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To Shawn, Tawnie, and Rosa.

This ship doesn’t run without her crew.
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  Previously In...


(Includes spoilers from On Impulse, Reliance Sinclair, #1)

Former Department of Enforcement of Criminal Affairs agent Reliance Sinclair discovered the body of her friend, Jarrett Viorel, brutally tortured in his apartment. He had been investigating her dirty ex-partner. Fearing she would be blamed for his murder and unable to trust the Department, she went on the run to find his killer and clear her name. 
The trail led her to Tazza Industries, the largest tech company in the galaxy. When Doctors Lourde and Adler caught Reliance breaking into their research lab, they kidnapped her to use her as a test subject for one of their black-market inventions. The doctors implanted an Intell neural impulse chip into her brain that allowed her to connect, hack, and infiltrate nearly every computer system that came within range. They never intended for her to survive the experiment, but she did.
While being held against her will, she discovered the Intell wasn’t the only illegal product Tazza Industries was developing. They were also designing bionic weapons, which had been outlawed for the past eighty years.
Meanwhile, Agent Grayson Wright and his team tracked Reliance across the galaxy to arrest her for the murder of Viorel. Wright learned she was being held at Tazza Industries, arrested her, and brought her back to Andaress-4. Reliance convinced him of her innocence, and together, they arrested Tazza Industries’ CEO Aurelian Tazza, Doctors Lourde and Adler, and the two underlings involved in Viorel’s murder.
When allegations of the bionic weapons development were raised, DECA tasked Wright’s team with investigating the charges and proving Tazza Industries’ illegal activities. Wright invited Reliance to join his team. She accepted, knowing they would need every advantage to bring down the tech giant.
The thing Tazza Industries thought would make them invincible might be the only thing that can stop them.






  
  Chapter 1

A gray-haired man walked across the stage carrying a bass guitar and a case. He set up at the far end, resting the guitar on a stand and attaching an amp bot to the front panel. It lit up neon green when he linked his cuff to it and tinkered with the settings on the holoscreen. An earsplitting feedback screech drowned out the hum of conversation from the bar. 
I leaned over to my boss, who sat on the cushy barstool to my left. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?”
“Positive. There’s only one Brackish Bar on Andaress-4,” he said while scanning the room.
Lead Agent Grayson Wright had traded his usual department uniform of black tactical pants, dark Henley, and forest-green jacket for a much more casual pair of charcoal tactical pants, navy-blue shirt, and gray zip-up. He’d even gone a little crazy and let a shadow of dark-blond stubble grace his formidable jaw.
We’d both arrived early and snagged a high-top to the right of the stage. A server dropped off the plate of bacon-and-cheese crispers I’d ordered and the pitcher of craft beer Wright bought for the table. I was more of a whisky girl, but the beer was light and refreshing and just the thing to combat the dry heat of a Salin summer.
A couple in their early eighties passed by, and their cuff signals pinged my implant with notifications. She wore a fuchsia sweater set with skin-tight black leggings, a wide belt, and a chunky necklace that glowed in the dark. His white hair was gelled into tiny blue-tipped spikes, and he wore a leather jacket that didn’t quite cover his potbelly, as well as sensible orthopedic shoes. They joined a similarly dressed group of octogenarians at the table beside ours who greeted them with a round of back-slaps and hugs.
The people-watching was fascinating, to say the least.
As the bar continued to fill, it was clear we were the youngest people there by a couple of decades. “When DeAjamae invited us to check out her band, I expected something a little…”
“More rocker and less rocking chair?” Wright supplied.
“Exactly. This crowd looks like they’re out to spend their monthly pensioner credits.”
A flurry of notifications splattered across my vision. My Intell neural implant chip was a greedy little bastard and sought sources of information. As each new person entered my three-meter personal bubble, the Intell tried to access any of their connected devices—cuffs and medical implants being the most common tonight. It also registered the band’s equipment and the bar’s payment systems, ordering stations, and cleaning bots.
Designed as a black-market device for corporate espionage and covert operations, the chip had no issues hacking its way into any of the civilian equipment it found here—whether I wanted it to or not. Information overload was a problem.
That many signals often gave me a raging headache, but I’d dosed myself with four pain tabs before heading over. At the moment, it was only a dull throb in my temples. It was worth it to support DeAjamae and spend time with the team. We’d gotten off to a shaky start—what with me being a fugitive and them tracking me down and all—but things had been good lately. The last couple of months, especially.
Being on this team was the best thing to happen to me in a very long time. I didn’t want anything to jeopardize it. Besides, I wouldn’t drag them into another one of my messes, not after what had happened to Jarrett. It was my problem to figure out.
Agent Ravi Singh, our team’s fourth member, sidled through the crowd and slid onto the stool we’d saved for him. Unlike Wright, he’d dressed up in a tailored burgundy suit coat and a black button-down shirt. 
“Wright, Reliance,” he greeted us with a smile. “Wow! It isn’t even dark outside yet, and this place is packed!”
“Yeah, I had to park my hoverbike three blocks away,” I said. “I didn’t realize DeAjamae’s band was so popular.”
“Have you been to one of her shows before?”
