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        April 18, 2029 — District Zero

      

      

      “I’m sorry,” said the pleasant British man when Noah stepped off the elevator on the 124th floor of the so-called Licorice Spire — the black, braided-looking downtown high-rise. “Who are you, again?”

      Noah stopped to assess the question, unsure if he was being insulted. He used to take any perceived slight personally, but a lot had changed in the last handful of years. Now he could take even the most caustic barbs in stride. The world had risen then ended. During the worst of it, Noah had laid the first bricks of his fledgling empire. It took thick skin to be Noah West these days, but he’d discovered the trick: You just had to remember that when you were doing disruptive things, everyone thought you were an asshole. Most of the world was too dumb to have vision. Until vision was seen as genius, it would be seen as foolish. People said Noah was arrogant to believe what he did and do as he’d done while building Quark, but arrogance was a word stupid people used to describe confidence — and modesty was simply another word for fear.

      But Clive Spooner, assessing Noah in front of some sort of greenery-filled atrium, smiled cordially. This wasn’t an insult. Spooner seemed to honestly have no idea who Noah was, despite Noah’s proper appointment.

      Or (and this seemed more likely given the megabillionaire’s reputation for eccentricity) he’d simply spaced out. Spooner had a charming, boyish smile and an affable air that complemented his upper-class English accent. The world had grown used to seeing Spooner as delightfully forgetful in ways that didn’t matter…seeing as he was so brilliant in the ways that mattered most. But that was before the Fall, when Spooner united the globe before nature broke it to pieces. Before the floods and the electrostatic levies. Before hordes gathered in Spooner’s native Wild East, lobbing the first of their spiteful missiles toward his new home.

      “I made an appointment with your secretary,” Noah said, trying on a smile.

      The elevator door shut behind Noah, close enough to pinch the back of his blazer. Spooner didn’t move out of his way but wasn’t blocking it either; his stance wasn’t confrontational despite his well-bred surprise at Noah’s presence. He hadn’t moved because he still had a watering can in his hand and clearly wanted to use it on the hydrangeas beside Noah’s head, which he’d been tending when the doors had parted.

      Noah glanced back when Spooner didn’t respond. The hydrangeas were near a lilac bush, which in turn was near a clutch of hothouse roses. There was a small cactus beside that then something overly green and vibrant that resembled a rain forest plant. If Noah wasn’t mistaken, he thought he could smell oranges somewhere, too. There was probably a full tree here somewhere, inside this strangest of botanical anterooms.

      Spooner waved the watering can at Noah and laughed. His teeth were very white.

      “Oh, that wasn’t my secretary.”

      It wasn’t a relevant clarification to make. Did Spooner really have no idea why Noah was here? And if he didn’t, shouldn’t he be curious enough to ask Noah’s purpose rather than making fine points about staffing? Or did it not matter because he was about to hand Noah pruning shears and gardening gloves and send him to work?

      Noah replied the only way he could think to: “It wasn’t your secretary?”

      “Doubtful, seeing as I don’t have one. You must have spoken to Larry.”

      “Larry?” The man had called himself Lawrence. A dignified-sounding name for a dignified-sounding man — unlike Larry, in Noah’s opinion. Lawrence had sounded like a note taker. Someone who merely made appointments and passed information up the chain. Like a secretary.

      “Anyway, dreadfully sorry,” Spooner said, dodging the Larry quandary, “but I still don’t know who you are.”

      “I’m Noah West.”

      “Oh, yes! Now I remember. You work with EverCrunch.”

      That wasn’t quite right. Noah didn’t work with EverCrunch; he’d bought EverCrunch. He’d done it without any of his own capital — a feat deserving of recognition. He may or may not have technically had control of the voting shares when that takeover happened for a surprisingly low sum, but seeing as he’d made plenty to buy out those shares above market value after he’d decupled the old company’s profits, Noah figured that everyone was paid and it had all worked out in the end. Even the Securities and Exchange Commission would have trouble seeing things differently — and given the wild frontier American capitalism had become in the Fall’s aftermath, the SEC had its hands full with behemoths like Ryan Enterprises and its questionable practices. They wouldn’t bother little old Quark over a deal where everyone had ultimately won.

      Well…except for EverCrunch’s founder, Ben Stone.

      But still, Noah wasn’t insulted. Spooner was one of the most powerful humans alive. His face was more known than any to ever grace a box of Wheaties — but he had an aw shucks manner that made even his worst gaffes seem more like charming befuddlement.

      “I’m with Quark,” Noah corrected.

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. It’s all coming back to me now. Larry put your appointment on my calendar, and I simply forgot.” He shrugged, again flashing that world-pleasing smile. “I hope you’ll forgive me. Did you see Larry downstairs?”

      Noah wondered if Spooner was seriously confusing the man who must be his executive assistant with a common doorman. It hadn’t been much easier to reach Lawrence the Assistant than Spooner himself. Noah had needed to clear his way through two pre-assistants before Lawrence. Despite the yes-sir way he’d taken Noah’s appointment, “Larry” clearly had more status than opening doors and tipping his cap to incomers.

      “No.”

      “Then how did you know to come here to this floor instead of my office?”

      Noah looked around. He was essentially in a greenhouse, albeit a strange one. He could see the sky through tinted glass in the double-tall room, but the sprawling space was subdivided into many smaller enclosures. Some of the greenhouses-within-greenhouses were made of emerald glass, and some were transparent. Some were square and others dome shaped, as if intended to cover a single large plant and nothing more. There were some uncovered plants throughout the intervening area and some that only seemed to be uncovered — though on closer inspection, Noah could see the air around them shimmer, as if covered by permeable force fields.

      “This is where the elevator took me.”

      Spooner rolled his eyes. “Right. I forgot it did that.”

      He didn’t bother to explain what “that” meant. Noah was going to ask, but Spooner seemed to lose interest. He turned and sprinkled water onto a plant Noah had never seen before. The water never reached the plant; it struck one of those shimmering fields and turned to steam as it entered a transparent bubble, creating instant humidity.

      Unsure what to do, Noah followed Spooner as the man meandered and watered. It was like he’d already forgotten Noah and had returned to his rounds.

      The pattern of watering (some turning to steam, some sinking dutifully into soil at the plants’ feet) looked almost random, but Noah knew it wasn’t. Spooner wasn’t the good-natured bumbler he sometimes showed to the press. This man was ruthless behind closed doors, Noah felt certain — and had heard from powerful friends more than once. You didn’t stake a claim in the world and win the hearts and minds of a planetary population by accident. You didn’t get billions of people to unite and build your empire for you without a plan.

      “What is all of this?” Noah asked, watching Spooner on his rounds.

      “Relaxation. This tending can be automated, but I can’t resist coming down here to do some of it myself. My grandfather had a garden back in Merry Old England, and I used to help him weed and maintain it. I suppose this is my way of going home.”

