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      A voice like cold blue steel pierced the darkness of Alexa Mathis’s bedroom.

      “What you’re doing? It’s a sin, you know.”

      Alexa’s head barely twitched. She didn’t startle, the way a person should when an intruder surprises her in the dark. Somewhere deep down, she had been expecting this. For decades now, constantly hoping despite the odds that their reunion would never come.

      But now here he was, today of all days. Alexa wanted to be angry, but she couldn’t even be surprised. The man was a splinter under her skin. Even death could never change that.

      Rather than adrenaline, Alexa felt the depressive spill of something toxic entering her system. It was as if a long-neglected aneurysm had finally popped, or an inflamed appendix burst: a threat’s containment failing, ice-thin safety surrendering to sepsis in the blood. Her eyes should have bolted open, pupils dilating to better see the horrors upon her. Instead, her lids closed slowly. She didn’t scream. She sighed instead.

      “We had an agreement,” said the man in the shadows.

      Alexa was weary, barely able to speak above a breath. “It’s late.”

      “Not for me.”

      “Come back tomorrow.”

      “Please, Alexa.” The voice laughed. “Tomorrow, you’ll be dead.”

      Alexa had been heading toward the nightstand. Her plan, before realizing she had a caller in the shadows, was to turn on the light and go about her routine a final time. There was exactly one piece of very high-end equipment in the old house, and right now it hogged all the bandwidth, leaving the rest of her home looking like it belonged to a Luddite. Alexa had grown used to flipping switches by hand. To making eggs in a real skillet, without Beam assistance. Staying hidden on the eve of the 22nd century required a certain Bohemian lifestyle. Alexa thought she’d hate being disconnected as a recluse, but found she liked it fine. She’d only immersed a handful of times in the past year (her visit with Stephen York was the last of them), and those digital visits merely served as a reminder that she was ready to leave this world behind.

      It now felt stranger to be online than off. Oh, how things had changed.

      Alexa still approached the nightstand, but now that her visitor had revealed himself, her reason for doing so was different. There was a small dish beside the lamp, with her salvation inside it. She’d wanted some ceremony for her last night on Earth, but he’d ruined that. She’d planned on hooking into the helmet, spooling up the home’s spoofed Fi, and dripping her final day’s upload from her brain into her now-holographic archive on The Beam … all to the accompaniment of Bach’s Violin Concerto in A Minor.

      There were two Alexas these days — one online and a second offline in a dying sack of meat — just like in the end there’d been two Noah Wests. But now, thanks to the asshole across the room, she wouldn’t have time to add the last of herself to that archive. Today’s experience felt important but not essential. Given her century-plus of life, one day was unlikely to matter.

      Alexa was more bothered that now she’d have to die quickly. No ceremony. No grand goodbye. She’d wanted to slip into bliss like a Respero patient … but now her exit would be more like the blast of a shotgun: barrel in mouth, trigger pulled with one naked toe. It was hardly dignified, for a titan such as herself.

      But the dish beside the lamp was empty. Alexa’s salvation, of course, had been stolen.

      “You son of a bitch,” she said, her shoulders sagging.

      “I’m a son of a bitch? You’re the one planning to leave early, Alexa. What’s killing you, anyway? Cancer?” The man laughed. “It’s been so long, I forget how people even get cancer. Do you have to get your hair wet, then go outside in the cold?”

      She rotated, and there he was: immaculate bespoke suit without so much as a wrinkle, brilliant white French cuffs shot and studded with links, one leg crossed over the other and a glass tumbler in his hand. His arrogance and self-satisfaction were blinding like the sun. A Greek statue. His perfect jaw cut from granite, a chest made broad before nanobot enhancement was a thing. His eyes were the cockiest shade of blue.

      “I didn’t plan to get cancer.”

      “No. I don’t imagine anyone does. You did, however, choose to purge your circulating nanobots before going all Howard Hughes. You chose not to prevent it with wellness treatments. Then, you chose not to fight once the cancer metastasized. Now … why was that, Alexa?”

      She wondered how he knew her history, but asking would feed the flames. He had always wielded his sources like weapons. Alexa had many reasons for accepting death, but they all had to do with hope and trust and faith — three things anathema to (and incomprehensible to) a man like Caspian White.

      “‘There are more things in Heaven and Earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy,’” she quoted.

      “And yet it’s Ophelia, not Hamlet, who kills herself. Stick to writing smut, Alexa. It’s insulting when you try to out-culture me.”

      She wanted to roll her eyes. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.”

      “Okay. It’s because I believe something you don’t.”

      “Still? Even after it destroyed your company and sent you into exile?”

      “I believe that everything happens for a reason. If I am meant to die, it would be arrogant to fight. I accept that there are greater plans for me on the other side.”

      “Is that what you’re counting on?” Caspian scoffed. “For your anthroposophic god to save you?”

      She refused to dignify that with a response. Alexa had been mocked her entire life for her faith, even after technology had begun to catch up and render her belief system into reality. She’d never believed in a god who lived in the clouds, nor one who lived, conveniently, in the hearts of the faithful. To Alexa, searching for a greater intelligence within the network made much more sense. That’s where the quest had begun for Alexa, long before Chloe Shaw — before even her monolithic company, O.

      Alexa had helped build her god. She’d seen it and so had her people. She knew, watching her brain’s archive become fully holographic on The Beam, that what she had always believed was true.

      There was no death — or at least, there didn’t need to be. But was she really surprised that Caspian didn’t understand? He’d always been a man to take his pleasures in the flesh, living for today in the most carnal sense.

      She flicked on the light. Enough of this cloak-and-dagger bullshit. The bulb was an ugly incandescent — the kind only sold at artisan shops this far from the city. Its light was yellow, and its sickly glare obliterated the mood Caspian no doubt was intent on creating.

      “Get the fuck out of my chair,” she told him.

      “No hug? It’s been … what? … thirty years since we’ve graced each other’s presence?” Caspian looked at Alexa, either offended or pretending to be.

      “Thirty-eight.” Technically, she knew it to the day.

      “How time flies.”

      “Why are you here, Caspian?”

      His fingers flashed. He had big hands, dexterous like a magician’s. When they stilled again, he was holding a single white pill between his thumb and index finger. “To save your life, of course. Or at least your immortal soul.”

      “You’re one to speak of sins,” she said, trying not to eye the suicide pill with too much longing. “This is my choice. It’s no business of yours.”

      “Oh. But you’re wrong, Alexa. Your baffling and cowardly decision to kill yourself when matters remain unfinished between us is exactly my business. Have you forgotten our deal?”

      “Our dealing died when you tried to steal my life’s work away from me.”

      “Are you referring to Chloe Shaw?”

      Her lips formed a snarl. Her skin felt brittle as it molded to hate him. Despite being roughly Caspian’s age, Alexa looked ancient by comparison. “I could have had you erased for trying to abduct her. Forget that she was a person. She was also O’s biggest asset.”

      “Spoken like a true madam.”

