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Lila Stanislaw stepped into the security ring and spread her arms. Blue light whirred through the transparent walls, faltering and humming and faltering again. Lila drew a breath and held her pose, giving it the needed time—though it seemed, whenever she entered the country, to need more time than the last. She stared ahead, at the filmy-white force-barrier that sealed the curving walls into a circle.

The light died off. A moment later, the force-barrier flickered away. Lila walked out into the gray aisle, sweeping a glance over each shoulder. Dozens of aisles pressed into long rows on either side, but only a handful of other travelers shuffled down them. Lila scooped her purse off the conveyor and hustled to the final checkpoint.

She slipped out her passport and held it before the red-eye. The machine blinked to life, shooting out a red beam that made the passport’s platinum lines burn copper. It scanned the passport, imprinted it with a record of her arrival, and beamed that same record to the government’s information network—one more notch of data on her permanent file.

The red light winked out, and the triple bars across the checkpoint retracted. Lila walked out into freedom.

A guard stood at the security station, leaning back against it. A blaster hung in her holster, but her tired face and disinterested gaze emptied the silent threat.

As Lila passed the station, she saw a man sitting on a bench against the wall. His gaze was lifted toward her.

When their eyes met, he shifted away casually enough, and she continued on without pause. But she had seen enough. There was no boredom or curiosity, no fatigue or sexual interest in his face, only a knowing attentiveness.

He had been expecting her.

The screening area melded seamlessly into the concourse. It had been built long ago, before the Great Collapse, and it made an incongruity of past and present—a bright thoroughfare through an abandoned city. The shops had been shuttered, and most of the lounges and restrooms bolted, for nearly ten years. Even the terminals were sparsely frequented, fretting in the muted light allotted to them. The concourse itself was fully lit, and its light ran stark against the empty, darkened spaces on either side.

Lila walked the concourse, senses sharpened to everyone else on it. There were always people around, scattered few and far, but they all seemed lost in themselves. She reached the escalators without catching the sharp edge of anyone’s attention.

The soft thump of the escalator echoed faintly in the huge, open space of the concourse. Lila, glancing to the floor below her, saw him.

He sat at one of the small tables in front of the automatic vendors. His notebook blinked up from the tabletop, and its blue light reflected on his eyes—turned toward her.

Lila slid her gaze past him. But she felt his eyes linger a few seconds more.

The escalator trundled down, and Lila stepped off onto the floor. She ignored the man, keeping to the route she had worn through the airport these last seven years, but her mind had begun to process.

Two men watching for her, their identity and purpose unknown and unguessable. She could be certain, though, that they each intended a confrontation at some point.

But not in the airport. The security cams were too many and too well-monitored. Yet they were at the airport—to know when she returned, perhaps, or to follow her out . . .

The clack of footsteps pulled Lila’s gaze over her shoulder. A woman was coming up behind her, staring at a screen glowing in her hand. She seemed oblivious to everything else.

Lila drifted left anyway. Not to the center—nobody walked in the center of the concourse—but far enough to keep the other woman in her periphery. She took stock of her options and liked none of them, but she chose the best and hurried on.

The walk through the airport seemed longer and lonelier than usual, but it finally ended in a massive lobby—claim center to the right, exit straight ahead. They would be expecting her to retrieve her luggage.

Lila walked past the claim center, picking up her pace. As the glass doors slid grudgingly open, she slipped her hand into her purse, found the cylinder that looked like a pen. By the time she stepped outside, she had worked off the cap.

Streetlights lined the curb, breaking the night. Three taxis squatted beneath their white glare, paint coming off in yellow flakes.

Lila strode across the cracked pavement and rapped on one of the scratched windows. She looked over her shoulder until the taxi, grinding through its automatic processes, opened up for her.

As she ducked into the passenger compartment, a man started out of the shadows. “The Anton Hotel,” she ordered, yanking the cylinder out of her purse.