      Noah was watching the plants as they passed. He doubted Spooner’s grandfather’s garden had been anything like this. Almost every plant was in a capsule of some sort, though the separations were mostly invisible. The diversity of foliage was baffling. Noah saw orchids next to water-sparing desert vegetation. There were many plants he didn’t recognize. In one large enclosure, tomato vines had slithered around stakes…but the stakes had left the soil and now floated with the tomatoes and vines, defying gravity.

      “This is moon technology,” said Noah. He blinked up at Spooner, suddenly wondering if this had been an accidental meeting after all. The building’s spire was twisted, as if the architect had grabbed its top floors while the Ryan steel had been cooling and turned it a few times around. The elevators traversed the building’s spiraling exterior at the edges to look across the city, and at top speed the ride up had managed to make Noah dizzy. Now Spooner was showing him high-end technology in a way that seemed casual and doddering, but its side effect was to make it clear to Noah exactly the kinds of things a man like Clive Spooner could afford to take for granted.

      Spooner turned. His smile didn’t look manipulative, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t.

      “The moon is a rock. The technology is ours.”

      “But it’s suited to one-sixth gravity and vacuum.” Unable to help himself, knowing the conversational advantage it offered the billionaire, Noah squatted to inspect the tomatoes. He looked up. “Rumor said that toward the end of the moon project, you could grow grass on the base’s front lawn.”

      Spooner’s smile widened. He looked like one of his thousands of magazine covers.

      “I heard that one. But no matter how excited people were back then, the sad truth is that even our project couldn’t grow life in absolute zero temperatures, in the dark, without an atmosphere.”

      “But with a permeable force field…”

      “Terraforming,” Spooner said, nodding. “I know; I read some of that research myself. Which is saying a lot, considering all the wikis crowdsourced for various operations relating to our lunar base.” Noah noticed Spooner’s careful use of the plural pronoun: our. Off-guard, though, he felt quite sure that Spooner would have said my lunar base. “It interested me enough to poke around a bit, unlike all the tech specs. Truth is, I could make neither hide nor hair of most of the structure up there now. All of the technology. There may be a million of those little POV cameras flying around, but I have no idea for sure, and I’ve never used one myself except for when they were demo’d for my approval. It’s like I said: the moon is just a rock, and it never interested me much.”

      Spooner caught Noah’s expression and laughed.

      “Don’t act so shocked. I doubt Henry Ford was fascinated by automobiles, and I’ll bet Edison and Tesla got enough shocks to wish electricity would go away. You’re one of us, Mr. West. It’s innovation that’s interesting to people like you and me, not its substrate. People see the radio telescope and the far-side labs as world changers, but it was the people’s fascination with them that drove their crowdsourced, crowd-funded construction. I was the impresario. I had the ideas and made it happen. Then the planet put its collective mind to work solving the problems of construction and emptied its pockets to pay.”

      He nodded toward the floating tomatoes.

      “It’s not really anti-gravity, and it’s not vacuum or absolute zero in there,” said Spooner. “Call it hydroponics without hydroponics. Something we discovered helped the tomatoes grow, in this case taken a degree further. They oscillate periods of lower simulated gravity with one-fifth gravity, just heavier than they’d have been on the moon. But it’s not much more than a parlor trick down here on Earth. And it’s definitely not a solution to terraforming, if the world still cared about such things.”

      Noah looked through the glass ceiling. The moon was barely visible, white against blue sky, nearly full.

      “Yes, it’s still up there,” said Spooner. “But if you didn’t know that, you wouldn’t be here.”

      Noah met Spooner’s eye. The charm was still there but shuffled back. How could he have been taken in by the man’s casual manner? He’d known who Noah was all along, and his arrival in the high-up greenhouse was in no way accidental. Noah had always been excellent with technology, and terrible with people. Now between the two of them, Spooner had seized the advantage.

      “What are you here to get, Mr. West?”

      His bluntness took Noah off guard, but he quickly recovered. He’d never been a charmer but was every bit as confidently bold as Spooner himself. Real magic was convincing others to do what you wanted while making them believe it was their idea. By those standards, both men were magicians. And as magicians, they could speak plainly of things that couldn’t or shouldn’t be because both knew that impossibility was only an illusion.

      “I need to look at your fragmentation engine,” Noah said.

      “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”

      “EverCrunch didn’t use its algorithms for bandwidth shuttle compression before Quark,” Noah continued, watching Spooner’s wary eyes. “I wrote most of that code myself, and know it better than anyone. Your moon project sent more data across the network than any single entity ever has, even excluding the terrestrial components — on-Earth wikis and local clusters, things like that. Just the Earth-moon pipeline was enormous — so enormous that if you’ll remember, Quark built you a dedicated in and out that did literally nothing other than relay For the People data. Using our compression. Using our bandwidth.”

      “Of course I remember.” Spooner’s affability was draining like water from a tub. Noah West had surprised him. Spooner seemed to thrive on three things: wealth, popularity, and a sense of permanent control. That meant always knowing more than your opponent. But Spooner could sense something coming that he’d been blind to, and it was making him uneasy.

      “We can speak plainly, can’t we, Mr. Spooner?”

      Spooner set the watering can down. “Call me Clive.”

      “Call me Noah, Clive.”

      “Would you like to come up to my office?”

      Giving this conversation breathing room would be a bad idea, so Noah shook his head and spoke plainly without specific permission.

      “The problem with encryption is that you can’t truly lock anything down without using a key. The more I worked with Ben Stone’s algorithms, the more that became an obvious weakness. Because the prime keys used on both ends were so large, they were considered unbreakable, but it’s always been a case of good enough. Our solution to make data safe, as with our predecessors, was to make those keys increasingly bigger. No brute force attack — simply trying sequential key after key until the code finally broke — could crack our encryption, especially as fast as I made it move. Until we solve the idea of resident AI code makers in the network, it’s the best we can do.”

      Spooner sat on a bench amid the plants, and Noah felt himself looking down.

      “But then I asked a question. We made the Internet faster by applying our compression algorithms to data packets traversing the network. So what would happen if the same thinking was applied to encryption?” Noah shrugged. “Or, maybe, to decryption.”

      “You found a way to use the EverCrunch algorithms to break codes?”

      “To speed up brute force code breaking engines.” Noah smiled. “How fast can you count to a nonillion, Clive? Because I’ll bet we can do it faster.”

      “I don’t see what this has to do with — ”

      “Comparing the stream leaving Earth and returning through veracity buffers on the moon, an interesting pattern emerged. We realized that although we were able to expand all of the confidential data you were quite illegally siphoning from the bottoms of the wikis and what’s supposed to be aggregate user metadata, we couldn’t make sense of it.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Noah sat on a bench opposite Spooner. Around them, the greenhouse teemed with leaves, moving sunlight, and shadows.