I shook my head. “The timing’s never worked. Her last gig was when I was traveling.”
Wright rested his hand on my forearm. It hadn’t been a pleasure trip. I’d been delivering the ashes of two friends to their families—Fax’s to his estranged brother on Sol-4 and Jarrett’s to his parents on Ritru-6. 
Ravi flashed me one of his signature smiles, attempting to derail my negative thoughts. “Well, you’re in for a treat. She’s amazing.”
Three more band members joined the bass guitarist on stage. All were middle-aged men who looked like they’d be more at home watching holocasts of the latest sports game.
“What kind of music do they play again?” I asked, because DeAjamae was the epitome of cool, and my brain had a hard time reconciling that with the scene before me.
“Songs you’ll recognize.”
“Helpful.”
“I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”
An older gentleman with a thick walrus mustache, caterpillar eyebrows, and soup-chicken skin shimmied his way over to the group next to us. He led with his bony pelvis, making little thrusting motions and shooting finger-blasters as he winked at the ladies. While the women were far too seasoned to blush at his antics, more than one gave him a perusing look, including the woman in the fuchsia sweater set. I didn’t miss the possessive arm her partner wrapped around her waist.
Wright poured Ravi a glass of beer and slid it across the high-top as the lights dimmed a fraction. It was still bright by normal club standards. Scented fog rolled out onto the dance floor from a pipe built into the edge of the stage. Light and citrusy, it tickled the inside of my nose when it reached our side of the room. The guitarist strummed a lone chord, hushing the crowd as everyone spun around on their stools toward the front. Someone whooped and it was answered with a smattering of claps and whistles.
A spotlight drone flipped on, cutting a beam of bright white light through the fog to the edge of the stage where DeAjamae stood. She wore a pair of low-slung, faux-leather pants with a matching bralette that showed off her toned abs and generous curves.
“Hello, Brackish Bar!” she yelled into her microphone drone. It was decked out with shimmery silk scarves that fluttered in the draft of its propellers. “I’m DeAjamae, but you can call me Miss Dee. We are the Come-Back Comets, because everything good comes back ’round again, and that includes music. How are we feeling tonight?” She gave a high kick and then pumped her fist to a round of applause. “Let’s get this party started!”
I let out a whoop that would be heard over her screaming fans, and Wright did the two-finger whistle thing that threatened to pop my left eardrum. Ravi jumped to his feet, clapping.
DeAjamae picked up a guitar and strummed a single note. “Get your asses out on that floor. I want to see you shake it!”
A barrage of old folks rushed—well, shuffled—to the dance floor. They cheered her on as she jogged to the center stage, arm raised above her head and waving. The band launched right into its first number, a thirty-year-old hard rock song that was popular several years before DeAjamae was born. I remembered my parents listening to it as a kid.
My Intell picked up a flurry of notifications from pacemakers, cochlear implants, dialysis scrubbers, and bionic hips, knees, and shoulders as people danced to the music. They appeared as rapid pop-ups in the lower half of my field of vision. Even though I denied the connections as soon as the Intell registered them, splotches of color danced across my eyes and a wave of dizziness hit me hard. I reached for the lip of the table to keep from toppling over.
Wright grabbed my elbow, steadying me and keeping me from making a fool of myself. “You okay, Reliance?” he asked. He’d leaned in to be heard over the music, and I could smell the bergamot and lime scent of his soap—clean, crisp, and bright.
“The stool’s a little wobbly,” I lied.
I couldn’t look him in the eyes, so I focused on his fingers pressing into my bare forearm instead. His grip was firm but warm, much like the man himself. If his hand lingered a little longer than necessary, I tried not to read too much into it. Like I tried not to read too much into him using my first name. He’d been doing that more lately.
The table next to us moved to the dance floor. Ravi scooted in to let the woman wearing fuchsia squeeze by. The blue-haired guy followed her, and Walrus Mustache was close behind. They found an open section near the middle and whipped out a couple of moves that I wasn’t sure I could replicate, and I was only thirty-two.
On stage, DeAjamae strutted from one side of the stage to the other, working the crowd. She looked the part of a rocker with her dark-brown curls streaked with pink highlights, nails painted electric blue, and a thick, blue bar of stage makeup across her eyes. No one would believe she was a digital forensic analyst in the Department of Enforcement of Criminal Affairs.
After the first song ended, DeAjamae stopped in the middle of the stage. “Did we like that?”
The crowd cheered.
“Say, ‘yes, Miss Dee.’”
“Yes, Miss Dee!” the crowd yelled back.
Ravi choked on his beer.
DeAjamae introduced her band members. Besides the bass player, there was a man on electric drums, one on lead guitar, and a third on some kind of complicated four-tier keyboard with a hose he blew into. They launched into the second song, and I recognized it, too. It was the anthem of rebellious teenagers when I was growing up. DeAjamae’s voice had a raspy, gravelly quality that suited the song well.
I snagged a bacon-and-cheese-ladened crisper from the plate and patted myself on my back for running an extra three kilometers that morning. Being planetside for the last six months had reminded me how much good food I’d missed out on while living in space for a year. Bacon was worth the extra exercise.