The door sealed itself. The man pulled up short on the sidewalk, a dark figure between the airport and the streetlights. Her finger slid down the cylinder, armed it with a twist of her nail in a narrow groove.

The dashboard, visible through the transparent barrier that blocked off the driving computer, flashed yellow. With a grumble of revving engines, the taxi lifted up and glided out into the dark street.

Lila looked over her shoulder. The man had pulled back out of the reach of the streetlights, but she could just make him out, upsetting the shadows.

She disarmed the cylinder but kept it in her hand.

The city went by outside. Streetlamps punctured the night at irregular intervals, bringing the worn faces of apartment buildings and battered business fronts into dreary relief. The jumbled buildings collapsed at length into the squatter district, and blackness swallowed up the streets.

Lila watched the darkness coast past. When city lights broke through, she shifted forward and tapped a new address into the passenger console.

The taxi curved right at the next intersection, and two minutes later, it halted in front of a brick structure so nondescript it might have been a residence or a quaint business office.

Lila dug four hundred-dollar bills out of her purse and fed them into the cash slot. The door clicked and swung open.

Out in the cool night, she looked up and down the street. The moon was little help, peeking around bunches of wispy clouds, and man-made lights were sparse—a streetlight two buildings down, a few lit windows across the way. But as far as she could perceive, she was alone out here.

Lila walked up the porch steps, avoiding the one that creaked. With the cylinder firmly grasped in one hand, she activated the lock-pad with her thumbprint and then tapped out the security sequence.

The door softly opened. With a final look over her shoulder, Lila slipped inside. She shut herself into total darkness, and it felt secret and safe.

The light came on.

Lila blinked but saw him, a man rising from the green couch. She flipped up the cylinder, arming it in the same motion.

Sudden movement behind her, and a hand clamped around her wrist, squeezing painfully.

Lila didn’t struggle. Resisting this amount of strength would only hurt her, so she released the cylinder.

The second intruder let go of her, and she felt him step away. But she didn’t look. She watched the other man, now walking toward her.

“Who are you?” she asked him.

He only came closer—too close, before he finally stopped and looked her over as though measuring her against his expectations. His eyes lingered on the left side of her face, and irritation welled up hot inside her. He should have been too professional to care.

When his eyes finally reached hers, he said, “Good evening, Ms. Stanislaw.” He pulled a wallet from his jacket’s breast pocket and flipped it open to display a badge.

Lila traced the metallic black and green glints that threaded it. Authentic, but unmarked. It didn’t bear the stamp of any agency or department.

The government often did that, these days. Lila glared at the G-man. “What do you want?”

He looked at her blankly. “Nothing, ma’am. But we were ordered to bring you in. He will explain everything to you, including what he wants.”

“Who is ‘he’?”

“You’ll recognize him when you see him, ma’am.”

“Someone I know?” Lila asked, beginning to catalog the Americans to whom she had hired out her services.

“Someone everyone knows.”

Lila studied him, then looked over her shoulder. The second man stood behind her, just as blank-faced as his partner, gripping the cylinder with the ready air of a man who knew weapons.

She doubted these men could even imagine that she had a choice, and though she knew she could have infinite reasons to regret that, she didn’t regret it now. She wanted to meet their boss, so important and so famous that everyone knew him.

Lila pointed to the door. “Let’s go.”

The second man reached to key open the door. The first said, “Yes, ma’am.”
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“Well?”

Sam Clancy looked across the table at his inquisitor. The man’s face was flushed, his breath a little short—a tell that he really did have a good hand, unless it was just the alcohol. Clancy dropped his gaze down to his own cards. They would beat a truly bad hand, lose to a truly good one. They didn’t give him much odds.

Clancy plucked up a few chips and tossed them to the center of the table. The man on his left smirked and raised the bid.