      “Water under the bridge, as far as humanity is concerned,” Noah said. “The Fall and the end of the East sort of cancel all of that out. I’m in a unique position to understand why you were pulling user data you shouldn’t have been, believe me. It’s why I’m here in the first place.”

      Spooner watched Noah, unsure.

      “It’s a staggering amount of information,” Noah continued. “Using EverCrunch, Quark can compress that data to nothing. We can make it manageable in size. Send it quickly across the network. We can, as I said, pop the cork on compression and peek in all we want. But there’s too much of it to be worth having, like the proverbial needle in a haystack…if you didn’t know what a needle looked like or why you’d care to find it.” He resettled on the bench. “In other words, the one thing we can’t do — and the thing you seem able to do, somehow — is to use all that information.”

      “Knowing details about the underlying users let us tailor experiences and target our fundraising requests,” said Spooner. Noah knew it was a partial answer but didn’t care for reasons. He cared much more about the man’s methods.

      “Best we can tell,” Noah said, “some sort of engine was fragmenting that incoming gusher of data then assembling it like a puzzle.”

      “Why would we fragment data that was already overwhelming?”

      “I don’t know, Clive. Why did you?”

      Spooner looked like he might try to protest further, but neither man was a fool. As far as Noah had seen, Spooner’s fragmentation process was akin to shaking wheat from chaff then drawing a highly cogent data web from whatever remained. It was like breaking two vases so some of the shards from each could be glued back together into a superior new vase. Like putting a deck of cards in order by first throwing them across the room to get the old disorder out of the way — except that the deck in this case had a nearly infinite number of cards. It mattered because Spooner’s process held a secret that Crossbrace would require to thrive. The world was overflowing with information, and that problem would only intensify once the new network rolled out. Without an excellent and supremely selective limiter, Noah’s baby would die. He’d wire the country and let everything talk to everything else…but if he didn’t learn what Spooner knew about fragmentation and reintegration, the network’s first breath of all that informational garbage would choke it.

      To Noah, the unseen process cast an elegant shadow: the ability to make something purer by shattering it into a billion pieces. Even without Quark, he’d have wanted to peek into this mystery’s innards.

      “Maybe you should tell me what it means to you,” Spooner said, his voice even but assessing.

      “The same as any of this means to you, Clive. Legacy.”

      “Legacy.” Spooner scoffed.

      “Power then. The ability to cheat.”

      “Cheat?”

      “Come on. Everyone with a brain knows the true value of the lunar base to you.” Noah softened his voice, made his body language more casual. “The dark-side telescope rallied the world behind a common cause, but that’s just the hook to hang everything on, isn’t it? No sovereign country owns the moon. I remember reading about your deal where, almost as a stunt, you bought the Mare Frigoris land from that nut who once claimed the moon as his property — but it’s nobody’s dominion. That makes it international waters, where you can do whatever you want. You can cheat. And accordingly, some of your business up there, from what we could see in your decrypted data, ranging from medical experiments to the creation of pharmaceuticals — ”

      “Now wait just a minute…”

      “I don’t fault you for any of it, and I won’t tattle. Besides, it’s right, in a way. Spooner-birthed hive thinking caused many of the problems that your Lunis drug claims to solve. I’d have considered it, even if just for altruism.” Noah gave Spooner a smile. “The problem is that no one will adopt it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because nobody wants less connectivity and distraction. They want more.”

      “You’re sure of that, are you?”

      Noah nodded. “I’ve based my entire business on it. Enough that, frankly, I’d have used the access I just told you about to quietly insert faults into the incubator programs controlling Lunis production if I saw it as a threat. But the world needs opposites to keep its edge. Agonist and antagonist. But in the end, there’s no good and bad. Only variety. Those who understand that — and have the means to control it — will need to band together.”

      Spooner chewed his lip, waiting for Noah, seemingly unsure of what was coming.

      “I don’t know if you truly don’t know me or if you’re just playing stupid,” Noah said, “but some day, all the world will know my name as well as yours. I want what my team calls your ‘fragmentation engine’ because one of my projects needs it — but I’m really after a larger prize. One that assumes the engine because it would be part of the bigger deal.”

      “What deal?” Spooner asked. “What are you playing at?”

      “Partnership.”

      “Between For the People and Quark? It doesn’t make sense. FtP is finished. Officially, the lunar base is barely functional. People stopped caring about staring out into space when problems hit at home. Although the East was willing to keep holding hands and get through this little global calamity together, the NAU seems to have realized it was better off and could get through on its own — especially if it didn’t squander resources trying to help those beyond its borders.”

      “I’m not talking about partnering businesses,” Noah said. “I’m talking about partnering us.”

      “Who, us? You and me? I’m not looking for another mastermind group to join, Mr. West. I have more money than I can spend.”

      “Noah,” Noah said. “Call me Noah.”

      “Fine. Noah.”

      “I’m not only talking about you and me. And I’m not just talking about money.”

      “What then?”

      Noah told him.

      The charismatic Brit dropped his doubtful expression and began to smile.
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      Micah tried to access his dashboard several times while waiting. Each time, he felt stupid and lost when it failed to appear in front of his virtual eyes.

      He needed to lower the temperature. It was too hot inside this immersion. His chair was hard and uncomfortable. He also needed a dose of calm. He didn’t like to show nerves, and these days he had plenty. It wasn’t so much sending Kai after his mother that had him on edge, and it wasn’t worry that Rachel’s friends in the secret club he suspected she belonged to would find out. Anyone who knew Micah wouldn’t be surprised by his siccing an assassin on his mother, and anyone who knew Rachel wouldn’t blame him. It wasn’t even Carter Vale’s Prime Statement bombshell about Project Mindbender that made Micah uneasy. But the stew of all three, taken together, was working on his gut in a way that no one stimulus could by itself.

      Micah hated the idea that any of his seams might be showing. He hated the way he felt less than totally in control. Most of all, he hated knowing that he’d chastise Isaac for being exactly as he was right now. If you didn’t like the way a situation stood, you changed it. You didn’t sit there with clammy hands like a victim.

      But he couldn’t change any of what was happening. He couldn’t accelerate his wait. He couldn’t make the inner office door open early. He couldn’t bully Lawrence, who Micah suspected might not be a real person, seeing as the real Lawrence would be nearly a hundred by now and not rich enough for the best enhancements.

      And now, he couldn’t even pull up the immersion’s dashboard, no matter how many times he tried.

      Maybe he was failing because he was too nervous for control, even though he should feel perfectly calm. Or maybe he was failing because The Beam — in this place of all places — didn’t obey Micah above everybody else. But mostly, Micah suspected he was unable to pull up the immersion dashboard because he wasn’t in an immersion…and that he was, as hard as it was to believe, actually in Clive Spooner’s genuine office, in the for-real, non-simulated world.

