like a person who didn’t just prevent an assassination, a little voice inside of her nagged. A little voice which Cindira dismissed, instead leaning forward to look up the street for the tiktok cab that was supposed to have arrived already. 

“That’s all you’ve done so far, but you’re capable of so much more.” Asla stood in silence for a moment before shrugging to herself. “That’s why she taught you everything she knew.”

“Not quite everything.” 

Not a single mention of a pair of silicone slippers that allowed their wearer to toggle between the vreal and the real, for example. No explanation for why she was supposed to keep her mastery of Purusha Prime a secret. Growing up, Cindira hadn’t known her mother’s lessons would become a burden she’d alone would bear. Surely, she thought, a multi-billion crypto company couldn’t function if only one of its founders had complete control over the foundation it was built upon. How many times had Cindira wished she could export her ability to think in code to others? Hell, she’d even grab a pen and paper and open a school, teaching them the old-fashioned way. Let others spend their hours sealing up the cracks in the code. Maybe then she wouldn’t have to work such long hours for such little pay. (Being the CEO’s daughter had some benefits, but compensation wasn’t necessarily one of them.) She pictured for a moment an existence where the vreal had no influence, where every day wasn’t lived in the shadow of her mother’s legacy and her father’s neglect. 

Cindira sighed. Then again, without those abilities, could she have any hopes to do what she was about to? Her father had been missing for going on three months, all while his avatar lay comatose in the vreal. Any other coder wouldn’t be able to use that truth to do much more than shrug. With any luck, she could use it as a starting point to discover what had really happened to him. 

“I’m sorry it’s taking the taxi so long to get here.” Cindira side-eyed the childhood-nanny-turned-unlikely-auntie’s derelict suitcase. “And I wish you’d have let me buy you a new bag.” 

“Didn’t need it.” Asla sniffed the air. “The movers took what little I had any interest in keeping yesterday. These are just a few trinkets I wouldn’t have trusted to the parish priest.”

Behind them, inside the fence perimeter, stood what had once been a pool house (back when outdoor pools were legal), now left nearly bare. Even though they’d lived in the shadow of the Tieg’s palatial house since Cindira finished school and returned to the city, they agreed that the tiny two-bedroom structure had never been a home for either of them. Cindira considered it its own kind of pumpkin, a storage facility where they existed as utilitarian droids, called to service when convenient and necessary by the Tiegs. It had taken the movers less than two hours to wrap, pack, and load all their belongings into the cart: Asla’s boxes, destined for a cargo transport heading east over land before hitting water on the opposite coast; Cindira’s, into a storage unit outside the city limits, to be claimed at a yet undetermined date. 

“If they don’t hurry, you’re going to miss your transport, and there’s not another transcontinental one due until tomorrow.” Cindira pulled up her comque and manipulated the interface. “I should have found a way to hire a private taxi. Maybe I can find one nearby who’d take a last-minute request.”

“At the rates those pirates charge? I wouldn’t hear of it. Besides, I know you must have spent most of your crypto already.” She turned her head toward the girl, beaming with pride. “I know it was you paying my salary all the years I’ve been working in this house, cleaning up after your father’s family’s mess, and I know moving me off grid halfway around the world took even more from your paycheck.”

Countryside living required a special permit, and they didn’t come cheap. Centralized governments wanted their citizens in cities, where communal resources would be less stretched and where access to services could be streamlined. A country cottage in Asla’s native Wales came with a substantial price tag. As did hiring one of the locals to check in on her nanny daily and make sure she had everything she needed. 

“Oh, and there must be sheep! We had them when I was young and I used to love watching them, lying under a cloudy sky.” Asla had worn a dreamy look on her face when they discussed the plan, followed immediately by a screwed-up expression that her wrinkles highlighted. “Though I can’t say I care for the smell. But they’ll make up for it with their wool.”