Half a dozen songs later, I was thoroughly enjoying the people-watching. Fuchsia Lady fanned her face with her hand. The guy with spiky blue hair who’d been dancing with her all night leaned in and said something in her ear. She smiled and nodded, and he headed to the bar.
That was all the opening Walrus Mustache needed. He swooped in, grabbed the octogenarian and twirled her around several times. She smiled and put a little extra sway in her hips as they danced, pleased with the attention. A few more turns and he plastered himself all over her like hellaberry jam on toast. He had some fast moves, and I didn’t mean with his feet.
Ravi spotted the pair, too. “I hope I have half that much energy when I’m their age,” he said.
Walrus Mustache grabbed her behind and gyrated their pelvises together in a way that I could never unsee. “Yeah, and only half that much.”
From somewhere deep within the crowd, a bra flew through toward the stage. It arced gracefully through the air in all its beige glory to lasso the neck of the bass player’s guitar. He kept right on playing like women threw their undergarments at him every day. Who was I to judge? Maybe they did.
The blue-haired man threaded his way back through the mash of dancers carrying two glasses of beer. He dropped in and out of view until he reached the pocket of cleared space around where his date and Walrus Mustache were getting down and dirty.
“Uh-oh,” I said and nudged Wright’s arm with my elbow.
It only took a second for him to follow my gaze and see what I saw.
Blue Hair lunged for Walrus Mustache. The beer glasses went flying, spraying the three closest people with alcohol. One hit a woman on her shoulder and crashed to the floor in a shower of broken glass.
After that, I lost sight of the group as the dancers scattered. What they lacked in speed, they made up for in disorganization. Several were jostled in the chaos, and one almost fell down before his partner caught his hand. Both men made it safely to a table, but if we didn’t calm the situation, someone was going to fall and break a hip.
All three of us stood as the band stopped playing. DeAjamae had her cuff’s holoscreen up and was aerial scribing commands at a rapid pace. The room lights flickered on, and she sent the spotlight drone to hover above the two brawling old men.
“Where do we start?” Ravi asked.
“Sinclair and I will separate the men,” Wright said, flipping into work mode. “You work on crowd control.”
A loud crack split the air and everyone hit the floor. Blue Hair stood in the center, arm raised, and pointing a gun toward the ceiling.
Fuchsia Lady screamed.
Walrus Mustache lay on the ground, clutching his chest.






  
  Chapter 2

“Is that a combustion gun?” I asked, drawing my blaster from its concealed holster inside my cross-body bag. Wright and Ravi drew theirs, as well. We crouched beside the high-top table, sneaking glances around the corners. 
Ravi crawled around to our side. The cheap wood materials wouldn’t provide much cover, but it was something.
Wright tapped the black cuff strapped to his forearm. “Sophie, connect me with Dispatch.”
“One moment. Connecting,” his cuff responded.
“Dispatch.”
“This is Lead Agent Grayson Wright out of Salin. I need a unit and a medical transpo at The Brackish Bar. One civilian down. Male, eighties, projectile gunshot wound to the chest. Suspect is on the premises but has not been detained. Male, eighties, blue hair, medium complexion, medium build, wearing a metal-studded leather jacket. Armed and dangerous.”
“Confirmed, Agent Wright. I’m directing backup and a medical transpo to you now. Be advised, estimated arrival time is five minutes.”
He ended the comm. “Change of plans. Singh, check the victim. Sinclair, see if you can flank the suspect.” Wright twisted the power dial on the top of his blaster. “Set your blasters on low. We can’t risk hitting a civilian with anything stronger.”
I adjusted my setting and heard the soft, high-pitched whine, signaling a full charge for my blaster.
“Ready?” Wright asked.
Ravi and I nodded.
“Go.”
Wright gave me a few seconds to get clear of our table so I wouldn’t be noticed, then stood up. “This is the D-E-C-A. Drop your weapon and put your hands in the air.”
The shooter spun toward Wright, slack-jawed and shaking. Confusion and panic widened his eyes until the whites showed all around. Not the face of a hardened criminal, but that only made him unpredictable. People did crazy shit when they were scared.
I eased around the edge of the dance floor as quickly as I dared. Most of the dancers had dropped to the floor after the gunshot, and I had to move slowly to avoid drawing the shooter’s attention.
Wright continued talking, keeping the shooter focused on him. “We can talk this out, but the first thing you need to do is put down the weapon.”
“I… I…” The old man looked down at the other man lying on the floor. “What happened?”
“We’ll sort it all out,” Wright said, taking one step forward. His voice was calm and measured. “But first you have to put down the gun.”
The shooter lowered his arm and looked at the weapon, as if he didn’t understand how it got there. Then he must have spotted me, because he took off at a fast shuffle toward the rear exit on the far side of the stage.
Of all of us, DeAjamae was the closest. She took a running leap off the stage but missed tackling him by centimeters. Her foot got tangled in a pile of the band’s equipment bags, and she fell. The shooter made it to the door, waved his cuff across the door reader to open it, and hurried out to the back parking lot.
“I got him!” I yelled to Wright and Ravi as I sprinted across the floor.
People stayed crouched with their hands over their heads, forcing me to hurdle over the ones I couldn’t avoid. I reached out with my Intell, letting it latch onto the network signal of the door reader and triggering it to open before I got there.