      That wasn’t really a shock. Of course he was in the real world, but he kept wanting to pinch himself. It was so damned hard to believe. Clive never took meetings in person. Not even with the man he’d known since he was a manipulative little toddler — or at least that’s how it sometimes seemed.

      Clive had known Rachel Ryan back when she’d still had human bones. He always had and always would dwarf even the great Micah Ryan in ways Micah could barely understand. Micah bowed before no one, but he’d grown up in the shadow of the man who’d turned the rock circling the planet into an international treasure. Nobody pulled as many strings as Clive once had — as he still, in all probability, still pulled better than anyone today, even in the walled-off East. Micah was too good for heroes, but he’d watched Clive Spooner captivate the world, same as everyone, and that conditioning ran deep.

      And now Clive had accepted an in-person meeting. Here, in his office, at the top of the twisted black Licorice Spire.

      Micah looked at Lawrence, wondering if the man was a clone. Supposedly, they existed, and his lack of certainty felt like an unforgivable gap in knowledge. When Xenia could do all it could for the Beau Monde with its biological replacements, why would anyone bother to duplicate unenhanced human flesh as a clone? And even if it was possible, would you clone simply to preserve a competent assistant? Why even have an assistant when AI could surely do it better than Lawrence 2?

      Micah stood. Lawrence looked over. He looked maybe twenty-eight and had an embarrassingly boring haircut.

      “Tell him I have an appointment,” said Micah.

      “He knows you have an appointment, Mr. Ryan.”

      Micah swore inside. That had backfired. He’d meant that he wanted Clive to know he had a different appointment (something that might make him seem important by implication) and that Clive’s lack of punctuality was going to make him miss it. He wanted to flex his muscles and let Clive know that even the great mogul wasn’t the only important thing on Micah’s schedule. But all he’d done, by phrasing things wrong, was force Lawrence to remind Micah that Clive knew he was out here and yet was in no hurry to honor his time.

      “Can I get you something while you wait?” Lawrence asked. As if Micah could be pacified with shitty coffee. As if Micah were just another supplicant, waiting on bent knee.

      “I meant, I have another appointment. I need to leave soon if I’m going to make it.”

      Lawrence watched him pleasantly.

      Micah took a step toward the hallway door, waiting for Lawrence to stop him.

      “I need to leave,” he repeated. “I’ve scheduled these too close together, and I’d assumed we’d be on time.” He resisted the urge to tap the wall to show Lawrence what time it actually was. He knew from his display that Spooner had kept him waiting for nearly twenty minutes already, but showing the assistant might shame him into action.

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Ryan.” Lawrence looked back at his screen. It was so thin that Micah literally couldn’t see it from the side — an ergonomic floating model buoyed by nanobots and made to adjust to the viewer’s eye level as it changed throughout the day. As Micah looked at Lawrence now, it seemed that Clive’s assistant was simply ignoring him.

      “Unless you want to ring in and tell him. That I have a short window before I absolutely must leave, I mean. But it would have to be right now.”

      Lawrence gave Micah a pleasant smile. “Mr. Spooner prefers not to be disturbed while working. I let him know when you arrived.”

      “You may want to remind him, though, seeing as I have to go.”

      Another smile. “That’s quite all right, Mr. Ryan. If you must leave, you can call anytime to reschedule. Have a pleasant afternoon.”

      Micah stood where he was for a moment then returned to his hard, uncomfortable seat. He was just letting his head hang in defeat when the inner door opened. A boyish shout greeted him before he could compose himself enough to muster some dignity.

      “Micah! It’s so nice to see you in person, young man.”

      Micah made his face cordial but otherwise neutral. Clive had always called him “young man.” In Micah’s mind, it wasn’t unlike being called “kiddo” or “sport.”

      “I have an appointment,” Micah said, again looking toward the hallway door. “It’s very important.”

      Clive came forward and wrapped an arm around Micah’s shoulders, rumpling his blazer. “Oh yes. Of course it is.”

      “No. I mean, I have an appointment.” Again he looked toward the door, half gesturing to indicate his pressing need to be elsewhere because he was a vital, in-demand person who waited on nobody.

      “Sure, sure. I ran long on a previous call. I know you have an appointment, but it couldn’t be helped.”

      “I mean…” Micah trailed off, sighing. He wished Clive had just agreed to meet in a simulation, like a normal person.

      “Have a seat, Clive,” said Micah, gesturing, figuring he might as well try and order the man around his own office to regain some pride. But Clive was already walking to a bar along one wall. He didn’t seem to have heard.

      “Get you a drink, Micah?”

      “It’s a little early, isn’t it?”

      Clive poured brown liquid over ice then drank half of it in one pull. The cost of that long swallow, knowing the way a man like Clive stocked his home and office, probably exceeded most of the city’s yearly Directorate doles.

      “Sure it is,” said Clive, flashing his winning smile. “Nothing for you then? Fine.” He crossed the room, sat away from where Micah had indicated, and made himself casual. Micah, who’d been about to accept the drink, sat watching Clive swirl his own glass, ice cubes tinkling.

      Micah sat. The chair was too small.

      “Why did you want to meet in person, Clive?”

      “You were the one who wanted to meet.”

      “Yes, of course. But I assumed we’d meet in an immersion like we normally do.”

      “Mikey, do you know who I meet in person most often?”

      “I’d really rather you call me Micah.”

      “Your mother,” Clive said, answering his own question and ignoring Micah’s protest. “I used to have a chance to see you and Isaac. Now it’s all simulations. It feels like we’ve spent time together because we’ve met in so many — but I swear this feels new now, like I haven’t seen you in decades.” He sipped. “Nobody meets in person anymore.”

      “Plenty of people meet in person,” said Micah.

      “Sim this, sim that. Immerse this, immerse that. That’s the problem with being rich, Micah. Everyone always gives you the best, even if you don’t want it. Sometimes, I want the imperfection of personality. Not something that’s been sifted and sorted by The Beam. And what does it say that really it’s just me and your mother and — well, and select other people who’d bore you — who I take my real time to meet and share space with? I’ve missed you, Micah. Haven’t even seen you in an immersion for a few months now. How are you? How is life in politics?”

      “Complicated.” He shifted.

      “Well then. What can I do for you?”

      Micah took a moment before responding. Clive had always been his insider within his mother’s private group, but even Clive wouldn’t outright admit it even existed, who was in it, how much power it really had, or anything else. They’d always danced around the issue in veiled metaphors and winks. Only recently had things begun to change a little, probably lining up with his mother’s forthcoming death — sooner or later, depending on Kai. If he had to guess, it meant that Rachel’s involvement would pass to Micah when she shuffled off this mortal coil. But begging to know more — even after Clive asked a question Micah could answer with a too-curious question of his own — would probably result in frustration. It was maddening how well Clive kept the group’s secrets.