Livestock needed food, care, land to graze... Every need, another permit. Not as expensive as a Rural Occupancy Voucher, but still... there were multiple sheep to consider. 

“You knew?” Cindira blinked in her surprise. “Auntie, I hope you don’t think—”

“Don’t go into some kind of long-winded explanation about how you don’t want me to think it was charity or pity,” the old woman said, cutting her off. “I never have. That’s what grace means, child: to accept the kindness of others without letting it belittle you. Besides, I earned every bit of crypto cleaning up Kaylie’s bathroom. I’m only sorry I didn’t have the courage until now to thank you for what you did.” 

“I—” 

Cindira swallowed her emotions. If she cried now, she didn’t know if she could stop. Her needs had always been met: food, clothing, shelter, education. The only desire she’d ever had was a loving family. For years, Asla had been that family. In the tumultuous days after Omala Grover’s death, the nanny had been the one to stroke her hair and tell her the hurt would pass in time. When Rex had forced Cindira to move in with him and his new family, the manipulative Johanna and her terrorizing twins, Kaylie and Cade, it had been Asla who comforted her tears. And after the family had shipped Cindira to a boarding school in Andorra for her remaining childhood years, it had been Asla always at the transport dock, waiting to welcome her back during breaks and over the summer. 

Finally, a vehicle in the shape of a giant wheel the height of a grown man turned up the drive. In its center, a cabin just big enough for two occupants and their bags. The self-automated vehicle kicked out temporary docking pads as it slowed to a stop before them. Cindira leaned in, pressing her comque to the gray sensory panel, verifying that she was the booking party. Two soft beeps sounded in confirmation before the side of the cab nearest the sidewalk pivoted, allowing access.

The smell that wafted out served as a sampling of city life: smoky air, dirt, and something slightly acidic. As the cheapest form of regional transportation, tiktoks had been the savior to the drunk too plastered to walk or navigate home for decades. Though usually, the transports that served the city during the day were tolerable enough.

Asla looked back over her shoulder at the gate they’d already locked. “Tell me again why you’re not staying here after I leave? It is such a nice little place, even if it is in the harpy’s backyard.”

A tiny laugh escaped before Cindira could stop it. She slapped a hand over her face. “I’m not sure that’s true.” She hoped her well-rehearsed response would satisfy. “It’s simple: because I’m twenty-eight years old and it’s time for me to grow up. I have to make a life”—and maybe even someday, a family—“of my own.”

“You’re not lying to me, but you’re also not telling me the truth.” Asla used her free hand to take up Cindira’s assistance to step into the cab. “How many times have I told you I despise thespians?”

What was she supposed to say, that she could no longer tolerate living on the same property as the woman responsible for her mother’s death? Or worse, that to try and save her father, Cindira had agreed to work with Johanna in secret, supposedly to open the source code and deliver it to whomever was keeping her father prisoner? If Asla knew the truth, she’d never leave. Maybe there was a way to say more, though, without saying anything at all. 

“Because I’m about to do something that’s going to tick off a lot of people, dangerous people, and it’s especially going to make Johanna insane. I don’t want you anywhere in the vicinity if there are any ramifications.”

“Ha! Now, that’s something worth leaving for.” Asla stopped, and when she looked up, all the humor was gone from her face. “Your father. He’s not just gone on a business trip all this time, is he?”

There was no use in towing the company line on this one. Even casual members of the press had begun to wonder why Rex Tieg, world-famous entrepreneur and man-about-town, hadn’t been seen in the city—or anywhere else—since his Asian trip two months ago. Plaxis stock sank as the rumor mill geared up, something Johanna had already expressed her frustration over as “reorganizing” several underperforming units. 

Jeffrey Mackey hadn’t made it back into the line-up when the “Kitchen’s” cupboards had been restocked.  