Cool spring air greeted me as soon as I ran outside. The temperature had dropped several degrees while I’d been listening to the band, and the coolness cleared my head of the dull pain forming behind my eyes.
Even this early in the evening, the low altitude vehicle lot was well lit. The old man was nowhere in sight, but he couldn’t have gone far. I listened for the sound of running footsteps or a LAV’s engine firing up. Nothing.
Cautiously, I walked down the aisle and expanded my Intell’s notification viewscreen, looking for any electronic signal that could indicate his location. The first dozen LAVs were stone cold and silent. The next one was still running through its cool-down cycle.
My Intell chewed through its privacy protocols in seconds and presented me with a list of basic information: owner’s name, address, and pilot’s license, registration, and insurance policy. When it pulled up the latest system diagnostic report, I made the barest of swiping motions with my middle finger to clear the screen from my vision. Once the Intell got its hacking teeth into something, it didn’t know when to stop.
A whirling noise from behind startled me. I spun in time to see a personal hoverchair zip by the front of the row. It was a deep maroon color, had a cushy padded seat, and twin neon-orange slow-moving vehicle flags flapping above the shooter’s head. The man’s blue-tipped hair whipped in the wind as he pushed the hoverchair’s thrusters to the max.
Shit. My bike was three blocks in the other direction. I sprinted after him, wishing I’d worn more comfortable shoes.
I opened a shared comm to the team. “Sinclair here. I have the suspect in sight and am in pursuit. He’s in a maroon hoverchair.”
Someone snickered on the other end of the comm. It sounded suspiciously like DeAjamae. Then Ravi’s voice came on. “I’m sorry, can you repeat? It sounded like you said he was in a hoverchair.”
I clenched my teeth. “That’s because I did. Suspect is heading west on Hyssop Ave.”
“Do you want backup?”
He didn’t laugh, but I imagined it was only through great effort. And I got it. I was running down an old man in a flying mobility chair, but void-be-damned, that thing was faster than it looked.
My feet splashed through a puddle, soaking my shoes and the bottom edges of my pants. My next few steps felt squishy. “No, I got him. You stay with the victim.”
I disconnected, and the headache I’d had earlier came back with a vengeance as I continued to use the Intell. A sharp pain shot from the middle of my brain to the back of my eyeballs.
Two blocks ahead, the shooter turned right at the intersection onto 34th Street and almost crashed into a couple walking their dog. It barked and strained at the end of its leash, trying to chase after him.
I looked down and to the left to activate the voice commands. “Show me a map of Salin with my geo location marked.”
A new window popped up, obscuring half my field of vision. My toe snagged on something. I tripped and stumbled but recovered my stride. I didn’t know if I’d ever get used to having the Intell’s information displayed inside my head.
It only took me a moment to orient myself on the map. 34th Street was a hilly, winding pedestrian thoroughfare lined with shops. There weren’t any crossroads for several blocks. Unless he ducked into a building, he would have to come out near Jasmine Avenue.
“Access program Minotaur. Set to transparency mode and overlay my coordinates. Plot the fastest course to intersection of 34th and Jasmine by foot.”
At first, I didn’t see anything. Then I slowed to a stop and did a complete one-eighty. The white line showing the recommended route ran behind me, back the way I had come.
Something wet tickled my upper lip. I swiped at it and my hand came back smeared with blood. “Fantastic. Just what I need.”
Bloody noses were one of the side effects of using the Intell, and they’d become more common. Nothing I could do about that now, though.
The Minotaur program was designed for corporate espionage by plotting courses around guards and security measures, but it worked just as well for chasing criminals as for being one. I doubled back, following the line by cutting diagonally through the LAV parking lot. My thighs burned—still sore from that morning’s run—and my stomach regretted eating so many bacon-and-cheese crispers. At least the rain had cooled the air, so it didn’t burn my lungs.
I ducked under the wing of the last six-person LAV. The white line blinked, signaling I should go off the path. A small embankment ran along the rear of the lot. I scrambled to the top, my feet slipping on the wet grass.
On the other side of the hill was a two-meter vertical retaining wall that dropped straight down to 34th Street. Apparently, the Minotaur program didn’t take into account elevation changes.
I leaned over the edge searching for stairs but didn’t find anything helpful. I did, however, see the suspect rocketing down the path. Blue-gray smoke trailed behind the hoverchair. One flag had torn free and the other bent backward at a near ninety-degree angle from the force of the wind. His spiky, blue-tipped hair had blown out to a pale-blue fuzz.
He beelined straight down the path. Pedestrians scrambled to get out of his way.
I raised my blaster and leveled the sights at the hoverchair. It wobbled in and out of focus. The headache from using my Intell had grown to the point of distraction. My right eye felt as if a hot needle were pressing into it from inside my skull. I pulled my head back, blinked my eyes clear, and tried again. With one eye closed, I forced myself to concentrate and took aim.
My hand shook, wobbling the sights. I couldn’t get a good fix on the shooter.
Stars! Not now!
There were too many people down there to risk a stray energy bolt, even if it was set on low. The hoverchair was almost to me. I shoved the blaster into the back of my waistband and sprinted along the embankment, running in the same direction.