      Instead of asking directly about the group (“Panel,” he’d heard it called) and his chances of joining the zenith of elite, Micah sniffed at its edges.

      “I’m concerned about my mother’s health.”

      Clive actually laughed. “No, you aren’t. Just because you haven’t been in my office before today doesn’t mean I don’t know you, Micah. I remember ages ago, when your grandfather moved Ryan into the Yukon, I’d come to your house and — ”

      Micah cut him off. During the years about which Clive was about to wax nostalgic, Micah and Isaac had been in their twenties, but Clive’s tone suggested he was taking Micah’s seeming age today at face value and was picturing the two boys as toddlers playing with blocks.

      “Not that kind of concerned,” Micah said. “I meant in terms of tidying affairs. I somehow doubt the most important things she might leave hanging if something happens to her are written in her will.”

      “She’s left other plans in place for above-and-beyond matters. It’s not all with her attorney and will.”

      “Like what?”

      Clive half smiled. So much for sniffing around Panel’s edges. Micah was going to be cockblocked before he got close. “What needs to be addressed has been addressed.”

      “I don’t even know everything she has her hands in,” Micah said, keeping his voice casual, trying to pretend his question had been general rather than prying into the forbidden topic. “She’s on dozens of committees throughout the party — both parties, maybe, through avatars. There’s the whole of Ryan Enterprises…”

      “But you’re already running Ryan, Micah. She and I have discussed it. You and Isaac will each inherit half, but you alone will be the decision maker. You’ll do what you’re doing now. Rachel’s only instructions are that you let Isaac feel he has some control over the company’s direction, even though he’ll have none. The only change from now to then is that your credit balance will grow much larger.”

      Clive crossed one leg over the other, sitting back. Now that he’d told Micah what he already knew (and what he could have reminded Micah of over a voice call), he was waiting patiently for his visitor to find his balls and cut to the chase. Obviously, legal matters weren’t what had caused Micah to request the meeting, and his pretense was an insult to them both.

      “If that same number of credits dropped into someone else’s account,” Micah said, “what would happen? In terms of their social status.”

      Clive uncrossed his legs and leaned forward.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have some people asking me about Beau Monde. People who have been knocking on the door for a long time. I think if they don’t get the flag, we risk losing them.”

      Micah sat back as Clive moved farther forward. He finally had Clive’s attention and was again feeling some of his usual composure. Everything had been carefully phrased: the assertion that people were asking about Beau Monde, which wasn’t something anyone really talked about because it was all rumor. The assertion that they’d asked Micah, which put him in a position of power and implied authority. The way he’d casually mentioned the trailing identifier appended to Beau Monde Beam IDs — a tidbit that even the Beau Monde itself wasn’t supposed to know. And lastly, the way Micah had asked Clive about any of it — discussing highest-level information, bonding the two men together in shared conspiracy.

      “And who would these people be?” Clive asked.

      “Nicolai Costa. And a…another friend of mine.”

      At the mention of Costa, Clive sat back. He looked surprised in a specific way. Few people outside of Panel knew the secret importance of Nicolai Costa. Micah wanted Nicolai because of his role in making the modern Beam possible, but based on Clive’s eyes, it seemed Nicolai had deep meaning to Panel, too.

      “Costa came to you? Asking about Beau Monde?”

      “Indirectly.”

      “And what’s your question about credits?”

      “My credit balance is already enormous. Getting more won’t make me Beau Monde because I’m already Beau Monde. But what about Nicolai? What if he got the same windfall?”

      “Are you considering giving Costa your inheritance?”

      “I’m asking how it happens. How Beau Monde status is conferred. I’m asking if it’s simply a matter of wealth. Because Nicolai isn’t the only person who seems to have enough yet hasn’t moved up. Or been moved up.”

      “I will inquire,” said Clive, not at all answering the question.

      “And for me,” said Micah. “Inquire for me.”

      “You’re already Beau Monde.”

      Micah gave Clive a long look. He didn’t mean Beau Monde. He meant what stood above it.

      “Who makes the decision?” Micah asked instead.

      “It’s complicated.”

      “There are too many for your group to handpick them all. Even if Beau Monde is the top 1 percent, 1 percent of the NAU is still a lot of people.”

      “Like I said, it’s complicated.”

      Clive watched him, assessing. Micah watched him back.

      “Was that all?” Clive didn’t rise from his chair, but the meeting had apparently reached a stalemate.

      “There’s one more thing,” Micah answered.

      Clive waited for him to continue.

      “My job has been complicated lately, thanks to events nobody’s bothered to inform me about.”

      Clive nodded. “Okay.”

      “I understand there are limits to what you can share. But we’re all in this together, and we both know a lot of the supposed inter-party feuding is just for show, to energize Shift and make it seem to matter.”

      “It does matter,” said Clive.

      “In terms of the Senate balance, yes. But for the people, it’s just smoke and mirrors. Putting on a good show.”

      Clive looked like he might pretend to feel differently but decided not to insult Micah by doing so.

      “Maybe this all happened because you wanted a genuine reaction out of Enterprise. Meaning: a genuine reaction out of me, since the sheets care more about covering me than the president. But what you may be missing is that now that the Prime Statements are over, I’ve been given no direction as to my response.”

      “What are you talking about, Micah?”

      “Mindbender. You could have told me Carter Vale was planning to dig up that old chestnut. It’s not just my high-profile Enterprise role to consider. I also have a large stake at Xenia.”

      “You’re misunderstanding, Micah. Nobody knew Vale was planning to promise a return to work on Project Mindbender — to promise that Directorate members would be able to access it as part of their services package if it ever gets finished. That took all of us by surprise.”

      “Vale just came up with it on his own? Totally rogue?”

      “Maybe you should ask your brother. He’s unofficial head of Directorate.”

      Micah almost laughed. Isaac didn’t know strategy even at peak form, and he was far from his best self now. He and Natasha were somewhere between their normal acrimonious, bitchy selves and a gross version of twisted in love. Micah, who knew the whole story from both ends, was in a unique position to both pity and be disgusted by the couple. Isaac had re-won Natasha’s admiration by saving her from a siege that he himself had caused. Natasha had folded right back into the arms of a man she’d disrespected for years — but she likewise hadn’t backed away from either her decision to shift, her emasculating comeback concert, or her PR campaign with Isaac’s failings at its center. They were two people dancing with knives at each other’s backs. The sex, if it was happening, would probably peel paint. Or cause paint to leap off the walls in embarrassment and shame.

      “Isaac doesn’t have any idea what’s happening,” said Micah.

      “You’re sure?”

      Micah leaned in. “Do you know something?”

      Clive leaned back, shrugging.

      “So Vale’s proposal was out of the blue.”