Clancy evaluated his hand once more. Then, as the flushed player met the bid, he folded. Abandoning the game in spirit as in fact, Clancy leaned back in his chair and surveyed the room. Blue-gray smoke uncurled in the air, diffusing into a ragged haze. Laughter and voices rocked with just a hint of unsteadiness, as though the people were teetering on the drinks and the late hour. At the bar, men were competing for the attention of two women. After years of these gatherings, Clancy was still struck by the discordance of the women scattered lightly in the mostly male crowd. He understood the men who flirted with the women, but not the men who played cards with them.

The people at the bar, eager as they were, cleared space for a tall man whose red hair stood up from his head. The barkeep met him, both leaning across the bar. Pushkin—that was the redhead’s name, though Clancy always attached an asterisk to it in his mind—spoke very briefly and pulled away.

“Another hand?”

Clancy looked at the flushed player, scraping together the cards. He glanced again toward the bar. The barkeep was bustling into the back, as though he suddenly had an urgent need to take inventory. “I’ll take a pass.” Clancy got up, pushing away from the table before he remembered himself. He walked away, wiping his hands on his shirt, only mildly chagrined. The table wasn’t much stickier than the cards.

A man leaned back against a door, apart from everyone else. Clancy joined him. “Enjoying yourself, Nichols?”

Nichols went on watching the room. “Is that what we’re here for?”

Clancy threw a glance at the card games proceeding at the tables, the flirting proceeding at the bar.

Maybe he was being ironic. “If you drank more,” Clancy told him, “they wouldn’t always choose you to be sentry.”

“Is that a recommendation?”

“Not really.” Clancy’s eyes drifted around the room.

Their conversation died off, and a voice came forward from the background—older, male, excited but sober. “. . . lose it all. There was a time before government. There will be a time after government. It’s the evolution of the species.”

Clancy smiled faintly.

The voice rose, a gradual but certain climb. “We’ll leave the state behind, like we left behind Eden, like we left behind our tails . . .”

“Not very reverent,” Clancy murmured.

“I was going to say,” Nichols answered, “that he is mixing his mythologies.”

Clancy stared at the ceiling and felt there was something in that he didn’t want to think about.

“Attention—”

Clancy tracked the shout to Pushkin, now standing on a chair and waving his arms. Noise slowly bled from the room as eyes fastened on him and tongues fell still.

Pushkin laid off shouting but not waving. Clancy had wondered for a long time how Pushkin became leader of their cell.

Finally the room was silent, and Pushkin dropped his hands. “Now,” he said, “our business. First, the municipal elections—”

His name wasn’t really Pushkin. It could not be. Clancy had, on first meeting him, formed an instant conviction that he was not Russian and, therefore, not a Pushkin, either. Strange that no one ever mentioned it.

“—the nominations?”

Clancy focused back in time to snag the last two words, and he involuntarily asked, “What?”

Pushkin looked aggrieved. Then his expression smoothed, and he said, “Who should we nominate for the city council?”

Clancy stood rigid until, mercifully, a wash of voices swept the attention away from him. Then he relaxed and shifted toward Nichols to mutter, “Who should we nominate? Who isn’t here?”

“You don’t expect to win?”

“Anarchos don’t run for elections to win. They run to talk.”

Nichols leveled a measuring look at him.

Voices clashed, suggestions from the tables dueling with suggestions from the bar as Pushkin watched placidly. “In fact,” Clancy said, “we nominate for elections in order to talk, too.” He settled back against the wall, his head almost lolling.

He was tired, he realized.

Clancy listened without interest for a few moments longer. Then he straightened. “Well, it’s been real and all that. Let me out.”

Nichols complied, unbolting and opening the door. But before Clancy stepped through, Nichols said, “You’re supposed to take this business seriously.”

Clancy glanced back at the crowd, red-eyed and rough from the long night. “I’m not complaining. I enjoy it here. But if we were meant to take it that seriously, they would hold the business meetings while everyone was still sober.”

Nichols’s mouth turned up in a way that was almost a smile. “Someday the anarchos will rule the world. You’ll be surprised then.”

