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The music pounded in time with her boots, a hard thud thud thud against her ribs. The hip-swinging impact of the chunky block-heel rode up her spine to mix with the rib-thumping beat. 

All around, bodies were jammed together, a sea of skin-hugging denim, leather, and music. Music that roared in her ears and got under her skin, angry voices that yelled defiance and freedom. Outside, wind and winter froze the ground but in here, with the Iron Woods mall's open walls and unfinished sides, the heat had sweat pooling in the small of her back, the thin black t-shirt sticking to her skin under the hooded leather jacket.

The stink of people and spilled beer rose on that heat, twisting around her as she pushed deeper into the rave, slipping between writhing bodies and swinging arms as easily as the System's digital highways. She was comfortable here, safe in the anonymity of the heaving throng. Comfortable enough to throw back her hood and let the counter-bugs built into her glasses and clothes obliterate her presence from the countless cams and network sniffers hidden amongst the crowd.

Besides, the death's cowl would only draw more attention, the kind the dark, wild mane of her hair and full lips would disperse, even as it brought her other trouble. Like the hand reaching from the shadows cast by strobing lights and the dark skeleton of the abandoned mall. She twisted around it, just another over-sexed boy-man trying to grab what wasn't his.

She was no man's, no woman's, answered to no one but herself, a shadow passing through the world. Even if, deep down, that lack of belonging—of family—ached. She ignored it, shoved it aside and stomped it into the icy concrete.

Never let them see you bleed, her grandmother's memory whispered in her ear.

Not even herself. 

This part of her, stalking the crowd, leather pants and chunky boots, t-shirt tight across her chest, arms covered to the elbow, this was all her. Just like the mall, once destined to house bright shops and gleaming elevators, now alive with the bodies and the music that couldn't find a home elsewhere. They were both at home here, in the dark and night—

'Hey, pretty girl. Drink with me.'

A can was shoved in her face.

She pushed it aside, bringing her hand up and under the one that grabbed hold of her jacket.

The man gripped tighter. 'Drink!' He shoved the can against her chest.

She stared him in the eye, meeting his small dark ones with her own hazel. He grinned at her, wide and toothy, a little sloppy around the edges, gaze shimmering with alcohol.

She considered him another second—his friends in their dark, band t-shirts and fashionably distressed jeans arrayed behind him—and smiled. The night and the strobing lights cast their faces in stark shadow, lending the short, slicked-back haircuts and clean-shaven faces a menacing cast. The rings on their hands and the neat, manicured nails belied their presence, as did the craft beer shoved against her chest. Fancy business warriors taking a walk on the wild side.

There was a cold spot on her breastbone from the condensation beading the can. 

She wrapped her free hand around the one the fancy man had shoved against her chest. Smiled as she did it, letting her eyes widen, her mouth soften, felt the victory in her veins at the corresponding burst of over-entitled patriarchal confidence in his.

A sharp twist and the fancy businessman was on his knees, all that confidence washed away in the wave of pain creasing his brow, making his mouth wide. She grabbed the can from his now slack hand, shook it, and with a practiced flick of her thumb, sprayed the contents in his face.

A half-minute from the first hand on her shoulder to the final delicious upheaval, and it was over. Vlad bled into the seething crowd before the fancy man's friends knew what happened, their outraged shouts swallowed by the pounding music.

She wound her way through the dancers, slipping between shadows and lights, the rib-thumping music seeping deeper into her bones. But she didn't stop, didn't join the gyrating crowd to lose herself in the pulse-pounding hypnotism of heavy bass. She was here for a different reason and it waited beyond the crowd, in the dark.

The strobes and heavy lights turned the areas beyond the old atrium into a forest. Concrete pillars the width of two people, the trees; the slab ceiling with its forgotten cables and pipes its vine-strewn canopy; beer cans, vape canisters and crumbled trash its leaf litter. Vlad slipped into those shadows, moving from one to the next without fear but not without thought. Every sense reached into that forested darkness, tension riding her spine, the sensors embedded in her glasses and around her collar spewing data onto the back of her lenses.

The rave fell behind, its pounding rhythm drowning footsteps but no longer knocking her ribs, the smell of sweat and alcohol giving way to the sharp sting of chill winter and rot.

Ahead and up a set of unfinished concrete stairs, a new light bloomed.

A man stood against it, legs braced, arms crossed. Tall and lean, the chemical glows strewn over the floor cast his face in shadow, but she knew him. Knew the nose-curling smirk on his face, knew he watched her like a piece of meat on the hoof.

Another man-boy trying to put hands on what wasn't his. But unlike the fancy businessmen, danger and violence rode under the ink tattooed on Hamish Elwood's skin.

Vlad stopped at the edge of the lights, the harsh orange glow kissing the carbon-toed tips of her boots.

Hamish smiled. 'Sam-a-el,' he said.

He drew her online alias out in an oily drawl that made her skin crawl, but the disgust didn't show on her face, didn't so much as curl her nose or twitch her lips. There was Grandmother's hand on her shoulder, the old woman's steel in her spine.

Hamish was a steppingstone, a bug she would squash as soon as she was done.

She smiled, while on the back of her glasses more data lit up the night. The silver-on-black watch on her wrist matched logos on the ancient oil drums holding up the makeshift table to manufacturers, barcodes to shipping crates and purchase logs, same as it did the old doors forming the tabletop, the vape hanging out the side of Hamish's thin, smirking mouth. Moreover, it picked out the three figures waiting in the shadows behind him.

It identified Ru Ping, his bodyguard, by the unique mix of digital signatures from the devices the woman wore, and the network traffic that connected her to the other two heavies.

A hard thought, and Vlad's watch went to work, analysing the algorithms in the data flowing between them, searching for a crack in their systems, a way in.

Vlad stepped into the light. 'Do you have it?'

Hamish drew on the vape.

On her HUD, a new network-spike flashed – activity between Ru Ping and Hamish. 

'I got it,' he said. 'You ready to earn it Sam-a-el?'

'Just give me the target.'

Again that smirk; a greasy stretch of lips around the vape. He oozed around the table, tattooed fingers trailing over the scarred and flaky wood, and stopped before her. Just the too-sweet stretch of his vape between them.

Vlad held her ground, didn't let the creepy-crawlies chilling her nape make it to her face or ball her hands. Didn't choke or snarl when he blew smoke into her face, the chemical cherry sticking to the back of her tongue.

Later, she promised herself. Later.

Below, the rave pounded a double-time to her heart.

A ping from the comm behind her ear, the one snuggled up against the port in the side of her neck. A share request popping on her HUD, Hamish still smirking through it.