      “Chloe was always much, much more than an escort.”

      Caspian nodded. He knew more than anyone that Chloe hadn’t been just another high-class hooker, and he hadn’t been making jokes in 2060 when the woman bested him without lifting a finger. He’d had a long time to forget the indignity of his last tangle with Chloe Shaw. He could pretend acceptance, but Alexa remembered the way they’d found him after helping her escape. He’d been paralyzed so long, thanks to Chloe’s nanobot swarm, that he’d ended up soiling a pair of bespoke trousers with his piss. He was lucky Alexa hadn’t encouraged more of his humiliation with pics and video.

      “I’m aware. But you always forget that you did not create her. You found her.”

      “After more than fifty years of non-stop culling of avatar data!” Alexa snapped. “After expending more of O’s credits than I can count, then untold billions to cultivate her! Maybe Chloe was a miracle all along, but without me, nobody would have ever known … including Chloe.”

      Caspian’s cocky, insulting grin vanished from his face. “You forget, old woman. I was there through all of that. Who tested O’s first candidates, back in the twenty-teens? Who green-lit Bridget Miller, before she too escaped your grip?”

      Caspian stood to match her. “Don’t you fucking lecture me about patience and hard work. The only reason my company didn’t find Chloe first was because you stole her. Made her a pet, then protected her with your cronies in the Six. Protected her with all those bribes, with your careful social engineering meant to normalize sex in polite society — and, of course, to get people buying as many of your company’s fuck toys as they could get their hands on. I respect what O did, Alexa. What you did. But you crossed the line when you made me your enemy. If you hadn’t been so selfish, we could have worked together. Gamestorming had more data than O. We had the data to develop her into a full-on AI, not some sort of a …”

      He made a face.

      “… a curriculum for whores. But no. You refused to work with me. My data wasn’t wholesome enough, or ethical enough, or didn’t recycle and compost its garbage enough; is that about right? So instead of bringing Chloe to me, who did you go to for the data you needed? Fucking …” A vein had risen on his perfect forehead. “Fucking Robby Bobbins?”

      She had a defense ready, but instead found herself confused. “Who?”

      “Anthony Ross,” Caspian muttered. “He always felt like a second-tier Tony Robbins to me.”

      Alexa said nothing. It was just like Caspian to misunderstand Anthony’s work — to dismiss him as just another self-help guru.

      Uncomfortable with the silence, Caspian said, “Noah West is back.”

      Alexa scoffed. “You’re insane.”

      But a phantom dread climbed her neck as she tried to keep her face neutral. She wanted to believe that Caspian was crazy, and that Noah was dead like the world had long ago left him. But Alexa didn’t believe those things. When Stephen York found Alexa online just the other day (when that digital little girl, Kimmy, led him right to her Beam front door through means unknown), Alexa told him that her archive had just come alive like Frankenstein’s monster. One moment she’d had a loose assortment of uploaded memories, and the next those files were essentially a human mind.

      So what had changed? What had sparked life into her digital self? She’d told York she didn’t know why, that she accepted it as a miracle, but her logical brain knew there had to be a reason for those files to become suddenly coherent. For decades she alone believed that Noah was still out there somewhere, impossibly or not. Recently she’d felt it even more. For weeks now, whenever Alexa went online she felt watched.

      Sometimes she woke in the middle of the night and swore she saw Noah in the mirror behind her.

      “You predicted this. So what now?”

      She could barely hear his question. His voice seemed to come from far away. Alexa kept forgetting where she was, as if she’d already died and her mind had ascended to live on The Beam.

      She walked away. The bathroom was behind her, and Caspian not being in it was as good a reason for the destination as any. In a childish way — if only for a handful of seconds — Alexa felt like maybe she could escape this twisting reality if she simply put it out of sight.

      He didn’t rise or follow. She could feel him waiting for her crisis to pass.

      She turned on the bathroom light. Turned on the water. Waited for the world to stop spinning.

      “Take your time,” said Caspian from the other room.

      Alexa wanted to swear. To shout. Their last-minute alliance all those years ago had been born from desperation and weakness, and sanely speaking she never should have made it. After losing Chloe Shaw, the O Corporation was still wealthy and powerful but had nearly rotted to death from the inside. The Six who ran the board had turned on each other like elephant seals bloodied on the beach.

      Caspian, ironically, remained the only person powerful enough to act as a foil. It should have mattered more that he was a saboteur and an enemy — one who just weeks earlier had committed an unforgivable act against them. But to Alexa at the time, Caspian (whose business had not fragmented and whose connections remained intact) had felt like the only port in a storm.

      The O board was six people strong, but Alexa had always been their unilateral leader. Still, with Chloe gone, her unspoken status had flatlined. Olivia and Parker had taken her side, but Charisma, Benson, and Houston had all moved against her. A tie was unacceptable. O was Alexa’s baby. She needed to reclaim control or lose it all.

      Bring me in as an advisor, Caspian had suggested at her most desperate moment. My vote makes seven and will break the deadlock. You go into exile, they fire me, but you get to keep your controlling interest.

      And what do you get? A percentage of O? Alexa had asked.

      If that’s what Caspian wanted then it would cannibalize her share, not siphon from anyone else. But he’d shaken his head, insisting that he wanted neither equity nor cash. That was either a lie, or a truth with a deadly catch, to be discovered when Alexa least expected it. Perhaps Caspian had become her only hope, but she was still wary — deeply wary of the coup he’d almost pulled. She’d be a fool to trust him. The man never did anything for free. But what choice did she have, as she’d waited for his terms?

      His answer had surprised her: Forgiveness.

      And so Alexa had made herself believe, because that was the best possible move when she was otherwise out of options. Caspian was untouchable back then, but forgiveness was a sensible ask in the aftermath of their mess.

      O, even fragmented, had planned to pursue Gamestorming with everything it had. In that particular war, O would have been the victor without a doubt. So yes, Caspian had needed a truce if only to save his company, and a truce meant Alexa. She, in that moment, had likewise needed him. A deal was inevitable, regardless of their mutual loathing.

      One more thing, Caspian had said as she was leaving the room those thirty-eight years ago.

      What?

      When you find your God in the Machine, I want you to tell me.

      She’d been shocked. Religion? From Caspian White?

      Why?

      Because I want to meet him. Because I want to know how he does what he does.

      Caspian wasn’t interested in spirituality, only the top of the network’s tree. He didn’t mean Noah, because he didn’t really believe. But he was gambler enough to always place small bets on the biggest moonshots. Of course Noah wouldn’t return … but on the slim chance he did, Caspian refused to miss out.

      And so she had agreed. His last-minute ask wasn’t serious, or truly a deal, or any indication of belief. Alexa assured herself that she’d never see Caspian again because he didn’t actually care. He was simply poking her in the back as she walked out the door.

      Now, in the bathroom with the sink running, a voice whispered between her ears. It was Alexa’s stern self from all those years ago when she’d been powerful and bold, afraid of nothing.