Right before he drew level with me, I leaped from the retaining wall.
My momentum carried me forward, and then I fell. Fast.
The hoverchair flew about five decimeters above the ground. I slammed into it with a bone-jarring thud. My torso hit the handlebar. Something pointy and ungiving jammed into my diaphragm. The altitude regulator, maybe. All the air whooshed from my lungs, but I wrapped one arm around the steering column while my feet dangled over the edge.
The old guy yelped, startled by my dropping from the sky. He threw himself back, and—combined with my jump—sent the hoverchair spinning. I gripped on tight as my legs flung out from the centrifugal force. We made it three full rotations before the hoverchair finally teetered off its axis and deposited us both onto the ground. It bucked and thrashed like a wild beast until it slammed into the retaining wall.
Luckily for the shooter, my body cushioned his fall. I took a bony knee to the gut before rolling him off to the side. He didn’t look injured, but he took his time climbing to his feet.
The combustion gun landed a meter away. I picked it up and shoved it into my waistband next to my blaster. It wasn’t secure, but it would do until I got it into an evidence bag.
“Are you hurt?”
He shook his head. “No, I don’t think so.”
“You are under arrest for the unlawful discharge of a combustion gun, public disturbance, and resisting arrest. Additional charges may be added, including but not limited to, murder. You may remain silent if you so choose. If you choose to speak, your words may be entered as evidence in trial. You have the right to an appointed attorney or one of your own employment.”
“I don’t know what happened. One minute I was getting drinks for Moxie and me. Joe, he’s always had an eye for Moxie, and when I saw them dancing, I guess I thought he’d gone too far. I remember taking out my gun, but only to scare him a little. Let him know to back off. Then Joe was lying on the ground. I … I don’t remember shooting him.”
“You’re going to have to come with me,” I told him.
I didn’t have a pair of restraints, so I walked him back to The Brackish Bar in a come-along hold with his arm twisted behind his back. It was either that or wait for Dispatch to send a Department LAV for a pickup. Between the headache, bloody nose, and shaking hands, I wasn’t in the mood to wait.
It took about ten minutes to walk back. Neither of us were moving too fast. If the shooter had been any younger or even a little bit spryer, this night would have gone so much worse. As it was, I barely kept a tight hold on his arm.
I handed the suspect off to a waiting officer. She’d take him to the precinct, record his statement, and book him.
My leather cross-body bag was where I left it by the high-top table. I grabbed two migraine tabs and placed them on my tongue to dissolve. They provided little relief from Intell-induced headaches, but they took the edge off. Then I used a cleansing wipe I kept in a side pocket to clean any traces of my bloody nose.
DeAjamae stood with Ravi in the center of the dance floor, talking and pointing straight up. She had her spotlight drone aimed at the ceiling. It shone a light on a small hole.
“Hey,” I said, walking over to them.
She stopped talking long enough to give me a quick once-over. “Are those grass stains?”
We all looked at my light-blue jeans.
“Ugh,” I said, brushing at the loose bits of grass. “This is why DECA issues black pants and shirts.”
Ravi picked a piece of something I didn’t want to name out of my purple hair. “DECA has hats, too.”
“Hilarious.” I looked up to the place the spotlight shone on. “What’s going on here?”
“Bullet hole,” Ravi said.
“In the ceiling? Not it for going up there to retrieve it. I don’t care if I’m the newbie.”
“Turns out Mister Hot-to-Trot wasn’t shot.” DeAjamae snorted. “That rhymed. Anyway, the medics think he had a heart attack, likely triggered by a combination of his aerobic workout and his scare at hearing the gunshot. They took him to the hospital, but he should be fine.”
“So it wasn’t murder?”
“Not even attempted murder.” DeAjamae aerial scribed a command into her holoscreen. The spotlight drone shut off its light and flew back to her pile of stuff beside the stage.
“That’s so much less paperwork,” Ravi said. 
“Are we still on for tomorrow?” DeAjamae asked me.
I looked around at the orderly chaos. Things were wrapping up and with any luck I’d be out of here within the next hour. “I don’t see why not.”
“Great! I have a new idea I want to test.”
Ravi picked up one of the microphone scarves that had been trampled on the floor and handed it to DeAjamae. “Too bad about your show, though.”
She tied the sparkly fabric around her waist like a belt. “Eh, this will probably get the band some good press.”
“A weapon discharge and bar evacuation is good press?”
She grinned. “In the entertainment business, all press is good press.”






  
  Chapter 3

I swiped my hand across the wall console in the common area of my ship to shut off the holocast. “I can’t believe the city attorney let Aurelian Tazza off with a fine!” 
DeAjamae pulled a cable from her ever-present backpack, then plugged one end into her cuff and the other into a data port on the side of the console. Code scrolled on the screen. She’d stopped over to the spaceship park where I lived on the Soteria to deliver the news and help me with a project.
“Her assistant contacted me right before I came over to give us a heads-up. Sounds like Tazza Industries transferred the credits for the fine this afternoon. The slimeball’s already on his way back to Brione-2. That’s got to be some kind of record.”
My friends were dead, and the man responsible just bought his way out of punishment. A handful of credits to a man worth billions. He might even consider it a tax write-off. Just the cost of doing business.