She accepted.

The file, a packet of maps and schematics, addresses in the real and virtual worlds downloaded to her network. The security algos scanned it for worms and viruses before it hit her databanks. Warnings pinged, automatically tagged and quarantined, problems to deal with later, for now… A less-than-legal treasure hunt spread across her glasses.

Key phrases snagged her attention—core system, pro league, phish, trojan, Meerkat—while dossiers scudded past. There were other words, like rumours, unconfirmed and artificial intelligence, but she ignored them; she'd read all she needed to.

She didn't like it. Just like she didn't like the hand reaching for her arse.

A deft sidestep and Hamish's hand collected nothing but thin, smoke-filled air.

Vlad didn't glare, didn't twist her lips or shove her fingers in his throat like the boiling anger in her gut demanded. Instead, she shoved the fury down, deep into a place beyond, the same one she shoved her nightmares and helplessness, and let her face be a mask. Perfectly serene. Brow smooth, a light smile tugging at her mouth, not a wrinkle or frown for miles.

Just like Grandmother had taught her.

That thought, stray as it was, broke the perfect serenity. Just a second, a brief shattering moment in which Vlad could feel her face crack, could almost see the shock in her own eyes, the corresponding, inquisitive twitch of Hamish's head.

A moment, just a moment to threaten the ground she'd gained.

She turned away, glided around the other side of the long, cobbled-together table, let her fingertips trail over the rough surface, and summoned the mask again. It slipped easily over her face, comfortable and familiar, armour made from the perfect set of chin, the Mona-Lisa-slight twitch of lips, the gaze that looked through and not at. Unperturbed. Confident. Impenetrable.

Everything the hacker-gamer known as Samael, the reigning Scourge of the VR circuit, should be. Everything she was meant to be, even if she didn't feel it, deep down inside.

The long, narrow table was coarse and uneven, two old wooden doors sitting end-to-end on drums that still carried the smell of engine grease and fuel. The only thing holding them down, the half-crushed beer cans and crumpled trash. It would only take a good shove to send them flying. The strobes from the rave below cast weird, colour-leeching shadows over the old, stained wood, made pits out of the round holes that had once housed locks and the panels where the remnants of diamond panes made ragged teeth.

Vlad halted at the table's foot, traced those glassy teeth with a naked finger, like it was the most fascinating thing she'd ever seen. Another part of the mask, an energy barrier designed to shield and confuse.

'Well?' She could almost hear Hamish cross his arms. 'What's the great Samael got ta say about that?'

The plan, he was talking about the plan.

She wrapped her fingers around the glass shard, plucked it free. 'I don't like it.' Had no wish to find herself tagged and system-locked because some handsy arsehole thought he knew shit about the networks; the nooks and crannies and idiosyncrasies she knew like the back of her hand. The very same ones he was paying her to exploit.

Hamish's snipe hunt was just like him, slick and slimy and dangerous, for everyone except himself.

'And yuu'd like it better if we did it your way then?' 

'Yes,' she said. Because with her plan, the only one getting screwed over was Hamish. Not that he'd know it, not until it was too late.

The thud of fists on rickety wood, and Vlad glanced up, just a flick of her eyes, just enough to appreciate the way Hamish positioned himself, so the bright, eye-searing lights from the rave cast him in looming shadow.

He leaned over the table, fists supporting his weight, black shirt gapping over his thin, reedy chest. The gloom turned the honeycomb-pattern tattooed on his throat to below his collarbone and over his left shoulder, into hexagon-shaped holes in his white skin. She was half-surprised the smoke from his vapes didn't pour out those holes. 

'We ain't doon it,' he said.

She kept her eyes on the shard, as if the inch-long glass tooth held the mysteries of the universe, but her attention, all of it, was on Hamish. The way his shoulders twitched, how his mouth twisted, the precise tilt of his shaved-bald head. 'We are.'

'Nae.' He slammed the table with both fists, the old wood giving with a sharp crack. 'We're not.' He snarled the words. ''Cause I ain't got a death wish, ye little bit—'

A sharp flick and the glass shard flew, the sharp point gleaming red then yellow in the strobes, before it sank into his flesh, seeming to disappear into the hexagon holes on Hamish's chest.

He jerked backward, stumbling from the table, hand clasped to his collarbone, tearing the glass out of his skin. Outrage and shock clashed on his face, fury following as he held the bloody missile to the light. 'What the fook?'

Hamish's gaze went from the shard to her, and she met it this time, no longer staring through him, but straight in his eyes, like she could see all the way to his shrivelled little soul. 

'Ye cut me, you little cunt?' 

A tilt of the head sent the chaotic Medusa-like curls sliding over her shoulder. 'Watch your mouth.'

'Watch me mouth?' Incredulity fought the fury twisting Hamish's face and pulled his lips into a snarl. He held up the bloody glass tooth as if it were a trophy. 'Me watch me mouth?'  He laughed—a sharp, short bark—and threw the shard on the table. 'Fook you, ye crazy cunt. You're the one needing to be watching your mouth, or me and the boys are gonna have to—'

A single kick sent a door careening off the drums and into Hamish's thighs. He fell, folding over the narrow wood.

Figures melted out of the shadows before the Scot was even on the ground, strobes gleaming off the points of knives and the hard shapes of old-fashioned pistols. Vlad ignored them, already stalking over the door, her chunky black boots making crunching sounds in the half-rotted timber, pinning Hamish to the concrete with her weight. 

She braced her feet where his hips should be, and crouched, pretending like the three heavies didn't make fear clench her guts, her stomach knot.

Vlad didn't have a weapon—no knives, no gun—nothing but her nerve, her wit and the steel in her spine.

Hamish screeched as she leaned over his torso, shifting her weight over her front foot and the tender things underneath. Rage still knotted his smooth white face, twisted the narrow nose and hexagon tattoos trailing down his cheek, but pain had washed away the cocky tilt to his head, the knowing smirk, while something very much like fear widened his pale-green eyes and made pinpricks of his pupils.

She leaned forward, imagining her foot was an anvil, and Hamish a worm. 'The boys won't do anything,' she said. A sharp glance up, straight into the lead heavy's black eyes. 'Except stand there.'

Behind the thick black rims of her glasses, Ru Ping's dark gaze narrowed, considering even as her fellows closed in on either side. Vlad ignored them the same way a lioness ignored a pack of hyenas, their movements pricking along her spine. Her focus was on their leader. 