“I think the world will have to end before anarchos can rule it. Have a good night, Nichols.” Clancy walked out into the street, Nichols’s goodnight following him.

Clancy wandered down one city block, its darkness fitfully punctured by lit windows. He kept one eye on the buildings to his right, especially on the thick shadows that swarmed them, but it was only habit. His mind was entirely at rest.

The terminus spiraled up at the next intersection, its steps enclosed by transparent tubing that had long since been muddled with blotches of discoloration. A gap in the tubing gave a narrow entrance, and Clancy ducked in. Then he began trudging up. The steps were treaded and somewhat irregular in width and height—frozen in motion for a long, long time, ever since the grid fell and the riots erupted. He didn’t know which one had caused the other, or whether something else had caused them both. His memories of the first bad days bled in and out of each other, dark and feverishly bright by turns. All he knew was the plain and lasting wreckage.

The terminus climbed twenty-five feet to the platform. When the steps still rolled up—and no one had ever imagined, when the Rail was built, that they would stop—the distance up had been no issue. They had wanted a comfortable clearance between the Rail and the street traffic. Now the trek up to the platform was a trial, especially in the small hours of the morning.

And there wasn’t a lot of traffic left on the street either.

Clancy reached the platform, muttering his displeasure. Then he saw the other man, seated on the bench where the platform’s lone light mixed into shadows.

The man stood up, an alarming turn. Clancy stepped back toward the stairs, but he noticed in the motion that the stranger was nicely dressed.

Which made him, on the whole, much less likely to be a mugger. Clancy still watched him, pulled by contradictory instincts to flee and to fight.

The stranger stepped forward. “Don’t be alarmed, Mr. Clancy. I don’t mean any harm.”

Clancy couldn’t make out the face, but the voice was unfamiliar. “A stranger who talks to you in the dark is always alarming, especially if he knows your name.”

The man shrugged away the observation. “We have important business, Mr. Clancy.”

“Who are you?” Clancy demanded, with a sudden upswell of irritation that was not entirely unmixed with fear.

“My name wouldn’t mean anything. But this . . .” He slid his hand into a jacket pocket, and Clancy angled his body to lunge.

The stranger pulled out his hand and, with a deft little gesture, flipped up what he held.

And it glowed.

Clancy blinked, then his brain ordered the image into a federal badge, the eye pyramid and Latin words mutely gleaming among the shadows.

He looked up at the stranger. “Do you have a warrant?”

The man—the government agent—folded his wallet over the badge, snuffing out the glow. “This is not an arrest. It is a summons, of a kind. You’re wanted in Washington, Mr. Clancy. But not as a criminal—as a patriot.”

“Ah.” Clancy moved back. The steps were almost at his heels; he felt the sudden, dangerous plunge of space. “I can’t say that is a good thing. When the government starts summoning patriots, people have died—or they are going to.”

The government man offered no answer. But Clancy felt his eyes through the darkness.

Clancy turned away, though it made his skin prickle, and grabbed the railing that eased the long climb of the stairs.

The agent took a soft step after him. “I have a final statement, Mr. Clancy.”

Clancy paused to hear it.

“Pursuant,” the agent said, “to several federal statutes, which I would cite if there were any point—”

Clancy silently, but vehemently, ratcheted up his dislike for this man.

“You are not under arrest, Mr. Clancy,” the agent said. “But if you don’t come with me, you will be.”
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Clancy stopped, regarding the paneled white door. Then he looked behind him.

The government agent still hung two or three paces back, evidently having no intention of entering the room himself. Clancy wondered if he would find him still in the hall when he came out again.

Clancy walked forward, and the white door retracted, admitting him into a large spare room. A chrome table, tapering to a blunted point, occupied the room’s center. A man and a woman sat at the table, on opposite sides, and another woman stood at the windows beyond it.