Visions of my friends’ lifeless bodies still haunted me when I closed my eyes. Neither had had an easy death. Jarrett had been brutally tortured for information. Fax—who’d received the same experimental neural implant as me—had died when Doctor Kandall Lourde ripped it out of his brain to prevent the authorities from discovering its existence.
“Hey,” DeAjamae said, squeezing my shoulder. “At least Lourde got forty years. It might as well be life at his age.”
“Tazza orchestrated and funded the experiments. He should be rotting in prison alongside Lourde. What was the city attorney thinking?”
Her hand dropped to her side. “Don’t blame her. Six months of combing through his business records, and we didn’t find anything to counter his argument that Lourde had gone rogue and acted on his own. Plus, Fax’s homicide was outside our jurisdiction, and we knew going in that the evidence tying Tazza to Jarrett’s murder was weak. He made sure none of the paperwork traced back to him. Everything was in Lourde’s name. She weighed the odds of winning at trial and figured this was the best deal to ensure he received some kind of punishment. The plea bargain was her best option.”
I blew out a breath and sat down on one of the fixed stools beside the small kitchen island. “Yeah, Tazza’s good at covering his tracks.”
His tech company was one of the largest in the galaxy. For a man that wealthy, it was a slap on the wrist. Void-damned attorneys.
“We’ll find another way to get him. It’ll just take more time,” DeAjamae said.
I sighed. “I know, but it still sucks. It puts that much more pressure on the bionic weapons investigation.”
“The lieutenant is getting antsy for us to show some progress, but you didn’t hear that from me. I overheard her tear Wright a new one yesterday.”
Our boss wouldn’t be happy about that. “Anything new from the material we recovered from the lab?”
“Not much. Lourde’s lackeys did a pretty thorough job shredding the hard drives, and the server we confiscated from Lourde was damaged in the LAV crash.”
“Did you find anything on the medication he gave Fax and me?” I tried to make the question sound nonchalant, but judging by the look she shot me, I hadn’t succeeded.
“No, I haven’t been looking for that. Should I be?”
I shrugged, hating myself for lying to her. DeAjamae had a knack for anything related to computers. We’d spent the last six months testing my new capabilities. I’d learned a lot about coping with the Intell, but it hadn’t come without complications.
Last night’s headache and nosebleed were just the latest in a string of increasingly bad side effects I experienced when pushing the use of my Intell. The hand tremors were new, though, and they concerned me. How could I do my job if I couldn’t hold a blaster?
“Just curious. It’d be nice to know what was in it.”
“Probably the crushed souls of little children,” DeAjamae grumbled. “That man is pure evil.”
“No argument here. Isn’t that right, Walnut?”
Walnut, the guinea pig I’d rescued from Lourde’s research laboratory, gave a sharp wheek in solidarity before investigating the starting area of the new maze we’d built for him. It sat on the floor and took up most of the free space in the living room section. The base covered the access hatch to the engine room below, but since we were parked planetside, it didn’t matter.
The little potato butt was a short-haired guinea pig with light-brown fur and a white stripe running from his forehead to his belly. He had shiny black eyes, and the cutest pink nose and little feet that made me want to squeeze him until he squeaked. I didn’t, but cute aggression was a real problem around him.
The first time I’d seen him was in Lourde’s bionic weapons lab, and my implant chip had connected with his implant chip. It told me when he was happy or hungry based on the biochemical information his chip collected. I could even elicit responses from him, like hide from danger or it’s safe to come out by triggering his brain to release certain chemicals.
DeAjamae and I had studied his chip and our connection to learn how the neural impulse chips worked and how they might be combined with bionic weapons. We assumed that had been the end goal of Lourde’s research. He wanted to create weapons that were concealed inside human bodies and operated without the need for an external device, like a cuff. It would be a closed system that was difficult to detect and nearly impossible to stop.
Last week, DeAjamae had run a three-dimensional imaging scan on Walnut. Both his brain and the chip were minuscule, but she was certain his chip connected to his optical and vestibulocochlear nerves. That meant it should be able to send and receive visual and auditory signals, similar to how mine did. The maze tested her hypothesis.
She found the section of code she’d been looking for, paused the scroll, and aerial scribed in a new line of text. Then she backed out of the program and disconnected the wire. Walnut shook his entire body as the new commands synced wirelessly to the implant in his tiny, rodent brain.
As far as we could tell, he had a simpler version of the neural impulse chip than mine. We’d been running tests for the last three weeks to see what he was capable of. I could send an image to his chip, but we had no way of knowing if that image appeared to him as a visual thing the same way it did to me. Dee had come up with the idea of using a maze to figure it out.
“I’m all set for the next run, if you are.”
“Sure, let me prep Walnut,” I said.
My Intell was still connected to Walnut’s chip from the first run. I braced myself and opened the program that let me interface with his chip. A little viewscreen popped up in my mind’s eye, and the headache that permanently resided at the base of my skull mule-kicked my brain. I ground my teeth and did my best to ignore the pain as I navigated to his health program. We’d been at it for over an hour, and I didn’t know how much longer my head would hold out.