Ru Ping stood tall and lean – toe-to-toe, Vlad would have to lift her chin and stand on pointe to meet the woman's eyes. The bodyguard stood with shoulders back, her own chin held high, midnight hair bound in a skull-hugging braid, the tail end disappearing under her collar. Ru Ping had the uncanny ability to melt into the background, disappearing without a ripple until she chose to be noticed. Like now. And now... now she radiated menace.

Light, like an oil spill, played across the square lenses of Ru Ping's glasses as the woman's HUD spat information at her.

For a second, Vlad caught the afterimage of a face on the other side. It was just a moment. There and then gone. Easily mistaken for a playback or a scan, but then there was the twitch in Ru Ping's shoulder, like the woman had to stop herself from touching a headset sunk in her ear.

That oil-slick shiver embedded itself on Vlad's retina, and victory clenched her gut. Yes. Finally.

Ru Ping held up a hand. The other two heavies halted. The other woman—in thick black boots just like Vlad's, the toes capped in shiny steel, and a heavy black leather coat falling to her thighs—took a step back. She didn't say anything, but that single step was all Vlad needed.

She smiled at Hamish, the expression a long dark slash across her face. There was no humour in it, nothing save the darkness in her eyes.

The man snarled back, both hands on the door, the whipcord muscles across his chest straining as he tried to push it, and her, off.

She leaned harder on the one, optimally placed boot.

'Fook you c—!' 

Snake-quick, Vlad twisted, all her weight still on that one boot, but now the other was mashed in Hamish's face, the grimy, chunky sole stopping up his mouth.

'Watch your mouth,' she said. Vlad leaned down a little, strain shivering through her back leg and the tight, knotted mass of old scars gumming up her knee, as she fought to keep from crushing Hamish's face. 

Not that it would matter, the small, dark part of her insisted. He'd done worse, hadn't he? Left a trail of destruction in his wake that made a few smashed teeth seem like Christmas with the family. And not even her family, but one of those nice, American TV ones, with stockings hanging off the mantle, and a big fluffy dog. Parents.

And yet... And yet another voice whispered in the back of her mind – the calm, clear tone of reason biting through the anger and pain. In the back of her mind there was a hand on her shoulder, a ghostly apparition made of memory and love, cutting through the swirling dark even as it drove deeper into her heart.

'You are not this.' It was her mother's voice, the memory of her touch. 'You are better, little warrior. Your light will show others the way.'

Vlad hissed; the anger, the dark pulling lips back from teeth, but she ripped her boot from Hamish's face.

He stared at her, eyes still wide, chin and lips smeared with boot grime.

'We do it my way,' she said. Vlad rose, giving one last extra push on the sweet spot over Hamish's groin as she hopped off the door.

He was up in a shot, the old door skidding across the concrete with the force of his shove, aimed at her boots.

It didn't touch her, she was already backing away, attention never leaving Hamish or the heavies arrayed behind. 

'Then ye on ye own, you filthy—' He swallowed the word, teeth a grimace; sharp, chiselled nose curled, hate emanating from every pore.

But Vlad wasn't looking at him, her attention was on Ru Ping, on the oil-slick reflection playing across the heavy's black-rimmed glasses. 

Their gazes met, hazel on black, and Ru Ping nodded. 

Vlad nodded back.

'Two weeks,' Ru Ping said. 'Have it ready.'
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The cold hit her first. The snow-touched wind smacked her in the face, drying cheeks and eyes even as it froze her lips. Vlad shivered and zipped her jacket to her chin, pulling the sleeves as far down her hands as she could, before stuffing them in the pockets over her stomach. The rave still pounded behind but the music no longer drowned the crunch of boots on the snow-churned dirt as she strode across what was meant to be an avenue between the mall's three wings but was now a parking lot filled with bikes and hotted up cars.

This close to the rave, they lined up in two long rows. Floodlights as much as headlights lit the area, girls in micro-skirts and hot pants, legs bare to the butt in defiance of the weather, draped themselves over cars lit up like discos, or sat behind the wheels of street racers. Others cozied up to men in worn denim and leather jackets, while a few strode between the line of cars, strutting over the uneven mud and stone, the middle carved with deep tire tracks like it was a runway and the spindly heels on their feet were sneakers.

Vlad stalked between the cars like she didn't feel the eyes tracking every movement, didn't hear the stray cat-calls, like she owned every inch of ground between her and the giant, swallowing dark at the other end. 

Ximisthus sat beyond the kaleidoscope of lights at the far end of the glittering parade of cars and babes. The black Kawasaki Ninja with its neon-green nose and splash guard was a lethal beast lurking in the half-light, its sleek lines and aggressive lean promising speed and freedom.

She swung a leg over the bike—the pull of knotted flesh and reconstructed tendon behind her right knee a familiar ache—pressing her thumb to the ignition in the same motion. The gel pad flashed blue as it acknowledged her thumbprint, and the electric engine thrummed as over a thousand ccs of power came to life.

She leaned back, flicked the lights— And stopped.

A man stood in the beam of Ximisthus's headlights, not three-metres away. He half-leaned against the low grill of a sports car, the sleek silver Porsche as out of place amongst the boldly decal'd street racers and pimped-out four-wheel-drives as the man himself. The intense blue-white of the bike's headlights highlighted the strong planes of his face even as it cast the crisp lines of his dark suit in shadow. It would be an expensive suit, tailored to fit every lean, muscled curve; laundered and pressed, just like the crisp pale shirt underneath, the expertly knotted tie and the matching fabric square peeking out of the breast-pocket.

He stared at her, almost without expression save for the gentle furrow between his dark brows. Most wouldn't have seen it, wouldn't have noticed the extra hollow in his cheeks from a clenched jaw. Most would have only seen the hard beauty in the face, with its straight nose, square jaw and full lower lip – a face used to wealth and privilege. But most didn't know Yu Zixin like she did.

Most didn't hate him the same.

She gathered the long, curly mass of her hair into a tail at the back of her head.

Most didn't have their guts twist or their hearts pound an extra beat at the sight of him.

Vlad grabbed the sleek black and green helmet off the handlebars.

Most didn't—

He was standing next to the bike, a slice of shadow stepping out of the darkness, a hand on her helmet, the square palm and long fingers swallowing the top. How he crossed the three-some metres of dirt and gravel in the space between pain-filled heartbeats, she didn't know. That was just his way.

Stray lights from the rave gleamed on the heavy silver watch wrapped around the wrist holding her helmet down.

She kept her gaze on the watch. 'Let go.'

'You need to go home.' His voice, warm and confident, sent a shiver up her spine. 

Vlad jerked the helmet from under his grip. 'It's not my home.'