Clancy came up to the table and stood, studying them. The seated woman looked up at him with frank evaluation—blonde and immaculately polished, her eyelids and lips painted bright pink. The man watched him, but there was nothing about him to draw a second glance. Clancy’s attention traveled on to the windows.

The other woman stood with her body tilted toward the sun-bright glass, but her head turned toward him. Purple lines sketched a rose on her left cheek. Violet highlights embellished her dark hair, hanging thick and loose just past her jaw.

“Hello,” he said. “Do you know what’s going on?”

“No,” the blonde woman said. “I just got here.”

Clancy’s gaze flicked between the other two, who looked at him silently. The blonde provided, in a helpful tone, “They don’t talk.”

Evidently content to let that statement stand, the man looked away from Clancy. The woman with the rose tattoo quirked her eyebrow and turned back to the window.

Clancy felt, suddenly, adrift. He took the nearest chair and sat down. He turned his head, hunting for distraction, but the room was bare except for the table and a single painting covered with a meaningless eruption of orange and yellow. The air settled under the weight of silent expectation.

The door hummed, and Clancy twisted in his seat to see the newcomer. He immediately started up, shoving his chair back. “Zane!”

Zane Wilder stilled, staring at him. Then, shaking it off, he resumed his way toward the table. “Sam. This is an unexpected reunion.”

Clancy eyed him, wondering if he had really heard that flat note beneath the breeziness of his tone. “You don’t seem too excited.”

“My heart is warmed,” the blonde woman said, and she smiled when Clancy glanced at her. “How do you two know each other?”

Clancy hesitated, a disinclination to answer rearing up. Wilder spoke up in the gap as he half-circled the table to snag an empty chair. “We met in college. Lived and worked in the same city for a few years afterward. It’s nothing that relates to”—he missed a beat, glancing around—“whatever this is.”

Clancy thought of responding, thought of asking the others what they did, in search of a common denominator. But the atmosphere was cold enough to freeze his words. They were all in the same position, but until they understood what it was, they had nothing to say to each other.

The door hummed again, and then a man’s footsteps fell heavily on the floor. Clancy didn’t bother to look. The woman at the windows did. Without any change in her expression, she abandoned her self-chosen post to take a seat.

Clancy looked then, just as a man strode up to the head of the table, the tapered point. He claimed the broad leather chair and appraised them with the air of an experienced buyer. “So you’re all here,” he announced. “Let’s begin.”

Clancy stared at him, recognizing the fine features more easily than he would have recognized most people he had actually known, but it was the blonde who spoke his name: “Cruz.”

Manasseh Cruz smiled at her, an expression of strange familiarity. “At your service.”

Clancy’s shock was cutting into his chest, but he still managed to ask, “Really?”

Cruz turned the smile to him, though it seemed to sharpen at the edges. “I always appreciate a cynic, Clancy.”

“I imagine you meet a lot of them.” Clancy didn’t know how, or why, the words tripped from his lips. The shock was settling into his stomach, into a sick anticipation of trouble. The fact that he had caught the attention of the Speaker of the House could not mean anything good.

“You have no idea. Now.” Cruz’s voice rang over the table with authority as he broadened his attention to everyone seated there. “You all know who I am, and I know who you are, but you do not know each other. So then.” The Speaker pointed to the man nearest him, the silent one. “Bill McCulley, technical analyst for the state of Virginia.” He next indicated the woman with the rose tattoo. “Lila Stanislaw, a freelance social analyst.” Then onto Wilder, furthest from him at the table: “Zane Wilder, a computer scientist employed by Zukun Labs.” Cruz gestured at the blonde woman. “Hyacinth Austen, a freelance data analyst.” And he ended, pointing at Clancy: “Samson Clancy, a computer scientist with Wave Industries.”

They all looked at each other, expressions mostly wary and a little blank. “Your differences,” the Speaker went on, “are legion. But you have three commonalities, and commonalities are what bring us together. One, you are all exceptional in your fields. Two, you are all useful at the present moment. Three, none of your records will bear a close examination.”