      “As far as anyone seems to know without quizzing Vale, yes.”

      “What’s being done about it?”

      “Done?”

      Micah tried to decide if he wanted to voice his certainty that Panel, like Micah himself, sometimes ordered problems solved in lethal ways. Instead, he said, “Does what Vale said mean anything at all? Are there competing labs looking into Mindbender-type research? Was something leaked from Xenia?”

      “Relax, Micah. He’s dusting off an old idea and throwing research appropriations at it. They’ll spend trillions trying to make a square peg fit a round hole, and then they’ll give up while Xenia’s progress on the real Mindbender continues unimpeded. It’s a pipe dream.”

      “Do you think he believes what he said? Vale, I mean?”

      “Vale is as bright eyed and naive as they come. I imagine he still believes in the Tooth Fairy.”

      Micah sat back, feeling heavy. Clive gave a little wave, dismissing it all as c’est la vie.

      “Spice of life. And to think, we were so sure Enterprise would take the Senate this year.”

      “You don’t think we will?” It hurt to hear Clive say it, even though Micah had more or less calculated the same thing. Whether Panel had orchestrated Vale’s announcement or not, the idea of suffering another term of Directorate Senate majority — especially after he’d spent months believing the opposite — felt like a ton of bricks on his back.

      Clive laughed. “Of course not. The Senate will remain Directorate. Vale has pulled the most precious of tricks. He’s given the population something they can both aspire to and believe. The Mindbender pipe dream is real enough to have a kernel of far-fetched truth yet lofty enough to inspire the lowest people to new heights. As far as they can climb to heights, anyway. Starving Enterprise will shift to Directorate so they can be a part of it. Only those who truly deserve to be in Enterprise will stay.” The last should have been both self-evident, but Micah took it as an insult to his party’s promise.

      Clive saw Micah’s annoyed expression and stood. Micah, sensing the meeting’s end — without conclusion or anything learned, of course — stood as well.

      “It’s fine, Micah. Don’t worry about Vale. Don’t worry about Mindbender. Or Shift. Or the Senate. We’ll adapt. We always do.”

      “We?” Micah wasn’t sure what the pronoun referred to.

      “Your future is in good hands. I’ll just say that.”

      Micah felt like Clive was tossing him a bone. Part of him wanted to reject the platitude because it felt like pandering, and Micah Ryan didn’t need pandering. But the simple sentence still made something inside him stand at attention.

      Your future is in good hands.

      Clive didn’t wink. But it was close.

      Micah suppressed a smile. He nodded briefly instead, shook Clive’s offered hand in what seemed to be parting, and turned toward the door.

      “Micah,” Clive called from behind him.

      Micah turned.

      “You asked about Beau Monde. About status for Nicolai and…” he gave a tiny little smile, as if he knew something, “…others.”

      “Yes?”

      “There’s too much information for that to be a handmade process. You’re right about that. But it’s controlled. It has to be.”

      “So it’s AI. AI makes the decisions.”

      “AI proposes candidates, but they must be greenlit. And even AI must follow an algorithm. A lot of it is about wealth. But there is more.”

      Micah watched Clive, waiting for more.

      “Maybe you could tell me what you’re talking about,” he said.

      “That’s not something I’m at liberty to discuss,” Clive said. “But if I were you — in your unique, in-between position, on the cusp of something but not quite inside — I’d follow the wealth to find your answer.”

      “What the hell does that mean, Clive?”

      “Talk to someone who works with credits and exchange. Who writes conversion algorithms. The kind of person who might be able to write the rules for AI then greenlight or veto its suggestions.”

      Wheels turned in Micah’s head. Something was almost clicking.

      “And in unrelated matters,” Clive went on, “I imagine I’ll see you soon, at Craig Braemon’s pre-Shift event.”
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      “Say it again, Dom,” Omar said, holding his mobile next to Dominic’s mouth.

      Dominic looked down at the small rectangular device then up from Omar’s long, ostentatiously dressed arm to his ostentatiously dressed torso. Omar was wearing a suit that Dominic, who didn’t know or care for colors, would have called brick red. Although Kate, across the trio of chairs in a revealing dress that showcased her assets above and below the waist, had already called it mauve.

      Atop Omar’s ostentatiously dressed torso was his smiling head. Against his dark skin, Omar’s overly bleached teeth looked like Chiclets — a gum or candy (maybe both) that Dominic remembered Grandy used to carry. Omar was grinning wide enough to show off a handful of those Chiclets.

      Dominic found himself torn. He had two possible responses. He could either try to make Omar eat the mobile or punch his fist through the man’s pristine dental work. Both were appealing options, but he couldn’t likely do both at once.

      “Fuck off,” Dominic said.

      “Just say it again.” From the corner of his eye, Dominic could see the screen, ready to record whatever he said next.

      “Fuck off, Omar.”

      “Tell me again how you feel about Dick Grabel. Tell me whether you think he’s competent to act as your number two for security at Craig’s Respero fundraiser. Tell me if you think he can be trusted.”

      “I told you, he’s fine.”

      “That’s not what you said last time, Dom.”

      “I don’t like him,” Kate said.

      “How ’bout you, Dom? How do you feel about Dick Grabel?”

      Dominic pushed Omar in the chest. He didn’t want to be here. He was in trouble with the Lunis shortage and already had a ping from Austin Smith at NPS that his problems had doubled. The bug he’d left under Leo’s table had led to the arrest of half of the Organa village. He’d already dealt moondust; he was a damned junkie and would run dry; he’d betrayed a friend; he’d stolen dust from DZPD evidence to tide Leo over. Omar forcing himself into Dominic’s life this final time was bad enough without the lowlife’s humiliation.

      “Stop it, asshole,” Dominic said.

      “Stop what?” Kate asked.

      “He’s trying to get me to say, ‘I like Dick’ again.”

      There was a bonging from below Dominic’s chin. Omar pulled the handheld back and said, “Got it. Thanks, Dom.”

      Omar pressed the mobile’s screen, and Dominic heard his own voice say, “I like Dick.”

      “That’s my ringtone now. You wanna try calling me, test it out?”

      Dominic rose then grabbed Omar by the collar. Kate raised her hands, waving for peace. Dominic let go of Omar then turned toward the office’s other end. He lasted three seconds then turned back, unsure what to do. You shouldn’t have to deal with immature bullies as an adult, and Dominic wasn’t used to being the one bullied. He’d always been large, gruff, and blue collar — another of Grandy’s terms that was increasingly synonymous with Directorate today. Dominic’s solid performance in school (mostly under and after his time in Leo’s class) had earned him a few names, but Dominic had proved himself to those boys with his fists in the streets. The idea that a two-bit hustler like Omar was getting under his skin now in such a stupid way was infuriating. There was no correct response. Looking away felt like pouting. And as much as he wanted to break Omar in half, his rational side knew that teaming with Omar and Kate was probably the only way out for all of them.