      You’re glad Caspian is here. You’ve been hoping he’d come.

      On the top level of her mind, that was bullshit. Alexa had planned to die tonight and never consider the corporeal world again. But digging into the deeper feelings, her plan might be off. She’d been elated when her archive brightened with proof that there were gods in the machine. But she couldn’t tamp down the suspicion that Noah might be what wasn’t really a miracle at all.

      Alive, the man had frightened her. Noah’s genius was never tempered by compassion. She’d been ever so slightly glad that his death occurred before The Beam came online, and ever so slightly worried that her belief in his digital immortality might prove itself true.

      What if he comes back? Alexa had asked Caspian in her weakest moment. If he manages somehow to return, what will he have become?

      And Caspian had said a strange thing: If that happens, we’ll face it together.

      She’d forgotten his words until just now — an easy thing to do seeing as the words had been so unlike him. But that’s what she had been subliminally hanging onto these past four decades, whenever her Beam journeys grew too turbulent. Whenever her sense that The Beam was a spiritual place became blighted by fear.

      For weeks, The Beam had been feeling increasingly chaotic to Alexa — and at the same time more calculating and mechanistic. She wasn’t the only one who’d noticed messiness in the network, but she did seem to be the only one who saw order within the knot.

      That knot wasn’t the untidy jumble of Christmas lights stored in a pile. It was a sailor’s knot, or a noose above the gallows. It hadn’t “just happened,” in Alexa’s opinion. Someone had tied it.

      In those moments — feeling the fear but not quite admitting it — her quiet mind kept churning thoughts of Caspian White. They both had much to lose if Noah returned. The technology required to accomplish such a feat would be the most valuable thing in the world, and of course he’d want to seize it for himself.

      But Noah himself? If West returned after so much time spent evolving with the AI, he really would be like a god. The man had never liked competition. Chances were excellent he’d scorch the earth beneath them both.

      Alexa nodded once to the bathroom mirror, then returned to the bedroom.

      “Are we done playing games?” Caspian asked.

      She sat on the bed. They’d been reacquainted for a quarter hour now, but Alexa felt like they’d been talking for days. While dragging heavy rocks and doing calculus. She nodded, dying for sleep.

      “So you believe me.”

      Alexa nodded again. “I’ve felt something. I guess I’ve known it was coming for a while now.”

      “I don’t mean to be insulting, Alexa, but I need to make sure you understand that Noah’s reintegration, if it’s really happened, means that you⁠—”

      A third nod, like the idiot bob of a zombie’s head. “I know. There’s no easy way out anymore.” She looked Caspian in the eyes, making herself focus. But still her gaze slipped to his hand, where the temptation of suicide lay in a tiny white pill.

      “If you die now …” he began.

      “I know.”

      She didn’t, really. Not the specifics. But Alexa was finally admitting the truth to herself: If this was Noah’s return, there was little chance her digital self had truly gained holographic sentience. More likely, it just looked sentient. An act of Alexa’s god could make immortality possible for her, but not an act of Noah. He’d always pretended his innovations were for everyone, but West had always kept the best for himself, forever looking out for number one. Project Mindbender probably wasn’t truly unlocked, even for Panel, if he’d returned … something she was regrettably believing more and more. No, Noah would make sure that only he could pull that little trick.

      Alexa couldn’t imagine a world where the god in Noah’s machine didn’t leave several aces up his sleeve.

      Caspian watched her, his expression edging compassion. If Alexa couldn’t die just yet (not without truly dying, anyway), it would mean living on in agony. Her cancer had been terminal for a year, nanobots be damned.

      In their waiting silence, Alexa suddenly understood: this was a pact, same as it’d always been.

      Alexa, who’d spent her life believing in the soul-nature of The Beam, was perhaps the only person who truly knew how much there was to fear from Noah’s resurrection. He’d always been power-hungry, aggressive, and casually sociopathic in the way most geniuses were. But now he wasn’t even human.

      Caspian was perhaps the only other believer. Twisted and evil though he might be, he was also the only person arrogant and powerful enough to attempt a stand against him. Others would kneel before Noah, but Caspian was too full of himself for fear.

      “You saw this coming. What do we do? Tell the others on Panel?”

      Alexa shook her head. “Not until I know where they stand. Someone had to have helped him, before and now. Maybe several someones.” Her odds were on Iggy. His reactions were never right whenever she’d raised the issue of Noah to Panel, as if he knew something the rest had yet to figure out.

      “So it’s just me and you.”

      But Alexa had other ideas. She had another secret from Panel. “No. There’s someone else, if we can find her before Noah does.”

      “Who?”

      “Chloe.”

      Caspian leaned forward, a devil’s smile claiming his face. “You know where she is?”

      No one had seen Chloe Shaw in almost forty years.

      Alexa shook her head. “But I know she’s still alive.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because The Beam would have mourned her passing.”

      He looked confused. Even after witnessing what Chloe could do firsthand, Caspian still couldn’t understand the how or why of it all. Chloe could crack encryption with a blink and shape virtual worlds around her. Exile and disconnection had kept her safe, but The Beam, even in whatever backwater town she had landed in, had always silently served her … waiting for Chloe to return as well.

      “Who is Chloe Shaw, Alexa?” Caspian’s eyes were wide. “Who is she really?”

      So Alexa told him the impossible truth: born to a mother with no uterus, sired by nanotechnology, cellular nucleotides assembled by specialty bots to create haploid DNA out of nothing.

      Nicole Shaw could not have had a child, and yet somehow she had. She’d never even met the man whose DNA Chloe carried … and yet Chloe carried it just the same.

      Then Alexa delivered her bombshell.

      “Neither of them know the truth,” she told Caspian, “but Chloe Shaw is Noah West’s daughter.”
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      The hunter was not himself today.

      His disguise, humbling though it might seem, was necessary. And really, the hunter should have been counting his blessings because not long ago, he couldn’t have been here at all.

      Just one month earlier, navigating The Beam in his preferred sectors (those required to locate his prey) had been impossible even with the best disguises. It’d been like window shopping in a demilitarized zone.

      The right quarters, back then, had been drum-tight. Now — undignified disguise or not — those same quarters were far more open, assuming you knew where to look. No amnesty had been declared, nor had there been any goodwill gestures made between systems. The new freedom he found within the network had come as a by-product of chaos. Really, from a power struggle internal to The Beam.

      The same sort of thing used to happen all the time in the Wild East, when an unstable government would fall and the factions beneath it would scramble for power. It was in those moments that the old countries had been most dangerous. Weapons of mass destruction, once controlled by madmen, were suddenly out of everyone’s control.

      That’s how it was on The Beam now: dangerous and unfriendly, but not yet reorganized enough to be unfriendly in a coherent way. The result left gaps in security and protocol — gaps through which one such as the hunter could easily pass. It was a boon for him, but also for those more dangerous. It left him with a war on two fronts: prey ahead and opportunists behind. The trick was to make his holes and go through them, then button up enough that any potential saboteurs would be unable to follow.