His vitals looked good. Heart rate, blood pressure, and oxygen levels were normal. Slight increase in brain activity, but I expected that since he ran the maze a few minutes ago. He seemed to enjoy it and had an excess of dopamine, serotonin, endorphins, and oxytocin floating around his system.
“Good boy, Walnut.” I gave him another scratch behind his velvety ear. “Try to find the pictures I send you, okay?”
He wheeked happily, but he didn’t comprehend what I said. Words weren’t his thing, but we hoped he might understand the images I sent to him to lead him to the exit door we wanted.
Felix, the ship computer’s avatar, chose that moment to join us in the common room. The thigh-high metal cat leaped onto the island and situated himself so he could look into the maze which was on the floor in between the couch and the walkway to the bunk rooms. His tail—made of thousands of iridescent-black, overlapping scales—swished back and forth, making a scraping sound against the stainless steel and knocking some of DeAjamae’s equipment off the island.
“Did the rodent do anything useful yet?” he asked.
I picked up the cables and adapters and placed them on top of DeAjamae’s overflowing backpack of parts. “Walnut ran the maze five times already to familiarize himself with all the paths.”
“This morning, I recalibrated our hazardous gas detection sensors, and I extended the stellar sails to recharge my batteries without having to pay for electricity.”
“It’s not a competition, Felix.”
“Obviously, because I’d be winning.” He settled into a loaf position with his paws tucked in and stared at the wall like he was bored, but his optic lenses were wide enough to still see into the maze. 
“I think we’re all set,” I said to DeAjamae. “Unless Felix has anything else to add?”
He didn’t reply, but I heard a cleaning bot fire up in the cargo hold on the other side of the wall. Felix didn’t experience emotions per se, but he often cleaned the ship when things weren’t to his liking.
The first image I sent Walnut was of the enormous pile of diced carrots DeAjamae had placed as a prize behind the door with a purple circle on it. Walnut chirped and waddled his potato butt over to the starting gate.
“That’s promising.” DeAjamae aerial scribed a note into the holoscreen projecting from her cuff.
In prior runs, we’d let Walnut explore the maze on his own. There were four checkpoints, each with a purple shape on it—a circle, square, star, and heart. We wanted him to find each of the shapes using the images I sent him.
I used my Intell to record an image of the purple circle and sent it to him. That was the first checkpoint.
DeAjamae lifted the door slide. Walnut walked through and investigated the space, his little pink sniffer-twitcher working in overdrive. He paused and scratched his ear with a back foot. My Intell displayed his biometric readings, and I saw a spike in his brain activity. He shook his head, then scurried through the correct opening.
When he reached the circle, I sent him an image of the square. Walnut zipped through the twists and turns of the maze. Watching from above, it was clear he’d picked the shortest path. He hit each of the checkpoints with ease. At the end, he found his jackpot of carrots and made several shrill whistles before diving face-first into the pile.
“Yes!” DeAjamae’s eyes sparkled with success. Her fingers flew as she aerial scribed notes into her holoscreen.
Felix simulated a yawn. “It’s not like he flew through space or something. Yesterday, I ran the cleaning bots through the ventilation system, again. Salt dust from the desert gets everywhere. Do you know how bad salt dust is for a spaceship?”
“I’m going to go out on a limb and guess very bad?”
He made a sound halfway between a humph and hacking up a static hairball.
I’d moved the Soteria from the spacedock to a long-term parking lot after Wright offered me a position on his team. I could have sold the ship and used the money to put toward a condo or a house, but I loved it. It had everything I needed, including a sarcastic, crotchety roommate.
Felix had been fine with the move at first. He used the time to run internal diagnostic scans and presented me with a list of demands for replacement parts and system overhauls. We’d been chipping away at the list every payday, but I sensed he was getting bored.
Could a ship’s computer even get bored?
DeAjamae eyed him warily, then cleared her throat. “Yeah, so, this tells us Walnut can see images that you send him. Can you reverse the feed to see what he’s seeing?”
“How would I do that?” I asked.
“Hmm, maybe try visual display or the diagnostics section? There may be some way to test how the connection to his optic nerve is performing.”
I dug around the settings while my headache grew. Sometimes, it gave me throbbing pains or stabbing pains. Other times, it felt like an intense pressure squeezing in or pushing out. Like there was too little or too much space inside my head. Today, it prickled with sharp little pains, like someone plucking out my hair one strand at a time. I smiled, trying my best not to let it show on my face.
My Intell didn’t translate my thoughts into commands, so I couldn’t just think “see what Walnut sees” and have it happen. The implant first established a wireless link to a device. Then it read the neural impulses traveling from my brain to my fingers when I thought about aerial scribing a command and transmitted that command to the device. The difference was subtle, but it was much faster than traditional cuffs. Those did something similar by mechanically detecting neural impulse signals as they passed through a person’s forearm. The Intell also used my own eyes and ears for its visual and auditory interface, allowing me to interact with devices without the use of a holoscreen, camera, microphone, or speaker.
My fingers fluttered with the tiniest movements—it didn’t take more than a twitch to trigger the Intell. I brought up the visual display window but didn’t find anything useful. The diagnostics menu, however, was a different story. There was a whole subfolder devoted to Walnut’s optical nerve integration system.