      “Maybe you take a step down, Omar,” said Kate. Her voice was feminine and sexy, but her cadence and tone had all the finesse of a brick. Kate conflicted Dominic’s emotions. She was beautiful and alluring, but she moved, acted, and spoke like a man. He wasn’t sure whether he was attracted to her or not — though looking at Kate, it was almost impossible not to be.

      “I’m just having fun,” Omar said.

      “Maybe we just skip your fun, and you stop being an asshole,” Kate said.

      Dominic gave Kate a small nod of thanks. She must’ve taken it for ogling because she covered her cleavage and rolled her eyes.

      Omar shrugged, acquiescing. But because he was Omar, he touched his mobile one final time before putting it away and again Dominic heard himself profess his appreciation for Dick.

      “Fine then. You want to be business, we’ll be business.” Omar straightened his collar and tipped his eyes toward Dominic’s abandoned chair.

      Dominic returned the dealer’s stare, waited for him to sit, then plopped down with a grunt.

      “As I was saying before all the humor left the room,” Omar continued, “Dick Grabel, from what you showed me of the roster, seems the logical choice to head up security.”

      “I thought I was supposed to head up security,” Dominic said, trying to keep his voice even.

      “Officially, Craig Braemon’s event is a goody-goody, PR-friendly fundraiser to provide Respero Dinners for poor people,” Omar said. “But we all know it’s mainly politics. Politics plus its location in DZ puts it under the purview of DZPD. And that means you’re in charge by default, Dom, because you’re captain of Station One, where Quark has its annex.”

      Omar, as usual, was acting like the mastermind, even though he was just regurgitating what Dominic had already told him, using his own slippery words.

      “I don’t see why that’s a problem,” said Kate.

      Omar started to respond, but Dominic cut him off. “Anything that funds a nonprofit organization is considered public by DZ law, and that puts it under public protection. Add the strong political presence — the Ryans, for sure, maybe even other figures — we know will be in attendance, and the situation doubles. Police provide security like they would for either of the presidents. The stretch on resources this time of year is a pain in the ass because politicians use pre-Shift to exploit loopholes.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They can throw parties and call them fundraisers,” Dominic said. “Anyone here really think an Enterprise stooge like Omar’s man Craig cares about Dinners for poor people?” He shook his head with obvious disgust, as if the Enterprise was the only dirty party. “They invite political allies and get drunk, but the provision lets them do it on the city’s dime. All sorts of city services are forced to support whatever stupidity bigwigs put together as long as they register them properly ahead of time.”

      “Directorate thinking,” said Omar, scoffing.

      Dominic, whose whole family had been Directorate for as long as the party had existed, gave him a glance before returning his attention to Kate.

      “It’s a solid system if it’s not exploited, but of course it’s exploited plenty.” He eyed Omar. “Especially by Enterprise assholes who think the world belongs to them.”

      “We’re a party of people who take the opportunities that present themselves. Right, Katie?”

      “Police provide protection,” Dominic went on. “For the duration of every one of these things, captain of the Quark-allied precinct — that’s mine, Station One — receives a conditional promotion. For a few hours every other week or so lately, my Beam ID makes me a co-commissioner because it takes a few precincts’ worth of patrolmen to divert and cover the event’s needs, and someone has to be in charge. It doesn’t let me run the city, but it’s still a promotion.”

      Kate looked at Omar then back at Dominic. She recrossed her legs. Dominic, watching, fought a spontaneous boner.

      “So you’ll head security at Braemon’s event.” Another glance at Omar. “No Dick required.”

      “I can’t. I’m supposed to coordinate. It will seem strange if I’m patrolling Braemon’s apartment like a waiter. Problem is, it’s me who has the access needed to override a few layers of security on Braemon’s canvas, and that means I need to come by at some point anyway. So what Omar’s saying — what I was saying — is that I need to designate someone to head security who fits a specific profile: he needs to be competent enough to run the event without needing to check in up the command chain but incompetent enough that I can get past him without him shouting, ‘Hey there, Boss!’”

      “So you’re onboard,” said Omar.

      Dominic looked over. Omar’s face had changed. It was hard to believe this was the same person who’d just goaded him into saying “I like Dick” for immature shock value. Now he looked invested. Serious. Willing to talk straight in a way he hadn’t before.

      “I already said I’m onboard.”

      “I can hear the difference now, though. Now you’re thinking it out. You have in mind how you’ll do this, don’t you?”

      “We. How we will do this.”

      “See,” said Omar, “I like that even better. We. The three of us, as a team. You through acting like this is beneath you then?”

      Dominic wasn’t so sure about that. He still loathed Omar. He still thought the asshole’s crony Jimmy was a hothead who might, however ancillary to the main trio currently in the office, represent a loose end that could get them caught. He still knew almost nothing about Kate, and there was a policeman’s itch about her that made Dominic think there was a secret being kept from him. In his gut, everything about Omar’s plan felt wrong. It felt dangerous and stupid. It felt like he was crawling back into bed with someone who’d repeatedly burned him.

      But thinking through the plan — while dodging Omar’s abrasive personality — over the past few days had turned a few frozen wheels inside him. If what Omar said about the so-called Beau Monde was true, it meant there was an elite pulling strings that a fair world shouldn’t permit them to pull. And if Craig Braemon represented a portal to that elite, the good cop inside Dominic wanted to climb through it. Not to join that privileged group but to break it up like a ring of criminals.

      Besides, on a practical level, it was beginning to feel like this whole thing might solve every one of Dominic’s problems with Lunis and the Organas. With leverage, he would no longer need to be a drug trafficker. With privileged access, he’d be able to help Leo if it turned out the old man’s cause was just…or crush him if he was another wrench in the system.

      Dominic had tried to do things the fair way, and he’d always been stymied by people like Omar who didn’t play by the rules. Maybe it was time for Captain Long to start playing dirty, too, for the greater good.

      “Don’t push your luck, Omar,” said Dominic.

      “Fine,” said Kate, leaning forward and putting her cleavage on display. “You become phantom commissioner. You assign Grabel to head security at the event. The idea is to access Braemon’s canvas, right? You’re kidding yourself if you think that can be done even with commissioner’s Beam access. I had my own canvas locked down sixteen ways, and the right people were able to hack in like snapping a twig. You really think three hustlers will be able to walk in there and pop his system’s top if he’s the big shit you say he is?”

      Dominic’s eyes narrowed at Kate’s use of the past tense. Her story of a hacked canvas had the sound of something previously discussed, but this was the first time Dominic was hearing it. What had she been hiding that had necessitated such extreme protection? Who were “the right people” who’d hacked it? It might have everything to do with a smuggling arrangement between Kate and Omar, and that made sense. But Dominic’s instincts said it was something different. Something further in the past. Something she’d admitted to without a second thought, forgetting herself and her current company.