His hand was back on the helmet, a quick motion, before she could raise it more than halfway to her head. And this time, there was weight behind it. Not much, but enough she strained to keep the carbon and nano-enhanced dome off Ximisthus's green-striped battery cover.

'Go home, Ana.' He leaned closer, putting more force into the words.

Another jerk, sideways this time. The helmet popped out from under his hand, and Yu Zixin came with it, stumbling just a fraction until he was leaning over the bike, sharing her space, her breath. 

Vlad leaned back, suddenly wishing she was off the bike. Her gut twisted harder at the warm, soap scent invading her nostrils, the hint of sandalwood twisting through it. 

Anger rose, hot and heavy. First Elwood with his dirty, disrespectful mouth, and now Yu Zixin, in her space, sharing her air. Using that name.

She hissed—a long, drawn out expulsion of the ire turning her gut to acid—planted her hand over Yu Zixin's perfectly sculpted face, and shoved.

He half-stumbled, entire body lurching backward, one hand cutting upward to throw off hers, the other flung out for balance.

It was Yu Zixin's turn for anger then, for indignation to twist his lips and furrow his golden brow. It was just a few seconds, but she was shoving the helmet over her head before he regained his balance.

He glared at her, and fury made sparks light up his eyes, the dark bronze a fathomless black in the half-light.

Yu Zixin snarled. 'Ana—'

She twisted the throttle and Ximisthus roared, drowning that name and whatever else was on his lips. Whatever admonishment, whatever curses or threats or promises; whatever words Grandmother had commanded him to parrot.

His shoulders twisted, his legs tensed, but before he could lurch forward in one of those curiously quick movements, Vlad was gone; gravel spraying, Ximisthus's rear tyre fishtailing as she poured on the juice and left Yu Zixin spitting in the dark.
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The snapshot hovered above the sleek marble desk. The harsh, coloured strobes of counter-surveillance tech flared over the young woman's face, half-obscuring the profile shot. There was no mistaking those cheekbones though, the up-turned nose, the stubborn cast to the rounded jaw, even with the dark, death-like hood pulled low over her brow.

The woman behind the desk enhanced the image; long, manicured nails tapped the pale marble, the plain gold ring flashing on her finger. She leaned back in the chair, rested against the smooth, creamy leather and stared out the massive, floor-to-ceiling windows to the cityscape beyond. 

In the mornings, when the soft spring sun played through the smog, it was almost pretty – the horizon beyond the towering buildings pale pink and orange, the river glistening as it wound through the central business district, the freeway a sparkling stream of stars before headlights were dimmed. But the sun would rise, revealing the smog to be grey, the river brown and the freeway a noisy, smelly ribbon of anger and haste.

The darkness concealed the true nature of things.

Like the girl.

Vladana Tong.

The name had been a punch to the gut, unexpected and shocking, but only for the first few minutes, after that… After that it seemed logical, inevitable even that the daughter continued the mother's work, took her place in the play.

She played with the image, twisting it this way and that.

The woman smiled, a stretch of lips without any real humour, the expression deepening the lines at the corners of her mouth.

It was fitting, she guessed, fitting for Lilya Zima's daughter to end the mess her mother had made. 

If the girl could.

Another twist of the image.

Whether or not the girl had her mother's gift was to be seen; she certainly had that same electric spark, the indefinable thing that had arced through a room and lit it up.

A half-laugh at the memory of the girl standing on Hamish's chest.

She had her father's fire too.

She'd enjoyed watching the slimy little upstart fall under the girl's assault. Enjoyed even more the hate twisting his face as he watched Vladana Tong walk away.

There would be trouble from that quarter, rewards in seeing how the girl dealt with it. 

She found the little, gilt-edged teacup by feel, hooked a finger through the thin handle and brought the Earl Grey to her lips by habit. The delicate floral and citrus played with her nose a second before the rich creamy taste of the imported cow's milk soothed her tongue.

Was the girl cut from exactly the same cloth as her mother? Would she see the reality of the situation or would she hold to Lilya's principles? 

It would be a pity if she did, a double shame to lose both the mother and the daughter.










4







The door on the old freight elevator closed with a hard yank, the metal grate hitting the concrete floor with a clang that echoed in the massive, empty space. The grate had been black once, still was in places, just not around the rivets that held the hexagon shapes together and allowed it to concertina back into the ceiling.

No light made it this deep into the old warehouse, and the glows she'd scattered against the wall fought hard against the persistent gloom.

She rolled Ximisthus down the corridor.

The Kawasaki's headlamps would light the wide, crumbling corridor like a dance party, would show every stained, cracked inch of the three-metre high walls, the highways of old silver cable tracks, the lines and names painted on the stained concrete, giving directions to workers long-since laid off. But she didn't need the light. She knew this place, the thick scent of dust, the pervasive chill, the iron tang that had seeped into the concrete and now sat on the back of her tongue. 

She knew the corridor, the warehouse, almost as well as the tight pull of knotted skin down her right leg, the way her right ankle ached, how—no matter how much she practised, how often she stretched—it would never quite bend the same, her toes would never pointe like they should. How she'd never dance like she used to. 

Vlad could walk this wide, cold stretch of concrete and dust blindfolded and deaf, and still ignore all of the other doors along the endless walls to find the rusty metal one eight metres down the corridor. Her hand would still go to the control pad sunk into the hole where the light panel used to be with unerring confidence, her fingers would brush aside old electrical wires without an ounce of fear, and punch in the eight-digit code on a keypad she couldn't see.

The door clicked, the three-inch thick hunk of metal swinging inwards, silent and smooth.

Vlad rolled Ximisthus through the narrow opening, dropping the kickstand and setting the bike in a single practised motion as the door swung shut behind her. On this side, not a spot of rust stained the black metal, the paint wasn't chipped, and the shiny black control pad beside it was ringed in a pale green glow against the wall.

The tension rolled out of her spine.

She was home. An open rectangle of industrial concrete the size of two basketball courts set side-by-side, divided into halves by the chunky pillars down the middle and the row of metal shelving between them. 

The front door opened into the living half of the space.

It'd meant to be some kind of storage room once, although what kind needed massive, mullioned windows, she didn't know. But she was grateful.

The dark might have ruled the corridor, but here… Moonlight streamed through the old glass, rising over the factories opposite, bouncing off their old tin roofs, sparkling on broken glass and wires. Ancient neon lights provided colour to the grey-washed night, flickers of yellow and pink joining with spits of blue and green to highlight cracked brick façades and faded slogans.

Even without any lights on, she had no trouble making out the back of the long rectangle couch in the middle of the living space, the low-framed bed against the wall, or the high bench and wooden cabinets that made up the kitchen on this side of the dividing metal shelves.