      It made him nervous, and he was a hard man to unnerve.

      District Zero (perhaps even the entire NAU) was on the eve of something — the cusp of change. But then again, hadn’t he always known it would be this way when Project Mindbender finally came to be? This was exactly what he’d been fearing, and warring against.

      The strange Gordian knot The Beam had recently tied itself into had been slashed. There’d been an enormous constriction in the heart of District Zero’s network before then, active most in machines and routers and other hardware serving Craig Braemon’s fundraiser for Violet James. The knot was gone after the bloodbath, leaving loose ends everywhere.

      The event had been an enormous throat. It had been cut, and this was its collective funeral.

      Isaac Ryan, Directorate Czar of Internal Satisfaction. His was the most prominent coffin. Shame. The Senate deadlock was still unresolved, meaning Isaac had died without even learning whether his party was in control. The hunter, in his disguise, had been circulating the funeral crowd for a while, and in that time he’d overheard some jokes at the czar’s expense: Just like Isaac to never finish what he started, one wiseass quipped. Nobody was saying the same about Micah, whose party was equally deadlocked … but then again, Micah was still living.

      The second coffin belonged to Dominic Long, a DZPD captain who’d been interim commissioner at the time of his death. It seemed Long was sharing Isaac’s funeral because they’d been friends — or at least close enough that the Venn diagrams of their mourners overlapped enough to make separate ceremonies inconvenient. Long had died at the police station: a covered-up glitch involving a diagnostic corridor built by Quark. Long’s death was officially unrelated to the Braemon fundraiser, but the hunter knew better. He needed only his eyes to see that, plus the nanobots that flew free to scout the event for him. Long’s coffin was empty. There was no body, same as if he were a Respero patient, because his husk had evaporated more efficiently than cremains in an oven.

      The slashed-knot of Braemon’s event had also left behind a few less heralded deaths — passings without coffins at this funeral. Leonidas Booker, for one. The hunter had known Leo by reputation alone, because the Organa’s truest heyday had come before his time.

      Leo would not have a funeral of his own. He was the villain in the story being told here, having led the militants who slaughtered the rest. Although the hunter, who’d seen something unholy awaken within Leo’s Beam proximity shortly before the melee, suspected there was more to it than that.

      Was Leo the true killer? Or had the killer actually been something the man couldn’t control — an embedded mnemonic command that used his murdering arms like a puppet’s?

      Either way, Leo would go down in the media as a monster. The body count beyond himself, Long, and Ryan had been frightening enough, but it seemed to strike the populace as especially scary because so many of the victims were well-bred and wealthy.

      Like Marjorie Gross, a major Enterprise party donor, slaughtered in the melee. Or Fog Slade, a Xenia Labs cofounder who in the hunter’s opinion sounded like either a superhero or a gumshoe detective. Leo’s militants had killed a husband-and-wife team of industrialists: Kip and Lauren Phillipe, whose fortune had been in the billions. Plus reporters, who were less important but were no less tragic, according to the sheets.

      There were also all the DZPD officers on-hand as event security who’d proven inadequate to the task, plus bystanders who’d been unlucky enough to be outside when armed maniacs left Braemon’s flat. Not to mention some of the attackers themselves — and, tragically, the beloved poster-girl mother of Violet James, who rumor claimed was shot to death on the fundraiser stage … supposedly beside a hologram of her late daughter.

      That last bit, of course, had never officially happened.

      It was all very sad and inconvenient. From what the hunter had heard as he circulated in disguise, many lunch meetings had needed to be cancelled for this funeral.

      A hand seized the hunter’s wrist. He looked up to see a server who’d somehow escaped the cliché farm: thin and tall with an obnoxious tiny mustache. His accent was French, despite France being inaccessible for nearly a century. He seemed annoyed with everything, but especially the little girl circulating the funeral unsupervised.

      “Ahem. ‘Oo are you?” he asked.

      The hunter was surprised. He’d practiced this disguise plenty, but a person never expected ambush by caricature. It took him a half second to remember which body his swarm had animated, and another to recall her age.

      Ten. She looks about ten. Young enough to be unabashed, old enough to understand and cry.

      “Where’s my mom?” the little girl’s mouth asked the waiter.

      “‘Oo is your mother?” It came out more like muh-zair. Fake accents were the new fake glasses. You had to study for this kind of thing.

      The hunter thought fast. He’d never been good at inventing names.

      “Jerome.”

      FUCK. That was a man’s name.

      “Kathleen Jerome,” he said, covering.

      “I do not know a Kat-leen Jerome.”

      “I see her! She’s right over there!”

      But … double-fuck. The hunter had pointed at the widow, Natasha Ryan. If there was one person here who everyone knew, it was her. Not only was Natasha famous, she was taller than most of the men and had been sobbing so hard that she almost seemed to be genuinely mourning. Like she might have even loved her late husband, though everyone knew that was ridiculous.

      “I mean …” said the hunter, trying to cover.

      But the fake-French waiter was clearly onto him. “We find her togezzer.”

      The server tightened his grip on the hunter’s borrowed wrist, so the hunter thought: Time to use your kid powers.

      So he stomped on the waiter’s foot, kicked him in the shin, and ran.

      Being in a small body, the hunter easily escaped through the forest of close-packed legs while the waiter hopped and moaned. Everything was fine after that. The funeral doubled as a PR event so the city’s upper crust could pretend to be mourning even the dead who didn’t actually matter, and that meant the impoverished were technically — technically — invited to drop by. Goddamn rabble was supposed to know better than to actually show up, but the hunter had seen a few of them outside, barred at the door by broad-chested bouncers who’d asked them to wait until the crowd thinned before entering … you know, forever?

      Once free of Jacques Cliché, the hunter fished his way toward the caskets. His time was now on a short leash; soon, he’d have to give up and go. Even if he hadn’t just set the waiters on Brat Alert, there were other reasons to limit his time in public. For one, he had use of the girl’s body with permission and didn’t want to overstay his welcome. The strange school harboring these odd children had recently been left without a leader, thereby abandoning them all to their own devices.

      The hunter, who went deeper into The Beam than just about anyone, had observed the school’s network presence with intense curiosity. Watching the fabled SerenityBlue play headmaster was almost spiritual for him. In a black-and-white world, seeing the strange grays of SerenityBlue and her school was almost enough to give him hope. The children there weren’t clerics (though his current host’s example proved they could become clerics, which shouldn’t be possible), but they were something akin to them.

      Serenity, seen from inside The Beam, hadn’t really been human, or anything else. Same for the children and the school itself. SerenityBlue, when she’d vanished, had tripped strange code that the hunter had never before seen — and he’d gone so code-native that he honestly thought he’d seen it all.

      Irrelevant, he supposed. Whatever else they might be, the children were friendly to his cause.

      Before now he’d been hunting boxes. And souls. Others out there believed they understood what had truly happened at Braemon’s party, but they very much did not. Only the hunter, who’d seen and destroyed the first box, felt he truly understood.