Cindira bit her lip, trying not to focus on the loss of an ally, especially when she had so few. It only compounded her father’s predicament, not to mention her own. Mack wasn’t dead, he was just laid off. He was a talented coder and a hard worker. If Tagentry, Plaxis’s primary rival, had any smarts, they’d snap him up in a second. 

And if you were smart, you’d follow him there and try to put any connection with Plaxis behind you. People as connected as him don’t just disappear in this day and age. Your father is probably dead. Do you want to join him? 

The little voice in her head, made bold since daring to kidnap the Prince of Gaia inside the Kingdom, picked up in volume. It had been doing that more and more lately, and Cindira didn’t know whether it thrilled her or scared her to hell.

“No, he’s not just on a business trip,” Cindira admitted. “But I’m going to look for him. Even if we barely spoke, he’s still my dad.”

Asla chewed on the statement before her jaw squared. Her head gave a speedy nod. “Then I have no fear for Rex’s fate. Even if I had wanted to knock that blockhead’s hair implants from his skull for years for the way he treated you, I wouldn’t want anything truly bad to happen to him.”

Cindira put the old woman’s bag on the floor of the cab before crawling in beside her. She’d see her off, assure she’d made the flight. “And Johanna?”

Asla’s smile sparkled like that of a mischievous child. “Perhaps best if I don’t say. At least until I’m safely outside of the city and halfway across the Atlantic.”
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MONDAYS WERE NEVER happy days in the office. That was even more the case when they started with your best friend belting your name like an accusation across the Kitchens.

“Cindira Tieg!” 

Cindira felt six sets of eyes turn on her and took comfort only because Kaylie’s weren’t among them. One of the very few upsides of her older stepsister now being her boss was that bosses had so many meetings. She exchanged a look with her fellow programmers, all of whom had left off sewing bits of code to watch the red-haired social worker stomp across the communal room their division occupied. The human mind leaped at the opportunity for drama here. Beautiful as it might be, code numbed the brain. There were only so many alphanumeric strings of commands a person could write or right before needing a break.

The second Scotia arrived at Cindira’s station, her volume went from Hellenistic to microscopic. “Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with it.”

A quick survey of the room confirmed that the others had burrowed back down into their own work, or at least were acting as though they had. Cindira cleared her throat and attempted confusion. 

“Tell me what it is, and then I can tell you.”

No wonder why Asla hated actors. It felt evil to embrace lying at this level to the person who had let you use their credentials and crash a royal ball. 

“What it is? You don’t honestly think that...” 

Scotia grabbed her friend’s wrist and tugged, pulling her out of the Kitchens, up the hall, and into what turned out to be a janitorial closet. Rectangular devices sat on the edge of charging botic units designed for cleaning. On a shelf, bar-coded white boxes held sanitizing agents and supplies, none of which needed to be closed for the electronics’ sake. The air licked her eyes, and Cindira was reminded of the days in the city when pollution required donning ventilating masks.

The door closed like a conviction of guilt, and Scotia picked right up where her prosecution had left off. 

“Don’t what-is-it me, Cindira Tieg.” The finger wag Scotia affected would have pleased a nineteenth-century school marm. “I just heard from one of my contacts that the prince was kidnapped at knife point during that ball you used my invitation to get into.”

Cindira played innocent, something at which she’d had much practice. From an early age, the dangers of sharing her ambitions became plain. The Fife twins saw her dreams as targets of ridicule. While Cade had never been one to launch an attack, he did so love following in Kaylie’s wake. 

“Oh, my goodness. Is he okay?”

“Of course he’s okay!” Scotia blurted, as though it was as obvious a statement as water was wet and covered all of New Orleans. “Everyone is saying the security bots were able to save him, but that’s not the point. You used my credentials to get in because you didn’t want to be there in any official capacity yourself. You specifically told me you needed it so you could talk to him, and this is after showing up at my house in the middle of the night two weeks ago to tell me you blew his avatar up?”

“I didn’t say I blew it up. I said we both blew up while I was talking to him.” 