Both women smiled—the blonde quick and bright, the brunette slow and reserved, as though holding in a thought.

Anxiety tightened Clancy’s nerves. “Sounds like a bad crowd. You should ship us back where you found us.”

“That would be to say that I made a mistake.” Cruz’s arm swept the table. “You are assembled here as a team. My team, and I chose each one of you. Your qualifications suit the problem. In the past ten days, we have had a series of security breaches—mostly in government systems, some in the private sector. We have had entire databases pilfered. We don’t know who the hacker is, but nothing seems to stop him. He doesn’t even have to try. No viruses or backdoors or zero-day vulnerabilities for him. He just walks in and takes data.”

“At the point of breach, what—” Clancy lost the question trying to phrase it in layman’s terms.

Wilder found it. “What happens, when the hacker breaks in? What does it look like?”

“It varies,” the Speaker answered. “Sometimes the system freezes up. Sometimes it crashes. Sometimes it works with complete normalcy, except that it is under the remote control of the hacker. Some of our best tech people just watched helplessly as caches of encrypted files were stolen. Some of the computers—supercomputers among them—were ruined. Circuits burnt out, others melted from the inside out.”

Clancy thought carefully and then spoke his conclusion. “That doesn’t sound real.”

The Speaker’s dark eyes fixed on him. “You should have the faith to believe in reality. You’ve seen enough of it.”

Hyacinth raised her hand lazily. “I believe you. But so what? I’m a data analyst. What can I do about your hacker?”

“You’re all bright people, aren’t you?” The Speaker’s voice was soft, with a hard, half-heard note—iron buried in velvet. “What do you think I want from you?”

“To find the hacker.” Lila Stanislaw spoke for the first time, and her voice gave Clancy a start of pleasure. “You’re helpless when he comes to you. So you need to go to him.”

Cruz smiled. “That’s it exactly. Although I have been speaking as if it were some individual, it is more likely some group, and it cuts through our security like a hot knife through butter. We don’t know who. We don’t know why. We haven’t gotten any demands. No money has been stolen. No information has been leaked to the media. Of the various vulnerabilities exposed in the stolen data, none has been exploited. There is no trail to follow. But we need to find them. And we will.”

Wilder’s eyebrows pulled together. “And then?”

A strange light flickered in and out of Cruz’s eyes, like the gleam of moonlight on the barrel of a gun. “Elimination of the threat, by whatever means possible—or necessary.” But he added, “Not that that will concern you.”

“I wouldn’t mind it.”

Attention snapped to McCulley, and they all contemplated him for a moment. He didn’t seem to notice.

“You are not the squeamish kind,” the Speaker said. “I didn’t think so. But your role is simply to pick up the scent. Wilder and Clancy will analyze the technical aspects of the attack. The rest of you will study every other aspect—targets, frequency, timing, everything. You will share your data with each other and present the conclusions jointly.”

Hyacinth glanced around the table. “What if we have different conclusions?”

“Then present multiple conclusions, but I do hope you will fight it out. I want you to engage with each other. If that turns out to be a clash, I don’t care. I want your information, and I want your ideas. I don’t need team spirit. I expect you haven’t got much in any case.”

Hyacinth tilted her head, a slight smile on her face. “My, my. You have done your research.”

An uneasy feeling crawled beneath Clancy’s skin, and he tried to work it out.

Across from him, Lila spoke up. “You have other people working on this, Speaker?”

“Of course.”

“And the president must have a team too.”

“The best and the brightest.”

“Then why not leave it to the president, and the best and the brightest?”

Cruz settled back in his chair. “Presidents have made an awful mess of things. And you can’t just leave problems to the best and the brightest. It isn’t safe. I will have more respectable, expert opinions than I want. I want a few unconventional opinions in the mix. That is why you are here. I have a chosen a liaison—”

Clancy’s head shot up. “Wait.”