She unzipped her boots, kicked them off and padded into the large, open space. A patchwork of old rugs turned the soft thud of sock-clad feet into a muffled shush, while a gentle hum and a wash of warm air announced the enviros reacting to her presence.

Her black leather jacket came undone with a soft zzzzit and she left it on the back of the ancient couch facing the windows as she made her way around the battered coffee table—a half empty mug and print outs strewn across its surface—past the sparse kitchen—ramen wrappers overflowing the bin, boxes of rolled oats on the shelves—pausing only to snatch a bottle of water from the knee-high fridge tucked into the metal shelves, and past the dividing wall.

The space on the other side was empty save for the battered punching bag hanging over a black square mat in the middle of the cold floor and the lone bucket chair facing the corner between the window and far wall.

Vlad went to the chair. It might have been pink once, but time and wear had faded it to a washed-out salmon, the suede seat threadbare, its black metal frame scratched and dented. But it was comfortable and she'd had to ask no one's permission, consider no one's image, worry about nothing more than stuffing it into the back of an anonymously hired van and squeezing it through her door. Just like the rest of the furniture in her little bolt hole. Just like herself.

She sat, let her head fall back against the rounded headrest, and stared at the flat ceiling. Giant girders cut the grey slab into long rectangles, rusted pipes gave it colour, catching the rainbow of old neon from outside, but it was the oily reflection in Ru Ping's glasses she saw, the remembered outline of a face. Her fingers clenched on the chair's arms even as anticipation churned her gut. 

The power behind Hamish had revealed themselves. 

Finally.

Three years of searching, of scraping the bottom of every forum, crawling every social net, of coding and hacking and building, turning herself into the meanest, toughest, most feared Scourge in-System and she was close. Vlad could feel it.

She hadn't been sure, not really, not until that moment Ru Ping hesitated in coming to Hamish's rescue. The slimy bastard was good at the bluff, talked the talk, walked the walk. He'd had her fooled for a while, but now… Now, she knew.

All it had taken was what it always took; the promise of power, of secrets long thought dead.

Like her parents.

Like her ma.

Her fingers found the button on the side of her plain black watch. The minimalist silver on midnight face as unassuming to look at it as it was deceptive.

'Transfer data to main terminal.'

A quiet chirp echoed through the empty space as the files Hamish had given her and the scans taken by her glasses flashed to the mainframe hidden beneath the floor – a complex web of hardware and coding she'd built herself. Just for this.

Another chirp, and a small blue light pulsed against the stained grey concrete.

'Display.'

The world outside the giant windows disappeared. One second, the old industrial district shone through the large square mullions, the next she was staring at her reflection in the opaque black glass – broad cheekbones, wind-snarled ponytail draped over her shoulder, dark leathers making her pale face seem to float, disembodied. A ghost sitting in a ghostly chair.

A microsecond later, different faces—other faces—covered the window and wall. Headshots of men and women in suits and uniforms and rags. Black and white, in colour and high res and low res, grainy, clear and moving. Some taken with vid cams, others security cams, even more scraped from the socials. Over a hundred images spread across the wall and windows, covering the spectrum of candid and professional, newspaper clippings and telephoto lenses, old and new.

A spiderweb connected by lines thin and thick. Most were nothing more than small squares, names and faces at the edges of the web, connected to the slightly larger squares closer in. Some had rough slashes through them, others had notes scrawled in her own hand—"deceased", "jail", "dead end"—still others sat on digital piles of news clippings and vid reels, digital readouts of files filched and stolen and hacked.

Still more lines, thicker than the others, connected those mid-sized faces to bigger ones and more lines—a blazing red—linked those to the web's centre.

In the midst of all those lines and faces, a news clipping, old but still crisp and clear. She could play it, if she wanted, could see again the flames engulfing her parents' car, brilliant red-pink from overheated lithium batteries, hear the fire sirens wail, and the smell… The vid wouldn't supply the scent, but she remembered it, the sticky stench of grease, the sharp ammonia from the firefighters' retardant; it was in her pores, sunk in there, part of her DNA.

Behind the vid, nestled beneath the clipping, the coroner's report. In it, she could read again how an electronic car-jacking compromised the Bentley's systems, how it led to her dad losing control, smashing into a highway partition, how the windshield cracked and a piece blew inward to pierce his carotid. How the car's doors had locked, the windows jammed closed, how the batteries overheated and caught flame. How her ma had died, choking on toxic smoke while trying to staunch the river of blood from her dad's throat.

The car's black box had recorded it all, even the moment the firefighters broke through the flaming back passenger-side door and hauled a young Vladana Tong out, taken footage of the polyester Wonder Woman costume half-melted to her arm and leg. Everything, right down to the virus the car-jacker had slipped into the charging system via a carelessly placed game console. The virus with the hacker's alias embedded in it.

RaZIeL, a Scourge.

The only thing it hadn't recorded was why. Why her family's car? Why were her parents dead? Why, why, why?

Code. Her parents had died for computer code. Ones and zeroes twisted into a language of Ma's own making, the building blocks of a program she'd never finished. An AI. A true AI. Not the regimented programs like the mainframe hidden under the floor behind her that represented the absolute pinnacle of the tech since the AI laws were passed.

Around the clipping, three squares – two with photos, one empty.

Vlad’s face was up there. Younger, rounder, hair longer and somehow thicker, like the wavy strands wanted nothing more than to escape the fishtail plait pulled over her shoulder. She was smiling in that photo, looking up at the woman holding her hand, an older, softer version of herself with pale-green eyes. The woman smiled at the photographer, and the curve of her lips, the brightness of her eyes, reached through pixels and time to light the room.

There was warmth in that smile, love in the eyes, except the light that fell on Vlad—on the Ana of that time—was cold, the warmth of her mother's smile burned to ashes, the memory of her laugh drowned under the blood-curdling screams that followed Ana into sleep. The heat of the flames, the stench of the batteries, the blood—

Vlad tore her eyes away, focused instead on the man in the photo next to her ma. Her dad had been handsome, with thick black hair, dark brown eyes. Vlad had inherited her square forehead and the strong, determined line of her jaw from him. He'd been kind too. She remembered how his laugh had filled the room, like her ma's but deeper, reaching right into her rib cage to settle next to her heart. She'd always been safe in his arms, loved.

Until she wasn't.

Her dad had died first, bleeding-out from the gash in his neck before the flames raced over the Bentley's crumpled hood. That blood had fountained over Ma's hands as she tried to staunch the bleeding.