      But the moment passed, and Dominic’s eyes moved from Kate to Omar, who was smiling his giant white smile. The one that Dominic kept wanting to smash, ally or not.

      “I think it just fine, Katie,” Omar said, “because you ain’t even heard the good part of the plan yet.”
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      Sam Dial felt like an asshole.

      He sat in front of his laptop canvas, his anonymizer coupled and shielded, two separate timers ticking at his side reminding him to shower because he kept forgetting and stunk. The timers had gone off yesterday. He’d reset them. They’d gone off once today, and it had taken him a half hour to remember why he’d set them. In the meantime, the rabbit hole he’d been pursuing had sent him into a Beam hyperforum on Lunis usage. From there, he’d begun investigating add-ons he really wanted but didn’t trust himself to get, seeing as he felt sure most add-ons had location-betraying malware that may or may not be able to read (and report) their user’s Beam ID. After that, Sam had started to sketch out how such a nefarious system might work on paper, before remembering that camera drones might see him drawing. So he’d burned the paper on his stove then nearly forgot to turn off the range (the place was ancient; it didn’t even have an induction cooker) and had nearly burned the place down. Fortunately, his timers had gone off again at that point, one after the other, prompting him to kill the fire. He’d remembered the need to shower later and had reset them with no confidence that they’d properly alert him to his bathing need this time, or any other.

      As he watched his screen, ignoring the machine’s prompt to drag out a holoweb and browse The Beam like a normal human, Sam felt an itch. He felt like a massive dickhead. An impostor. A poseur. A fake. A douche bag charlatan.

      Sam stared at his Beam page’s open admin window, which was waiting for him to put his fingers on the keys like a caveman rather than dictating. Waiting for him to pretend to know things in Shadow’s superior, confident way. Waiting for Shadow to make proclamations like someone in control and with authority, knowing those proclamations would be read as the delusions of some asshole who’d embarrassed himself with proud promises to disrupt Shift.

      Did Shadow have any followers left who believed in him? Should he post as he’d planned…or would posting get him laughed at and threatened?

      He’d intended to write his update about misappropriation of city funds. About how the Beau Monde was swinging its big bat to get more than their fair share yet again. In the final days leading up to a rather undisrupted Shift (no thanks to Shadow’s big mouth and uncredited fuck-you thanks to Integer7), there was an increasing number of both Enterprise and Directorate events. All were supposedly fundraisers, all being paid for by the city, sucking off social services that poor people like Sam and most of Null needed far more. And the people throwing those events had the trailing identifier on their IDs designating them as part of the privileged class.

      That’s something Null would normally care about. But did Shadow have any credibility left to post on it? He could barely open his inbox without finding more threats.

      But it could be worse, Sam reminded himself.

      Back when he’d worked at the Sentinel, before he’d ruffled feathers in one of Sam Dial’s defining life events, he’d had all sorts of brain hardware that suited his hyperconnected youth. He’d lived on The Beam back then. He’d never been alone. He’d chatted with six or seven people at once; he’d casually offloaded parts of his memory to Beam servers so that his own personal short-term memory could divert to more pressing concerns. He’d never even turned on do-not-disturb, having crafted AI-mediated custom responses for use when he was sleeping then used a deep cortex enhancement called a Tumbler to talk for him until he was awake enough to resume talking consciously.

      Back then, Null’s threats wouldn’t have sat in his inbox. They’d have flown in front of his face. They’d have screamed in his ears. He’d have been assaulted, wounded, reduced to cowering before them.

      Disconnected life at least had this going for him: He could shut it off. He could compartmentalize, even if he didn’t like it.

      One of Sam’s alarms went off at the same time as a small diode blinked atop the Trill cabled into Sam’s anonymizer. It was another of Stefan’s inventions that provided a stupidly complicated solution to a simple function. If Sam had a working cochlear implant or even a decent Beam connection, the incoming caller could simply speak to him. But in Sam’s life, even calls weren’t straightforward.

      Sam, suddenly realizing that none of the cloak and dagger was necessary because he was supposed to answer the call as the reporter Sam instead of the criminal Shadow, grabbed his handheld, attempted to send the ping over from his hijacked and filtered canvas, and failed. The call ended. Sam grabbed the ID and called back, this time using his normal mobile and identity.

      “Nicolai Costa,” said a voice.

      “Mr. Costa. This is Sam Dial.”

      “I just tried to call you. Your canvas sent a reject. And now I can’t get video.”

      “I’m calling from my handheld.”

      “It’s still not registering right,” said Costa.

      “It’s VoIP.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Voice over IP.”

      Costa said nothing, probably baffled because nobody had used VoIP since before Sam was born. Even IP, which his hotwired system used, was an Internet holdover and wholly foreign to everyone. It was ironic that using a backward technology relying on Beam relics that the system itself barely remembered for protection was, right now, giving him away.

      “I’m sure it’s a glitch,” said Sam.

      “I’m hearing a ringing noise, too.”

      Sam’s alarm was still blaring. He threw it across the room. “Better?”

      “Yes.”

      “This connection is glitchy. Can we meet?”

      The sentence made Sam feel cold. He’d said it himself, but the idea of meeting a source in public? Meeting Costa in public? Being out in public at all? It was daunting. But his own lips had betrayed him because meeting Costa in public passed for normal far more than meeting in Sam’s rundown, paranoid nest of an apartment.

      Nicolai agreed, gave Sam an address, and asked if they could meet in a half hour.

      The second alarm went off just in time, reminding Sam that he smelled like an armpit.

      “Better make it an hour,” he said.
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      Nicolai had done his research on Samuel Dial, formerly of the District Zero Sentinel, previously of the Brooklyn Reporter, previously of an apparently short-lived paper-only rag at NYU called the Scene. It was that last that intrigued Nicolai most. Because while the majority of Sam’s articles (as far as Nicolai could find, anyway) skirted the edge while staying in safe bounds, he’d been able to find nothing of the Scene. He’d exhausted The Beam, along with two of his assistants’ on-foot efforts. It was as if the Scene hadn’t merely been a paper-only publication at all and had, in fact, been something considerably more nefarious. If it were just an old periodical that happened to rely on tree pulp, he’d have been able to find records: scans, on-Beam shares, even digital photographs. At the very least, Nicolai should have found secondhand reports from AI that had read the paper, even if they’d had to do it from across the room through a water-flow sensor in someone’s apartment shower head. But he’d found nothing. The Scene existed only as rumor. Those behind it seemed to have printed it on precious newsprint, distributed it below the radar, and only handed it out to people who weren’t wired and promised to burn after reading.

      In reality, that was probably a bit of an exaggeration — the kind of rumor that made the inane scribblings of college kids seem much more legendary than they ever could
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