      Most did not know that Noah West could return at all. Far fewer knew he actually had: something the hunter had desperately tried to prevent, and something he’d watched happen only a week ago despite his furious efforts.

      Even fewer than that knew the surface-level explanation for how Noah’s return had happened: parts of West scattered on The Beam, guided back to wholeness by two hidden keys.

      One key had been inside Dominic Long, sucked away from Quark PD’s network node at the exact moment of Long’s death. That first key slid down encrypted paths to a node at Xenia Labs, where it was decrypted again by a Beam ID the hunter’s algorithms identified as one Killian, James A.

      The second key had been inside Stephen York. The hunter wanted to kick himself over that one. He’d gone to visit York’s virtual self just before the key had left the man’s core but failed to see it. It’d been well-hidden: something The Beam now codeworded as boson. York had been searching for Alexa Mathis … and the hunter, in the guise of a small girl named Kimmy, had helped him find Alexa’s otherwise-unfindable address. Yet he’d missed the boson. York had never known it was there, and York didn’t seem to know it had left him. It was the second time Noah West had outsmarted the hunter, and twice was two times too many.

      Two keys had allowed the father-of-the-Beam’s pieces to assemble, same as they’d done for the other fragmented ghosts: Respero victims who’d been Project Mindbender’s first unknowing guinea pigs.

      Only two or three people could possibly know that much, including this Killian person: the man the hunter assumed had ushered West back into a body. A similarly small number knew the most secret of all Noah West’s secrets: that of the boxes.

      Somewhere across the room, the faux-French waiter made sounds of arrogant pursuit.

      The hunter considered his options. He should return the girl’s body. He’d converted her to a cleric so he could spy on the funeral, same as he’d spied on Stephen York as Kimmy — and on Sam Dial as the floating “bit” that had so infuriated him. But he’d spied, and he’d learned … and maybe what he’d done so far was enough.

      He’d listened to Natasha, her blubbering strange considering rumors that she and Isaac had hated each other. He’d listened to Micah Ryan, curious why his Beam ID had recently acquired a special label first identified by Shadow, aka Sam Dial. It was a rare, seldom-seen and carefully hidden Beam tag: the label above even that of the Beau Monde. It was, in fact, the label that Rachel Ryan, also dead in the attack, had possessed. For this and other reasons (a general belief that Ryans ate their young), the hunter suspected Micah had orchestrated his mother’s death in pursuit of her power … but as of now, saw no connection between that and his goal of fighting Noah West.

      He’d listened. And listened. And listened to these horrible people. And yet the funeral had amounted to a big heap of nothing thus far.

      The hunter had better places to go. York might be a good lead to revisit (seeing as he understood West better than anyone, and had been betrayed repeatedly), but York had gone missing. Into a Beam hole, maybe — and if that’s where York was, God help him.

      “‘Ey! ‘Ooo there!”

      The hunter, now at the gathering’s outer edge, ran as the server’s head loomed above the crowd. The French man came, indignant at this disturbance waged upon high society.

      The little girl ran.

      Once out of sight, a shimmer seemed to rise from her, lifting her hair in a halo. The shimmer coalesced, becoming a miniature tornado. Her rising hair fell. Her eyes cleared. Before taking a step, she looked up at the nano swarm. They’d soon part ways. He’d go back to his real senses, in his lab in Little Harajuku, after piloting the swarm. She’d return to SerenityBlue’s school where she could continue to study … well, to study whatever the kids studied there.

      The girl — uncoincidentally named Kimmy — smiled up at the swarm.

      Thank you, the hunter thought at her in ones and zeroes, using the language in which he’d become fluent and the one that formed her mother tongue. Thank you for letting me visit.

      “You’re welcome, Ryu,” she told him.
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      Natasha wondered if you could neuter someone with a shrimp fork. On one hand, the tines were sharp. They’d cut through the layers of synthcotton, then through the brain-wrinkled skin of a scrotum. But then what?

      She didn’t want to run a flat blade across her brother-in-law’s balls. Logistically, it’d be a difficult proposition to actually sever anything. She’d probably have to settle for impalement. Even that would be pointless; spear-balled or not, Micah could get a doc to patch him up fast. Maybe excruciating pain was enough. She’d kneed Isaac in the balls often enough to know that much.

      “… Shift, of course,” he was blathering, “and even then is it really about beem currency?” He wasn’t really saying it to Natasha so much as at her. It was masturbation with words more than any sort of conversation. Maybe she could duck away and swap herself for a cardboard cutout. Micah, lost in his ego, wouldn’t know the difference.

      “You know?” he said.

      Natasha knew, all right. Knew that she wanted to jam a fork in him, all the way up to the jimmies. She knew that with enough force, even if she couldn’t take his balls off, she could perform a DIY hernia. It would be like poking a potato before baking, to release the steam. If she poked Micah’s pelvic floor hard enough, that might vent his intestines. Or … did intestines go down that low? Natasha wasn’t sure of her anatomy. Maybe she should just remove one of her shoes and beat his eyes in with the heel to be sure.

      “Micah …” Her hand gripped the fork so tightly, she thought it might bend.

      How was he not reading her body language? Talking to her right now was petting an upright cobra or a rattling rattlesnake. She wouldn’t need self-defense as an excuse. Anyone watching this could claim an obviousness defense instead.

      He had adequate warning before she ate his face, your honor. Anyone could see that.

      “Oh, don’t get me wrong,” Micah continued, oblivious, his giant white teeth on display. “Beem still matters. Like Bitcoin used to. Crypto is pure. It’s all flim-flam anyway, so why the pretense? But regardless, it’s hard to imagine that pushing beem as our party’s primary cause in the event of some sort of Senate runoff would be the best strategy. This has been about Mindbender, right? Especially since Carter Vale.”

      “That’s what Isaac said,” Natasha told him.

      “Exactly!”

      “You know. Your dead brother.”

      “Right.”

      “My dead husband.”

      “Yeah.” Micah nodded.

      “Whose funeral this is.”

      “So we’re on the same page. You, me, and Isaac.”

      Noah Fucking West. Natasha was wearing a mourning veil, and yet he still wasn’t getting it. Maybe a fork in the Johnson would bring him around. She felt her shoulder and triceps tense, poised, finally considering a genuine stab. She could probably plead temporary insanity. Argue that while she was fighting intense grief, some dipshit asshat kept pretending they were at a barbecue.

      A woman arrived. Natasha was amused to see she’d clearly had an old-fashioned nose-job, done with knives instead of nanos. It was hard to imagine the mentality that invited a butcher to operate on a person’s face, but of course looks could be deceiving; this was a high-end crowd and that probably meant the woman was social elite — an older-than-dirt family Natasha was presumably too uncouth to know. Maybe the woman was a hundred years old. She could have had her nose done in the old days, back when self-improvement was more like a science experiment.

      “Gloria!” Micah greeted her, his smile watermelon-wide. He embraced the woman, then wheeled her around for an introduction.