Vlad looked away, rubbing at the knotted skin hidden under the long sleeve of her top, before the memory of those flames did more than lick her wrist.

Of the other three images at the web's centre, one was black. No face, only a description: "Mastermind".

Hamish Elwood stared at her from beneath "Mastermind", connected to the black square with a thin web of his own. Beside his square, another; blank just like the one above, although this one had a name: "RaZIeL".

Once, RaZIeL had occupied the top square but she'd long ago come to suspect the Scourge who caused the accident wasn't the one behind it. The technical expertise, the in-System muscle, but not the brains or the money.

Other connections flowed from those two squares, other leads she'd chased, other faces, other names, all relegated to the background as she drew closer and closer to her goal. Just as she was about to do with Hamish. 

He stared at her from the web, thin face twisted in its characteristic smirk, the tattoos on his cheek standing out against his pale, white skin.

She smirked back and cast his image out of the centre with a flick, replacing it with Ru Ping. Another flick and the oily reflection from the heavy's glasses filled the Mastermind square. She expanded it until the wall was filled with the half-seen reflection.

Blown up to thirty times its original size, the reflection was grainy and blurred. No hint of gender or age, let alone identity.

'Run the enhancement algos,' she said.

Another beep, high and bright, acknowledged the instruction.

'Time?'

A dialogue box—yellow text on an elongated black hexagon background—overlaid the image web.

// Estimated time to completion… 3 hours, 13 minutes.

'Alert me when it's done.'

Another beep.

She wiped the dialogue away, pushed the unknown person back into the web, and plucked Ru Ping's photo from the second ring. The image was blurred around the edges, snatched from a security camera, but Ru Ping's dark stare punched through it, seemingly unhindered by security networks or her thick, square-rimmed glasses.

In the half dozen encounters she'd had with Hamish, the other heavies had changed but Ru Ping hadn't. Always there. Always watching. Always wearing those glasses.

Vlad hadn't paid much attention to Ru Ping before, discounted the woman as just more hired muscle; a stupid mistake, and one she'd rectify.

'Run a background on Ru Ping.'

Beep.

She drummed her fingers on the armrest. The oily reflection seemed to wink at her. Had the other been there the whole time? In every meeting, listening to every word, watching every move and breath? Or had tonight been special? Had Ru Ping reported all those other meetings with Hamish and the oily face had decided to witness tonight's for themselves? 

There was a way to find out. Whoever Oily Face was, their footprint was in the nets. Vlad just had to find it.

'Did we get a network scan from the rave?'

// Yes.

'Show me.'

The image web disappeared, replaced by a complicated graph of intersecting, pulsating lines. Red and blue and yellow, they overlaid a rough map of the abandoned mall. A thousand different network connections from personal comms to phones to watches and implants, all sending endless packets of data into the sky. It was a haystack within a haystack blown in a cyclone, unless you knew where to look. 

Vlad knew where to look. Or, rather, where not to.

She scooted forward in the chair until she sat on its edge.

'Discard all public network requests.'

Beep.

The wildfire dulled to a quiet inferno, the red lines disappearing, leaving only the yellow and blue behind. The trails of private network uploads crawled across the screen, some thick and twisted, the chunky signals the overt sign of encrypted comms. Distractions.

'Discard all publicly-secured networks.'

The thick, tangled lines of encrypted comms followed the way of the public ones. Police monitored the obviously secured lines, if not to catch the dumb-fuck criminals who used them, then to catch the even more dumb-fuck ones who targeted the folk using them.

Only idiots used security like that, and whoever Oily Face was, they weren't stupid.

A handful of thin, pale-yellow lines remained. Local area nets, tethered to a person, or a handful of people within the same restricted area without so much as an old-fashioned phone signal between them. Just people and the hardware they carried on and in their bodies.

'Identify remaining networks.'

A list overlaid the scan, just four network designators.

// Drop It Like It's A Hotspot

// Wi-Fight The Feeling 

// 19467826573657UA

// Ab Lynksys 

'Correlate against all our other scans with Hamish.' If the person reflected in Ru Ping's glasses had been keeping an eye on her, on Hamish, their signal would be a fingerprint. Unique to Ru Ping and—

// No match found.

Shit.

Unless they were smart. Unless they rotated their names and protocols, switched out their hardware to mix up the mesh of electronic signals. But even then…

Vlad gripped her wrist tighter, rubbing at the scarred flesh. Even then they'd be tells, no one got rid of all their hardware all of the time.

'Find partial matches.'

// Match threshold?

'Seventy percent.' A thirty percent deviance, any more and every watch, phone and engine that'd ever been at the same rave she had, would clog the algorithm; hundreds of matches turning the haystack into a quagmire of useless information.

"Wi-Fight The Feeling" dropped off first, "Drop it like it's a Hotspot" three seconds later. She was putting her money on "Ab Lynksys", only a slightly less idiotic idiot than the criminals who used publicly secured networks gave their networks random—

"Ab Lynksys" died. 

Her breath caught. She stood—

"19467826573657UA" winked out.

Fuck.

// No match found. Update search parameter?

Fuck it. 'Fifty perfect.'

Another flat beep.

// No match. Update?

Frustration bubbled up in her gut. She gripped her wrist, fingertips digging into the scars, the pain an old, ugly comfort as her gaze found the outlines of her parents’ images, barely visible under the network scan. Her breath came short. 

'Give me anything,' she said.

The fifth person, the mastermind had been there, Vlad knew it. And she'd find them, even if she had to rip apart every single network, thread-by-thread, until she stared into their face.

Twelve years she'd been searching; thirteen years four months and fifteen days since her life exploded in a screaming, twisted inferno, since everything, everywhere, changed forever. She was done waiting, done—

// Ninety-four matches found. 

Ninety-four. Better than nine hundred, but still, too many to track quickly.

'Refine search to networks we've encountered at least twice before.'

// Eight matches with previous network scans.

She stopped rubbing her wrist.

Eight matches. Eight was okay, not definitive but a place to start.

'Show me the list, include the number of times they've popped on previous scans.'

A list of machine addresses, unique identifiers assigned to network-capable hardware—watches, smart belts, car engines, phones, anything that could connect to the nets—appeared on the screen. Eight lines of jumbled numbers and letters separated by colons. Next to each address, another number, the times her systems had scanned them.

The address at the top, the number beside it caught her eye and held it. 

Her fingers tightened around her wrist, and victory… Peppermint on the back of her tongue, the sweet smell of it in her nose.

Twelve. Someone, somewhere at the rave had worn the same smart-device on twelve different occasions in her vicinity.

In the eight months she'd been back, she'd only been to a handful of raves.