It was dropping a cup of water on a raging house fire. The intentions were good, but it didn’t do much to douse the flames. “I need you to tell me you didn’t do anything that’s going to have the Authority show up at my house or get me subpoenaed to appear before the Gaian court and rung up on criminal charges.”

Cindira laid a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Scotia, you’ve known me since grad school. Have I ever done anything really dangerous?”

“There was the time you hacked into the school chancellor’s systems to expose that chemistry professor cyberraping one of his students during vreal office hours. You know, the one where they were trying to cover it up and make her go away quietly.”

“That was an act of justice for someone left with no options.” That had to be a good enough excuse, right? “And I’ll remind you, seven years later, no one still has any idea it was me who posted the video on the streams. I promise you, I haven’t done anything like that since.”

“Does that include at the ball?”

Cindira decided to tell a truth of omission. “The person who kidnapped the prince looked nothing like you. Believe me, there’s an entire palace of witnesses who would look at your avatar and state definitively that you were not the person who was involved.”

“You know that I’m professionally trained to see around the corners of that enormous wall you just threw up, right?” Scotia huffed, pressing the finger pads of her right hand to her temples and shaking her head. “I’m not going to ask why. I’m not going to ask anything. Just please, tell me honestly, is there any way this could ping back on me?”

“None. Your credential was read to get me in, and I created a UX record afterward to show you jacked out a few minutes before anything... dramatic happened.”

“Only you didn’t actually jack out then, did you?” She tilted her head to the side. “You know that’s illegal too, right? Editing UA and UX records?” 

The terms meaning a “user entry” and “user exit” respectively. And yes, she did, but she wasn’t about to admit that out loud. Finally, when Scotia saw that there would be no response, she tamed her tone. 

“I don’t know what to say. I used to wish you’d finally live up to your potential, make a difference with your abilities instead of just winning us a few hundred greens at the hackdomes now and then. Not that I don’t like the money. But hacking data logs, using a friend’s kindness to undertake actions which could negatively affect them, skirting around the truth when confronted?” Scotia shook her head. “This is the kind of thing I expect from my VIA patients, not from you.”

“I’m not a chiphead. I just...” Cindira sighed, letting her head hang down. She looked up to see the edges of her friend’s face softening. “I was wearing a good disguise.”

The ice storm clouded Scotia’s expression in a heartbeat, drawing her gaze up. 

Darn it. “I didn’t steal anyone’s avatar. I borrowed one from a deceased user.” Never mind that the user in question was her own mother, and that while only technically illegal (because a user’s avatar was supposed to be permanently off-lined at their death), no one had ever been formally charged with that crime. “I got to the ball, took one look around at all the rich, famous, and powerful people there, and knew immediately I didn’t belong.”

“So you didn’t see what happened to the prince?” 

There was an air of hope in Scotia’s tone, one that turned Cindira’s mouth sour. Maybe that was what deceit tasted like. At least she’d skip the details and not dig herself in any deeper. 

“I overheard Kaylie and Cade talking about it at the senior staff meeting this morning. I know the basics of what everyone is saying.” That was completely true, and in the reflection of that fact, Cindira felt a little like her ship had been set straight. “The prince is pissed off but fine. Security is cracking down on all units, of course, trying to see if they can find the jackpod the hacker used to get in.”

Which they wouldn’t. Cindira hadn’t used a jackpod. Instead, the brilliant piece of tech her mother had left behind and which had recently come into her possession had done the trick. The slippers were high-tech moldable silicone embedded with trillions of translucent nanites. They allowed the wearer to dip in and out of the vreal at will from anywhere. The only problem was that, while both the shoes were still in Cindira’s possession in the real, she’d lost one of them in the vreal while saving Francisco Batista and escaping the Kingdom. She wasn’t sure why that mattered, but Laporte reconfirmed her worst fear: she had to wear the shoes in both environments for the tech to function. 