I clicked open several files, and then one viewscreen began playing a live holovid. I enlarged it to fill my entire field of view. It felt like being dropped inside a virtual reality game. There were white walls all around me, three times my height. In front of me sat a messy pile of pale-yellow cubes. The diced carrots.
“I’m in,” I told DeAjamae.
Walnut chirped, and I hoped it wasn’t in discomfort.
“What’s it like?”
“Trippy. Everything’s so … big. And the colors are all weird.”
The view shifted upward, and out of habit, I tilted my head with it. The ceiling was open. A light-brown smudge hovered in the distance. As it drew nearer, DeAjamae’s face came into focus. She smiled, reached into the maze, and petted Walnut on the head.
Prickles of pain spread from the base of my neck to the top. It intensified until I imagined whole fistfuls of hair were being yanked out by the root. I placed a hand on the island to steady myself as a wave of dizziness washed over me. It only lasted a few seconds, but the spells had been increasing in frequency.
“Do you have what you need?” I asked. “I don’t want to push Walnut too hard. He’s already had an exhausting day.”
“Yeah, we’re all set. We got quite a bit of data for me to work through.”
I backed out of Walnut’s program as quickly as possible and severed all the connections on my way out. Blood roared in my ears. I was woozy and sick to my stomach.
DeAjamae had turned her back to me to enter in some notes. She leaned closer to the holoscreen and swiped a lock of curly brown hair that fell into her eyes. Most of it was pulled into a high ponytail, with hot-pink highlights making neon stripes across her head.
“This is fascinating. I’m going to make a copy to study on my mega-console at the precinct. Can you hand me that data dot?”
“Sure.” I grabbed a data dot from the counter where she’d left it. My hand trembled, and I almost dropped it. Quickly, I placed it on the table beside her and clasped my hands behind my back so that she wouldn’t see them. “Right behind you.”
“Thanks.” She groped at the table until her fingers brushed the data dot. She placed it on the reader and began transferring data to it. “I hate giving any kind of credit to Lourde, but this tech really is cutting edge. It has taken me months to sort out how he planned to connect the implants to bionic weapons and what that might mean for their capabilities.”
I shifted my weight from one foot to the other. “Don’t beat yourself up. You’re not a brain surgeon.”
DeAjamae turned and stretched her neck muscles by rolling her head, first in one direction and then the other. “We’ve been chasing bad leads and running into dead ends for months. Something has to break soon.”
“It will. You said yourself you’re only halfway through all that data we collected at the lab.”
“Don’t get me started. Lourde ran triple encryption on his files. I’ve got two dedicated servers chewing through them.”
The reader dinged. DeAjamae removed the data dot, placed it in a carrying case, and dropped it into an internal pocket of her backpack. She slung the bag over her shoulder. “Hey, Ravi and I are getting together at his place tonight to play some VR games. He got a new one he’s pretty stoked about—Fox Hunter 15. Want to come play with us?”
Air whooshed from my lungs like I’d been sucker punched in the gut. Jarrett had been my best friend for over a decade. We’d played every version of Fox Hunter. Debated strategies. Stalked the boards. Threw launch parties. It was our thing. I couldn’t even imagine playing without his goofy smile lighting up whenever we completed a new level or him giving me shit when I pulled a stupid move and killed my character.
My knees wobbled, and I staggered back to the nearest chair. Felix jumped down from the counter and sat in front of me.
“Reliance? Are you sick?” The scanner behind his right eye passed a blue light over me from head to toe. “I knew that rodent was diseased. Don’t move. I’m running a preliminary health scan.”
I waved him off. For a mechanical cat, he could be a mother hen sometimes. “I’m okay. Jarrett and I used to play that game together.”
Comprehension filled DeAjamae’s eyes, and she threw her arms around me in a hug. “Oh, void-be-damned! I’m so sorry. Forget I said anything.”
I sniffed, pulling myself together. “Sometimes it still hits me hard. It’ll pass though. It’s getting a little more tolerable every day.”
DeAjamae released me. “Send me a comm if you need anything. I’m here for you. We all are.”
I knew that. Like I knew they’d shift their focus from building a case against Aurelian Tazza to finding a cure if they found out how bad my symptoms had become. What mattered was shutting down Tazza’s attempts to develop and manufacture bionic weapons—shutting down his whole damned tech company, if we could. The galaxy couldn’t afford for our team to be distracted.
We walked to the hold, and I lowered the cargo bay door. She wrapped her arms around me, again, and squeezed. I hesitated, then returned the hug.
“See you at the office tomorrow.” DeAjamae waved goodbye as she exited.
Felix sat beside me while the ramp rose back into place. My hand drifted down to pet the top of his head. His scales felt more like snakeskin than fur, but it was still soothing to run my fingers over it.
“Why did you lie to her?” Felix asked once the door sealed. “My scan returned multiple health issues. Elevated heart rate, high blood pressure—”
“Stop. There’s nothing she can do to help, and she’d be required to report my symptoms to the Department. They’d put me on desk duty or give me a medical discharge. I wouldn’t be able to help with the case anymore. I’d be a liability to them.”
And Aurelian Tazza might never get the punishment he deserved.
“If DeAjamae can’t help, who can?”
There was only
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