      “This is so sad, Micah,” said the woman, her tone indifferent. “I am so very sorry for you and your family.”

      “Funny thing. I was just talking to Natasha about that.”

      “Natasha …?” repeated the woman. The introduction had been one-sided.

      “That’s my husband,” Natasha explained in her crudest tone, gesturing at the walnut coffin. The thing was heavy as hell, but getting a Plasteel one felt cheap.

      “Oh, yes,” the woman said.

      “He’s dead.”

      “Indeed.”

      “So anyway,” Micah continued, “I was just saying to Natasha that we got lucky. Really dodged a bullet.”

      “How so?” the woman asked.

      “You were at the Violet James thing. You heard what Carter Vale said.”

      “To my dead husband,” Natasha clarified.

      “Oh yes,” Gloria said. “Vale had some unfortunate conspiracy theory about Respero, yes?”

      Micah nodded. “I’ve been watching headlines. Seems like our people did their jobs because there’s been nothing in any of the sheets other than the usual rumors. I think we lost … what? Six, seven people? But politics haven’t been part of the story, and Vale still somehow came off as one of the bad guys. Nobody knows what he said, beyond those who were there, of course, but they know he said something, and that’s right when the trouble started. Now Directorate is down three points.”

      “You don’t say!”

      Micah nodded. “Could have been a disaster, with both presidents in the room. Supposedly a few senators too, but of course there’s no way to know for sure with their unknown identities. Both party heads were there, plus a lot of …” Natasha knew he’d almost said Panel members, but stopped short because that little mastermind was a secret. “A whole lot of important people, anyway.”

      “I see,” said Gloria.

      “How have you been, Gloria?”

      “Splendid. You?”

      “I’ve had worse weeks.” Micha looked at the coffin, then at Natasha, then must have finally seen the fire in her eyes because he flinched a little. “I mean, other than the tragic loss of my brother.”

      “Wasn’t your mother one of the victims as well?”

      Oh. Yes. Natasha saw something click behind his eyes. Officially, Micah was sad that his mother was dead. Unofficially, Natasha was convinced he’d planned her murder. Micah palled around with that sex-worker-slash-killer Kai, and Kai had been right beside Rachel when everything went down. Unless her mother-in-law had swapped orientations, grown a sex drive, and decided to start robbing the cradle, she and Kai probably weren’t close for the usual reasons. The Ryans had always advanced through black magic, though Natasha had hoped that would end with Rachel. Apparently not. It seemed Micah was carrying on the tradition: Better living through assassinating your rivals. A great title for what could be a groundbreaking self-help book.

      “Yes. Sadly. I lost two family members today.”

      “Tragic.” Gloria shook her head.

      “Tragic,” Micah repeated with a nod.

      The interlude became too long for Gloria to keep pretending she wanted to stay. She raised her gaze, spotting something better. “I see Clive Spooner. My condolences, Micah. And to you as well, Nadia.”

      “Natasha.”

      Gloria didn’t hear. Micah watched her go, then looked back at Natasha.

      “Don’t mind her. She’s senile.”

      Ah. Cute. He’d mistaken Natasha’s hatred of him for contempt of Gloria. Better get that stabbing fork ready again.

      “Anyway …”

      Micah took her gently by the arm and led her to the side, away from the center of things. When they were in the alcove, he looked her in the eyes, seeming to see her truly for the first time today.

      “We should talk about your party affiliation,” he told her.

      “Micah. My husband isn’t in the ground yet.” A figure of speech, though Natasha could probably get Isaac a bona-fide burial plot if she wanted to, given his status.

      “I know. I know it’s a busy time.” He didn’t allow that it might also be an emotional or turbulent time. It was more like her schedule was packed. “But your decision is now more important — more symbolic — than ever. Technically, with the recount, you could opt to change your affiliation. I’ve seen the sheets suggesting you will. That you might be reconsidering staying Directorate after all, ‘to honor your husband.’”

      Then he laughed because it was clearly absurd to honor her late husband. She might have agreed in the past, but not now. How cruel, that she’d learned to appreciate Isaac and his strengths just as he was taken away from her.

      “Just so we’re clear, you’re not doing that,” Micah said when she didn’t answer. It wasn’t a question. More like an order. “Right, Natasha?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I’m only asking because you seem moody. Angry.”

      “How absurd, for me to be moody and angry right now.”

      “If you did anything foolish⁠—”

      “I’m not going to switch, Micah, if that’s what you’re so damned worried about.”

      He visibly relaxed. “Okay. Good. I know it’s ridiculous, but⁠—”

      “That’s me. Ridiculous. I’m a laugh a minute.”

      “—but the rumor had me worried. You’ve been distant this past week …” He paused, considering her. Finally seeing the truth in her eyes.

      Natasha considered dropping the last of her pretense. She’d allowed Micah to sequester her after the massacre. She’d let him offer her a room, protection, and all the rich-girl comforts she was plenty able to afford for herself. She’d let him treat her like the fragile doll she’d been throughout most of her marriage — the doll she’d been, honestly, since her fat had been scavenged for the first time and a soul-destroying obsession over her appearance had begun.

      Suddenly it all seemed so stupid. So transparent. It felt like a punch-in-the-face kind of revelation, wherein Natasha looked back on the person she’d been as if that person was an alien being.

      Why had she been how she’d been? She was perfect all those years ago, after the fall: a bit plump but plenty scrappy. Confident and competent, but not skittish in the least. The old Natasha could have battled through the Wild East on her own. She didn’t need coddling, and she certainly didn’t need Micah telling her what to do, or think, or say.

      The Wild East. Natasha pictured it. Instead of living the Fall in the dying United States, she could have been in Italy with Nicolai. He’d had the sense to abandon his pampered life before she’d considered it … but now, Natasha was seized with an almost irresistible urge to shed everything. To trek. To live in the wild.

      She could have trekked with Isaac’s old speechwriter back then, if she’d refused to let herself soften — if she’d chosen to stay independent and fierce instead of becoming the kept woman of a powerful man.

      Micah was watching this. Watching her change. Watching her fire.

      “Are you okay, Natasha? Are you … still with me?”

      No. Fuck Micah. Fuck them all. She wasn’t with anyone.

      But she did have an idea. It dawned, and she said, “Yes, of course.”

      “Then—”

      “Excuse me.”

      Without waiting for Micah to answer, Natasha turned toward Nicolai: another man who seemed to spend an awful lot of time with one Kai Dreyfus.

      “Natasha?”

      She barely turned to reply. “We’ll catch up later. Right now, there’s someone I should talk to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      “He knows, right?” Kai asked.

      But Nicolai’s attention was elsewhere. While Kai was staring at one tall blonde woman, Nicolai was fixed on another. Both looked plastic: one on each end of the exaggerated body image spectrum. Kate, the object of Kai’s question, was buxom. Natasha, conversely, was a twig.

      “Nicolai,” she said, poking him.