To make the shoes function again, she needed to get the missing slipper back from the prince in the vreal. Just how she was supposed to do that, she had no clue.

“Okay, fine.” Scotia crossed her arms, nodded, pinched her chin. “Corporate is already pissed off at me right now over the Tagentry Charity Gala I’m helping to plan, and if they saw my invite was used by someone besides me to get into the Kingdom—”

Cindira reached out, putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Trust me, Scotia. There’s not a single coder in this company that can do what I did, and the way I did it is completely untraceable.”

“By AI, by bots, maybe. It isn’t as easy to fool human eyes.” Any tension left Scotia’s shoulders. She leaned her head against one of the storage racks. “I would have kinda liked it if you had pushed Kaylie off a balcony or something while you were there.”

“That... wouldn’t have been a good idea. The safety protocols in the Kingdom allow for in-vreal damage to replicate in pain sensors on the outside.” 

“Holy shit. No way.” The redhead’s eyes widened. “How has that never gotten back to me? That’s savage.” Then an odd smile drew up the corners of her mouth. “But that just makes me wish you’d have pushed her even more.”

They peaked out in the hallway to make sure the coast was clear before exiting. No reason to raise suspicions that they’d been conspiring. 

“So, Tagentry Gala?”

“Oh, yeah. Tagentry.” Scotia’s brow creased before remembrance ironed it out. “I got a special waiver from Plaxis to go under temporary contract with them. It’s not anything technical. No trade secrets being shared or anything. I’m just a guest speaker and coordinator, helping them to organize a fundraiser for St. Dymphna’s. Plaxis signed on as a corporate backer too. Imagine that? Your stepmother and Hugo Ferrente are on the same side of something.”

“Odder things have happened.” They strolled back towards the Kitchens. “St. Dymphna’s? Isn’t that the chiphead hospital?”

Just because the Kingdom had been the industry’s most exclusive, luxurious, and immersive vreal since it launched over fifteen years ago didn’t mean it was the only one, and it certainly wasn’t the first. Vreals had been available for four decades at a wide swath of price points, and for a variety of needs. Like anything technological, however, virtual reality was a tool, one that could be misused. Addiction to jacking was its contribution; the dopamine and wish fulfillment made possible the newest form of self-harm. St. Dymphna’s had been founded even before Gaia had launched. It was said that it never turned away a patient, no matter the ability to pay for service. 

Sometimes a patient was admitted and treated, able to return to some form of an existence based in reality. Sometimes they dug even deeper into the vreal as their bodies slowly ate themselves. Oh, there were ways of keeping someone in the vreal healthy on the outside, but that level of care was beyond even what St. Dymphna’s could provide, no matter how generous their donors. Only the uberwealthy could afford the biobotics and configure jackpods that allowed for round-the-clock external care.

“How many times have I told you, we prefer to call them Vreal Immersion Addicts.”

“You yourself just said chiphead not two minutes ago.” Cindira pointed back towards the janitorial closet, as though to remind Scotia of the scene of the crime.

“That doesn’t count. It was an accusation at a friend, not a diagnosis of a patient. But anyway, yes, the VIA Care Facility,” she said. “You wouldn’t believe how many families use St. Dymphna’s as a dumping ground, like they’re throwing something out. They show up and check in their dad or sister or husband and then never come back. Don’t visit. Don’t come to claim the body when—” Scotia cut herself off, pursing her lips. “Anyway, yeah, sad. I know Tagentry is one of our competitors, but they really care about the cause. They raise tons of crypto each year during this event.”

“And I’m sure with you as their speaker and organizer, they’ll raise even more.” 

Cindira pressed a finger against the scanner outside the Kitchens. “I’ll be happy to donate. Just let me know how.”

“Really? Thank you. I know they’ll appreciate that. I’ll get the donation vector from the coordinator and zip it over to your comque later today.”

The door beeped, and a sliding sound let them know the lock had disengaged.