'Number one—' Anticipation robbed her lungs of air, made her voice high. '—Show the location of that on the map.'

The screen changed, the faint yellow lines around the old mall falling away, a small white dot taking their place. It was away from the rave, not even in the building, past the rutted-gravel avenue with its parking lot of hotted-up cars to the dark, unlit area beyond. It wouldn't even be on the scan if she hadn't left Ximisthus out there, under the lone streetlamp. 

A strange feeling started in her chest, a tight, squidgy sensation compressing her ribs, tightening the muscles across her back.

The place where Yu Zixin had waited.

She stared at the dot, stared at it hard, even as her heart squeezed.

She hated him. She did. But still...

Still, she had to force the words. 'Identify the user.'

A new picture lit the screen.
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The black Kawasaki with its neon green rims and slash down its side, roared up the drive, the high-pitched growl vibrating off the curving concrete walls. The sound echoed in the canyon, vibrating in her chest even as it thrilled up her spine – a comforting buzz. Except this time, it couldn't quite drown the nerves, the itch in her soles. What she wanted to do, what she needed to do, was spin the bike around, flash the neon rims, pulse the lights embedded along its sleek sides and twist the throttle. Feel the power gather under her arse, the acceleration pushing her deeper into the seat even as she leaned low over the swell of the battery and turned the Kawasaki's roar into a scream of speed.

She'd lean into the driveway's curves, feel the rough, black surface skim her armour-clad knee, the engine warm and furious between leather-clad thighs, the wind screaming past her helmet. The mansion's automatic gate would come up fast, and the HUD would light up her visor, the cross-hair reading her retina to unlock the minimalist black-iron twins with their square tops and millimetre gaps that gave the illusion of freedom from within the estate's two-metre-high walls.

But she couldn't do that. The network map and those twelve matches taunted her and the chill, sticky sensation in her gut—that nauseating mix of victory and betrayal—wouldn't let go, no matter how hard she ran.

It would never let go. Not until she knew.

How had Yu Zixin been there, not just at the rave but the other eleven before? How had he not just found her but known she was back in the country? She'd come back from Germany quietly, and the raves… Only one person knew about Samael and she was half a world away.

The answers were inside that house. All she could do was keep puttering up the drive, let the speedo continue flirting with twenty as she climbed the last bend, the dark-grey canyon opening up, the walls falling away to reveal the mansion. 

It looked pretty on the outside—just like she did—two storeys of buttery-warm curves and sparkling glass, a covered walkway leading out to the drive, the blacktop fading into pale-grey gravel. Bushes lined the edge of the circular drive; vibrant, glossy green leaves and red buds carefully trimmed and guided into rounded squares, neat as a pin. Not a single brown or drying leaf marred the perfection, not a wayward twig or weed or blade of grass broke the effortlessly sophisticated lines.

There was a place for everything in the mansion, and everything knew its place. If they didn't...

The bike puttered to a stop, tyres skidding on the loose gravel, throwing little rocks at the curving sweep of stairs leading into the house.

If they didn't, Grandmother had her ways.

She kicked the stand down but didn't reach for the ignition or her helmet, didn't even look up at the big black door looming at the top of the tide-like stairs.

The clock on her HUD ticked down.

17:58.

17:59.

There was still time to run. Screw the questions burning up her cortex, the auto-gate with its reinforced, riot-proof bars. Fuck the road spikes that'd turn the Kawasaki's tyres to confetti in zero-point-seven-six seconds and leave her spinning out across the blacktop in another three-point-three-one. Shredded leathers and a bad case of road rash were a small price to pay to escape the mansion's embrace.

There were other ways to get the answers she needed, other leads to follow, other nuts to crack.

Gloved fingers tightened on the throttle even as her thumb hovered over the ignition.

18:00.

In the corner of her vision, the big black door swung outwards.

Do it, do it now. She twisted her wrist—

'Ms Tong.'

A shadow separated itself from the door, tall and slim and old. Older than Methuselah, older than the Himalayas or Noah and his fucking ark, but still straight, still pulling back his shoulders and thrusting out his rounded, knobbly chin.

She kept her gaze on the HUD and the handlebars through them, the engine still running warm between leather-clad knees, rumbling through the boot still propped on the rest. She wouldn't look up, refused to look, and yet she felt the butler's gaze piercing her helmet, the nanite-reinforced carbon fibre no match for Jiang's pitiless, diamond-tipped stare.

It speared her brain, a live-feed delivering its payload of duty and guilt even as it rooted her boots to the cold, colourless gravel.

The guilt wasn't hers, shouldn't weigh so heavy on her shoulders, and yet it was lead in her feet.

A single thumb-stab was enough to kill the Kawasaki, the engine silent, lights dark.

She swung her leg over the bike and stood in the light from beyond the black door, not yet ready to remove her helmet. Not yet ready to face what lay beyond without the comforting shield of the sleek, black visor and thick, nanite-reinforced carbon fibre. And yet there wasn't a choice. Not with Jiang staring at her, a single silver brow rising, just a millimetre, into his silver and black hairline, still straight and full despite the years riding his face.

Ignore it. Pretend he wasn't looking at her, that the disapproval saturating the air wasn't thick enough to choke, that she didn't care. She was good at not caring, at arranging her face into a stoney mask. Had practise. 

Grandmother had been an excellent teacher.

Vlad just needed a moment.

In that moment, as she tugged on the fitted leather jacket with its high collar, she imagined that the green Chinese dragon twisting around her arm and over her shoulders, lifted its fierce, embroidered head from her neck and spat fire. A great, furious billow of flame. It'd reach out, and she'd walk through it, burning away the sick twisting her gut even as it burnt the edges of Jiang's perfectly ironed vest, and the pristine white shirt cuffs peaking precisely ten millimetres from the sleeves of his inky-black jacket.

The thought carried her the dozen steps across the drive, the pale-grey gravel crunch crunching under heavy black boots. The dragon's fire unclenched her hands, pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. She could almost smell the sulphur on its breath, the stench of burnt wool and soot. Taste ashes on her tongue.

She made it to the first curving step, steel-capped toe kissing the concrete and—

'Ms Tong.' Jiang's voice dropped an octave and yet it felt like the whole world descended on her shoulders.

The dragon faded, head tucked against her neck, curling fringe flirting with her chin. It took the fire with it.

She stopped, hands turning to fists at her side.

Vlad didn't need to see the furrow deepen his brow, she could feel it.

The helmet came off. She shoved the black and neon green sphere—like the bike—at Jiang. Was it respect or fear that pulled the force of the thrust at the last moment? Perhaps it was both. Perhaps it was the disappointment in his old black eyes, the tiny tick in his jaw that'd show pain. Sadness.