      He looked back at her. He blinked, seeming disoriented by the fact that Kai was still there.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. Are you okay.”

      “You asked a question.” Nicolai said it like a man called upon to give testimony. He glanced over to where Kai had been looking earlier: Kate and Omar engaging in a small, private discussion far from the caskets. “Something about Kate.”

      “I was asking if Omar knew that Kate is actually Doc.”

      “Was Doc,” Nicolai corrected.

      “No. Is Doc. He didn’t become a girl; he’s a dude wearing ‘Kate’ as a disguise. Look at her. Him. He’s trying so hard not to scratch his balls.”

      “Omar knows. Doc … Kate … basically told me so. Some slip gave it away. It’s okay. It’s still in Omar’s best interest to keep the secret, so he will.”

      They both looked at the pair until Kai took Nicolai by the shoulders. “But who cares about them. I asked if you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You look like a zombie.”

      “Seriously, I’m fine.”

      “You’ve been like a zombie all week.”

      “Kai,” Nicolai said. It was like an agitated teenager saying, Mom.

      She looked around, overtly scanning faces while using one of her add-ons (a small nanobot swarm sent to surveil attention behaviors and hack covert Fi streaming to The Beam) to look deeper, ensuring that nobody was paying attention to them while pretending otherwise.

      She pulled Nicolai to the corner, behind a giant potted plant. “I’m serious. Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Nothing’s wrong.”

      She put a hand on his chest, then met his eyes. Nicolai tried to look away, so she stared deeply until he stared back.

      “Don’t lie to me,” she said. “We have a history.”

      “Just stop.”

      “I think you’re forgetting what I can do.”

      “We’ve talked about this.”

      “I don’t mean anything sexual. I’m talking about how much I notice and how much I remember about my clients. I daresay I know you better than you know yourself.”

      Nicolai scoffed.

      “I could read you a description of your typical micro-behaviors. I could list your usual micro-tells.”

      Now he rolled his eyes.

      “And I could tell you which obvious, non-micro behaviors you’re giving me now. How obviously your non-micro tells are giving you away. So we can stand here while I dissect your mood by comparing it to aggregate data from both my personal body language database as well as⁠—”

      “Fine. I’m preoccupied. But I don’t need help.”

      “—as well as how well you’re correlating with the semiotics of someone who could use a little help.”

      That made him laugh. Just a little. “Aren’t I supposed to be the strong and silent type?”

      “With those little round glasses? Honey. You’re practically a librarian.”

      He smiled, then sighed. “Something about Natasha has been bothering me since …” His eyes ticked to the caskets. “Well, you know.”

      “Her husband was killed in front of her. Obviously that leaves a mark on a person.”

      “Yes. But this is Natasha we’re talking about. She hated Isaac, but she’s seemed so … distraught.”

      “She didn’t hate him. They were married for something like sixty years. They⁠—”

      “She hated him, Kai. It wasn’t just play, or something she said. Their situation grew steadily worse since the last Shift. Things between Directorate and Enterprise got personal between them and the problems never went away. Come on, Kai. Point some of that scary body language stuff at ‘last month Natasha’ and try telling me I’m wrong.”

      Kai considered. Nicolai was definitely not wrong. And there was something else, too: Micah had told her on more than one occasion that Natasha had requested a formal introduction to Kai. Micah refused because her reasons were obvious: Natasha wanted to hire an assassin.

      “Okay,” Kai said. “So what’s your point?”

      “She’s so sad. Genuinely sad. Not playing, not putting on a show for the sheets. When she was staying with Micah those first few days, he kept pulling me in, trying to use what happened at Braemon’s event as a reason for me to join whatever bullshit cause he’s after. He’s been trying to work me since … Well, since he told me that thing about how The Beam’s AI likes me better than anyone else, thanks to those nanos hitching a ride on my trek through Europe. Only now, it’s worse. I think he’s hacked my home canvas somehow. Even when I’m alone, I always feel like Micah’s waiting right around the corner.”

      She had felt that, too. Micah had changed over the past few days. As she grew used to her new levels of access, Kai realized that Micah’s were still superior. He’d probably ascended to some sort of god-tier when his mother died. Or was murdered.

      Nicolai continued. “Natasha’s messed up over Isaac’s death and I’m not sure how I feel about it. That’s what’s bothering me.”

      “Why should you feel any way about it?”

      Nicolai shrugged. “I’m not used to seeing such genuine grief. It’s hard to be around, seeing how much it really got to her. But on top of that, her anguish …” He searched for words. “It alarms me. I don’t know whether I’m being empathetic or an asshole.”

      Kai looked at Natasha, now in a huddle with Micah and some old woman. It was hard to keep her lip from curling. “All right. I’ll say it, if you won’t. The woman is a raving bitch. She’s impossible. On top of that, she’s spoiled … and still somehow angry at her own entitlement, like she resented Isaac for his half of their wealth — or less than half, probably, given how she earns. You can’t feel good or bad for her. She might be one of the most hatable people I’ve ever met.”

      “This is great, Kai. Thanks.”

      “I’m not finished. Hatable or not, no matter what she said about her husband or did to him or tried to do to him, she and Isaac were still companions. Maybe it’s nothing more than ‘They were used to each other being around.’ So sure. She’s sad. She’s out of sorts. I think it’s okay if you have some sympathy.”

      “Also great.”

      “But I’m with you on the other part as well,” Kai continued, holding up a finger when it seemed Nicolai sensed the discussion coming to its natural conclusion. “She’s too sad. Whatever you’d expect, this is ten times more. That leads me to conclude one of two things, or maybe both at once. First, she and Isaac might have reconciled somehow. Maybe at the end, for reasons you never saw, they weren’t as estranged.”

      “What’s the other conclusion?”

      “That she’s up to something. Or was up to something. Or they were up to something. Just look at her, Nicolai.”

      They both did. The old woman was gone and now Micah was talking at Natasha, not with her. Her body language was so icy, it seemed Micah might need a sweater. Her face was carved with sorrow, but fury laid atop her emotional fatigue like a double exposure: a reckless, fuck-it (or perhaps even revenge-seeking) breed of fury.

      Natasha looked directly at them. She had a musical add-on in her ear, helping her to craft perfect pitch … or so said the rumor mill. Could she hear them, all the way across the crowded room? She seemed to be staring directly into Nicolai’s eyes, saying either I know what you’re doing over there or Help me.

      It could be either. Or both.

      Kai was about to move between them, to remind Natasha that Nicolai wasn’t alone. Natasha had always cast a strange spell between herself and Nicolai — always tacitly offering herself to him for conquest, manipulating him like a slave, or prying herself beneath his skin to drive the man like a puppet. Right now she might be crafting her grief while in Nicolai’s presence, hoping to play a reaction.

      Kai had heard many stories; Natasha Ryan could be downright Machiavellian. She’d seen how Isaac died, but still couldn’t shake the possibility that Natasha was somehow responsible.

      Stop it. The woman’s a widow.