“You know, I hear there’s a high-stakes match at the Stadium tomorrow night.” Scotia folded her arms over her chest and leaned against the door frame. “Perhaps the Mistress of Cinders could turn that small donation into a not-so-small donation.”

“I can’t.” She reached up to push the door open. “I have some special projects right now I need to—”

“Cindira.”

Both women jolted as they stepped into the Kitchens. Johanna Tieg might be a woman long past her youth, but she possessed a stature that would still arrest the beating heart when she was long dead in her grave. Tall, curvy in all the right ways despite her age, she wore her blond hair pulled back in a fierce bun and her lips pulled back in a scowl. She took one look at Scotia, and that was enough to send the social worker buzzing back to her own hive three floors down, leaving Cindira to deal with her stepmother alone. 

The coder cleared her throat and remembered what Laporte had said. The tiny AI-powered botic was right: until Cindira was sure she could find out what had happened to her father, recover the lost shoe, and figure out whose attacks were threatening Gaia’s stability, she needed to keep the status quo. She’d need all of Plaxis’s resources at her disposal, and she wasn’t about to get that by finally turning on Johanna after all these years. 

“Good morning, Johanna.” Cindira conjured up a tiny smile. “How can I help you?”

Johanna’s head jerked towards Cindira’s desk. A box was there. It hadn’t been there when she and Scotia had left the room just a few minutes ago.

“You can help me by collecting your personal effects,” Johanna said. “You’re fired.” 
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THEY RODE DOWN THE elevator in awkward silence: Johanna, staring straight forward, Cindira, and Laporte — rescued from her desk when no one was looking and nested in her jacket pocket. She hadn’t needed an entire box to gather her things. A lunch sack, a few datapads of schematics, one with a romance novel she’d never admit to anyone she’d read, and a little golden statue designed to look like a spool of thread and a needle slid from side to side as she shifted her weight. 

Johanna spared a sideways glance at the box. “Is that a Stitcher?”

The award was given to the best design each year, for coders by coders. It was the only thing connected to her “secret” work for Kaylie that meant something. 

“Yes, it is.”

That answer was as simple as it was sharp.

“You won it?”

Oh, so that was Johanna’s angle, open hostility. 

“Does that surprise you?”

Johanna took a moment to give Cindira a diagnosing look before turning her eyes back to the elevator doors. “I’m surprised that you have only one. Jealousy among the Kitchens staff, though I don’t know if that’s because you’re Rex’s daughter or because you’re so much better than them. They know they could never compete.”

There was kindness somewhere in those words. Suspicion immediately scratched at the back of Cindira’s brain. Johanna Tieg was not a woman who gave compliments freely. They were only down payments on favors forthcoming. 

But before Cindira could say thank you, her stepmother went on. 

“I’m sorry for that scene upstairs just now. It wasn’t my intention to embarrass you in front of your colleagues.” 

“You really mean that?”

Johanna’s shoulders twitched. “It’s not good for employee morale to see someone they respect let go, and so publicly. It’s going to affect productivity.”

Ah, so it wasn’t about any kind of sympathy. For a moment, Cindira had fooled herself into thinking that somewhere under the reptilian shell of her soul, Johanna had culled an iota of compassion. But would she really want her to? Wouldn’t that require some level or reciprocity? The last thing Cindira intended to do was find a connection with the woman who’d murdered her mother. 

She pulled a long breath, taming her instincts. The time to force Johanna to settle up for her sins would come, but now wasn’t the time. Status quo. The term was becoming her mantra. What would the Cindira Tieg version from two months ago say? 

“Maybe you could tell me why you did it,” Cindira worked to keep her tone even. A shaky voice might give her away. Was there any way Johanna had found out the truth: that the woman who confronted her in the Kingdom disguised as Omala Grover was, in fact, the daughter they shared? “When we discussed working together on locating Dad, you never said anything about firing
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