Whatever it was, she marched past him and into the house.



<O>


Her steps, even in the soft-soled house shoes, echoed in the grand foyer, a dull thunk thunk thunk on the old, polished wood. The sound bounced off the two-storey ceiling, the soft, cream walls, the staircase, its two wings curving around the carefully-tended cherry tree blooming under the glass dome, high above, filling the air with its sweet scent. Sound bounced and came back at her, heavier, trying to weigh her shoulders, to shorten her stride and bow her back. 

Her hands trembled, fingernails digging into clammy palms, but her spine remained straight. Just.

Until she walked past the staircase, slipping to the left where two long, thin doors—juniors of the ones out front—stood open. She stopped.

The last of the afternoon sun spilled through the opening, lending extra warmth to the golden oak floors, but not to her. 

Vladana stood on the edge of the sunlight, palms still sweaty, muscles trembling against the need to round her shoulders and stare at the floorboards. Beyond the door, floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over a lush green garden, punctuated here and there by spots of pink and blue and white. And between the door and the windows…

An old woman waited beside a long black table, her lined, dark-gold face a perfect match for the shears in her hand, her flinty eyes hard enough to strike sparks. Straight silver hair fell neatly down her back, perfectly parted at the side, not a single strand daring to cross her square, slightly furrowed brow or escape being neatly tucked behind an ear.

Her clothes, as casual as they were, continued the perfection; a moss-green linen shirt, wide-legged black pants.

Vladana shivered as her grandmother ran that gaze up and down her body, a quick sweep taking in the dirt-splattered leather pants, the leather jacket dangling from one arm, the tight long-sleeved and high-necked black t-shirt hugging her torso. It seemed to linger for a moment on the waist-length braid hanging over her shoulder, to warm, just a little at the way the dark hickory tail curled, like it was waiting for a finger to wrap around.

That hard, blue-black rested on Vladana's face last, and whatever warmth there might have been vanished as surely as dreams of Santa Claus when it met the younger woman's hazel one. 

Where Jiang's disappointment lived in his aura, Tong Shufen's lived in her perfectly sculpted brows, the tiny curl of her dark-painted mouth and the lift of her chin. Old Woman Tong might have had to raise that finely-rounded chin higher to meet her granddaughter's gaze, but the head of difference in their heights only seemed to strengthen its power.

'You came home. You know how to do that, at least.' Her face might be lined but there was nothing old about Grandmother's voice, nothing timid in the way her words bounced off the clean, cream walls. There was nothing about Grandmother Tong that spoke of softness, not even the bonsai on the giant dining room table with its fat, curved little silver trunk and delicate white-pink blossoms.

 Vladana shivered, taking in the thin wire twisted around the tree's branches and the point-nosed shears on the table.

Especially not the bonsai.

Grandmother Tong gestured to the other side of the table, to the six straight, ladder-backed chairs lined up in a perfect row across from her, each one set with a full western place setting of gilt-rimed china. Small candles marched down the middle, the tiny wicks already burning, forming a delicate sweet-smelling wall.

'Sit,' Grandmother commanded.

Vladana looked down at her pants, the black leather turned matte with a fine film of road dust. 'I will dirty the seats,' she said, even though the words hurt. Even though she wanted to cross her arms, march back to the foyer, grab her boots and tramp mud all over the polished floor.

The old woman waved her small, fine-boned hand. 'I will burn it.'

Burn it, because that’s what Tongs did with trash, lest the filth spread and infest the rest of the clan. The crone probably wished Vladana had burned as well, gone up in the same inferno that had taken her ma. Probably.

Her hands clenched so hard her nails sank into her palm. The old pain stabbed in time with the stiffness in her knee and the pull of old scars, and Vladana's feet moved, soft house slippers now barely a whisper over golden oak floors. 

She sat, carefully straight-backed so as not to touch the finely carved wood.

Grandmother turned her attention to the bonsai, studying the delicate grey branches with their glossy green leaves for a moment before cutting a branch off with a single decisive snick.

Vladana's hands clenched tighter in her lap.

'Yu Zixin found you at last, I see,' Grandmother said, still studying the tree.

Yu Zixin whose digital signature had been at a half dozen raves, a half dozen shadowy, hidden places he didn't belong, not in his expensive suits and hundred-thousand dollar watches. Where he should have stood out like a peacock in a field full of crows, and where she hadn't seen him. Not until last night. Not until he wanted her to.

Her stomach tightened and Vlad couldn't tell if it was anticipation or denial making it do so.

'You have nothing to say?' Grandmother was still studying the bonsai; long, elegant fingers held the heavy shears like they were an extension of her hand. 

'Do I need to say anything?'

The shears flashed. A leaf fluttered to the tabletop. 'An explanation.'

'Of what?'

Grandmother's focus shifted, dark gaze snapping from the tree to Vladana. 'You disappear without a trace for four years, leave school, wander the world then show up back here eight months ago and do not say a word to your family, and you still need to ask what you should explain?' Another snip, this one quicker and somehow meaner. 'I raised you with manners. With proper respect.'

Nannies had raised her, servants and psychologists, tutors and physios and dieticians, but not Grandmother. The company was Grandmother's child, and Yu Zixin was her legacy.

Vlad studied the table, the delicate china—dinner plate, then entree, soup bowl, laid one atop the other—the silverware, nothing so crass as the gold plated kind, but with age and weight steeped in every tine and engraved handle. She dissected the candles' scent—drew the sandalwood and bergamot deep into her lungs—and made mental note of the carefully folded napkins—expensive linen, monogrammed with the Tong name, just in case Grandmother's guests forgot in whose mighty presence they dined.

Eight places at a table long enough to seat a dozen, set here, sandwiched between living room and the giant, sterile kitchen. A steel and granite showpiece used by chefs and maids, without anything so mundane as a fridge or 'wave in sight. No sink, no dishes.

A stage without warmth.

Pretend family, pretend caring.

The shears clunked when Grandmother set them on the table. She reached for a small spindle of thin wire.

The silence stretched. 

Vladana's nerves stretched with it.

'I graduated,' she said.

'Yes, I know.' Grandmother snipped a small length of wire. 'With honours and a full year early no less.' Wrapped it around a tiny grey branch. 'A bachelor of computer science and another of computer engineering.' Her mouth twisted on the words, but just slightly, a twitch at the corner of her nose, too subtle for most.

But Vladana wasn't most, and if distaste had a colour, it would have stained the air yellow.

Under the table, her hands turned to fists. 'I'm
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