      But of course, that didn’t mean she was innocent.

      Kai felt a ping before she could move into their mutual line of sight. It was from a deep dashboard — one she’d have to turn her real-world eyes off to even see. Here, where she couldn’t afford such a thing, the ping felt like a low vibration. Strange as it was, the voice speaking to her cortex through that dashboard sounded like that of a little girl.

      There was a scuffle. A movement of well-dressed servers: butlers to the funeral. Kai heard one of them shout in a Wild East accent, then saw …

      Well, she saw a little girl — about the age of that weird voice from her dashboard — fleeing the crowd as the server gave chase.

      You’ll have to find him, said the voice. You’re the last ones who saw him.

      But who had she seen, and who else comprised the plural: ones instead of one? The suggestion was deep, and not just naked words. It was, in fact, barely words at all. The girl’s request — phrased as if it came from an adult — was packed with context. Kai felt like she’d spoken to the child instead of hearing a phantom voice.

      “You okay?” Nicolai asked.

      She waved him back, then headed toward the restroom. Kai needed all of her concentration for whatever was happening.

      She moved into a bathroom stall, then sealed the gaps with a line of acoustic-dampening nanobots. They’d sense any sounds she might make, then generate inverse waves to cancel them out. Whatever this was, she had no idea what to expect. Caution was the watchword, just in case.

      Almost immediately the world went black: her eyes shutting off, but not by choice.

      Kai had been hacked. She suffered a moment of red-hot panic. The one thing she’d always counted on was self-control. No matter what happened, she was always in charge of herself. But that wasn’t true now, and the reality of it was a paralytic for her body and mind.

      She dropped into her deep dashboard, and once there she saw the girl. It was the one who’d been circulating without a parent, and had been nearby, now that Kai thought about it, more often than not. Perhaps she’d been trying to nab Kai’s attention all night.

      I can’t stay long, the internal apparition told her. Your encryption is impressive.

      The girl spoke like an engineer. Her outward appearance was maybe ten years old, but her intonation was dry and without a hint of inflection. Not just an adult’s manner of speech, but an authoritative adult.

      Who are you? Kai asked.

      I can’t say. This link was hot-crafted by a nanobot handshake and might not be secure.

      I’ve blocked off unprompted I/O for security reasons, Kai replied. My nanobots don’t handshake.

      The girl shook her virtual head. They do now.

      Kai looked. They did indeed. She wanted to ask again who she was speaking to.

      You saw him last, said the girl who wasn’t a girl. He’s lost.

      Who?

      You know who.

      I have no idea what you’re talking about, Kai said.

      I can’t say much for security reasons. Think. We’ve met. I took you to him. You were with your friend. You were searching for the particle.

      What particle?

      THE particle.

      I don’t understand, Kai insisted.

      The visitor’s urgency harmonized with her own endocrine system, sparking the first drips of adrenaline. Biologically, Kai’s body agreed that the matter was urgent.

      But knowing in her gut was not the same as knowing in her head, and while Kai stretched to comprehend the girl, she found herself unable to do so consciously. Trying made her more uneasy, not less. It had already become unequivocal that she, Kai, had neglected something very important … and that she, Kai, needed to fix it.

      If only she knew what “it” was.

      There are two fathers, the girl told her, and only one has kin.

      Something snapped. The girl vanished from Kai’s dashboard — probably because of the EM field DZPD had put over the funeral to keep the sheets from spying on mourners, thereby severing their nanobot communication. Kai’s new Beau Monde credentials had let the connection open despite the field, but the girl must have moved too far away, or someone had noticed the leak and lowered a larger hammer.

      There are two fathers.

      The Beam. She means two fathers of The Beam. Kai could feel it on that same subliminal level as she’d felt the girl’s urgency.

      And with that, she understood.

      Fathers.

      Noah West and the other man. The one they’d met inside. The one that Doc’s man

      (ryu)

      had taken Kai and Nicolai to see, so that Nicolai could wear his protection like a cloak.

      It’s how they’d gotten into Braemon’s fundraiser in the first place. How they’d tunneled access to the canvas in Braemon’s office. Nicolai had been so sure of that man’s protection that he’d uploaded it to the canvas … and afterward, all hell had broken loose. Kai, sniffing the connection just to be sure, had watched something unknown stream out of Nicolai and into The Beam. Into oblivion. And that thing — the bit of complex code they’d been given, in the form of another man’s identity — had appeared even brighter than the sun to Kai.

      The boson I carry, the man had told them.

      And what was a boson? It was a particle. The God Particle, in the case of the Higgs Boson — the most famous boson of all.

      The man’s name, she remembered now, had been Stephen York. And that meant that he — York — was the second father of The Beam — the first father, of course, being Noah West. For reasons unknown, that’s what the little girl had moved Heaven and encryption to tell her.

      What had they done that day? What had they set into motion, then left to spread like cancer? York had been fooled like the rest of them. He hadn’t known that some bit of renegade code was stored inside his imprint without his knowledge.

      And now, that code was … was …

      We’ve met. I took you to him. You were with your friend.

      And she understood. Somehow, the girl was Ryu inside. Somehow Stephen York still mattered, and the great pirate hacker Ryu needed Kai, of all people, to know it.

      You saw him last. He’s lost.

      Kai pulled back from the dashboard, opening her eyes again before wondering if she could. But yes, she was in full control of herself again. Ryu’s influence was gone.

      Her breathing came heavy, her heartbeat too hard and too fast. She leaned back against the wall behind the toilet and waited for it all to settle.

      Stephen York was lost. It mattered for reasons Kai could feel, through Ryu’s telegraphed subtext, though she could not comprehend or come close to explaining.

      And for reasons unknown, Kai would have to find him.
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      Nicolai made himself a hole in the crowd, self-consciously close to the coffins.

      He must look like a gawker. Now that Kai had left him for the restroom, he felt like a lone weirdo loitering by the bodies. Nobody thought he was actually a weirdo, of course; even the sheets knew Nicolai Costa had, until recently, worked closely with one of the dead. Both of the dead, on occasion. But still, it felt wrong to be here. Although everyone knew he’d been with Isaac for decades, everyone also knew he’d left Isaac high and dry just when Isaac needed him most … and now, Isaac was dead.

      Nicolai imagined judgmental eyes everywhere, whether they existed or not.

      … like the eyes coming at him right now, in fact: Natasha’s eyes, which suddenly looked more angry than mourning.

      He couldn’t escape; she’d already locked onto him. Her company would do little for his self-consciousness. He’d abandoned the man and was soon to be cloistered with the widow — the widow who’d never stopped flirting with him even in front of her husband. Talk about awkward.

      “Everyone is looking at me,” she said as she arrived, totally without preamble.

      Nicolai glanced up at Natasha’s bourgeoise face. Literally up, because she was taller than him barefoot and was currently wearing heels that struck him as painfully high. She was looking away from him already, though: across the sea of well-heeled mourners, not at his face.

      “That’s to
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