The Speaker eyed Clancy.

“I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“Have I gotten ahead of myself?” Cruz’s tone was at once mild and slippery. “Very well. I am offering each of you a six-month contract at twice your current rate, with the government assuming full responsibility for any medical expenses during that time period. I hope you all take a professional interest in this problem. I hope even more that you take a patriotic interest in the solution, but I won’t appeal to sentiment. I have made it worth your while to take this job. And I know what sort of jobs you’ve taken before. This one is not beneath your principles. Will any of you refuse it?”

“I won’t,” Hyacinth Austen declared. “Can I have the pay rate in writing?”

“Contracts will be signed today,” Cruz told her.

Lila’s expression suggested amusement. “Well, I’m fascinated. I’ll sign.”

“So will I,” McCulley said.

Wilder leaned forward. “I’ll sign too.”

And then they all looked at Clancy. Under the weight of their attention, he turned to Cruz. “I was told I would be arrested if I didn’t come here. What are the consequences if I choose to walk away?”

The Speaker regarded Clancy. “You are always free to walk away, Clancy. I can’t compel you to be useful. If you don’t want to help your country when it’s under attack, that’s your business. I will have to require certain guarantees of secrecy. But you are free to go.”

The words slithered into Clancy’s mind like a formless threat, and he didn’t understand why. He struggled to draw back from what he felt, to see it rationally—a cybersecurity attack, a straightforward task, well-paid and guiltless . . .

Their attention was like fever heat against his skin. “Fine,” Clancy relented. “I’m in.”

“Good.” Cruz began tapping on his notebook. “I’ll hand you over to the liaison now. He will get you situated, and you will begin the work tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” Hyacinth asked.

“There might be some reading tonight,” Cruz conceded.

The door opened on the heels of his words, and a young man entered. He was well-dressed in a way that was emphatic but not showy, defined by the quality of the material and the perfection of every line and crease. He surveyed those seated at the table with a quick, clever eye.

The Speaker nodded at him and addressed the table: “Jace Delaney.” Then he looked at Delaney and gestured vaguely at the rest of them.

As Clancy wondered if he might have put any less effort into the introduction, the Speaker rose to his feet. “Everything is arranged for you,” he informed them. “I will see you again, and I trust you will have something interesting to tell me.” The Speaker walked out, the door softly shutting behind him.

Delaney took his seat. “The Speaker is a little imperious,” he said. “People usually handle it simply by doing what he tells them.”

“What do you recommend?” Hyacinth asked brightly.

“That you do what he tells you—unless you are very special. Now, our first order of business is the contracts . . .”

Clancy’s thoughts drifted away. He glanced at the faces around the table—my team, the Speaker had called them. His teammates.

He wondered who they really were.


[image: III]


Clancy’s hand hovered over the oblong notebook. Slowly he pressed his thumb against the sign-key. The key lit up red. When it turned green, he pulled his hand away and watched his biosignature materialize on the screen, beneath the contract.

His stomach twisted.

Jace Delaney leaned over to scoop up the notebook. “That’s three. Miss Austen—”

Clancy walked away from the table. Lila Stanislaw stood at the windows again, looking out, and he joined her—close enough for conversation, but not too close for comfort. He glanced out the window, mostly in show, and asked, “Are you waiting for a bus?” Always a bit of a risk, opening with a woman like that, but he supposed that any woman who was angered by it would shortly be done with him anyway.

Lila answered without looking at him. “I am waiting to see if anyone will go into that building. Or come out of it.”

Clancy looked out the window again, and this time he paid enough attention to see. He had known from his arrival that the place was an expansive industrial complex, well removed from the city. Now he looked across the campus—green, more with chemicals than the actual spring—to the sister building: five stories high, covering the length of half a city block, gleaming chrome and glass. Its shiny newness was marred by a block of scaffolding, and behind it, a green tarpaulin stretched taut across the building’s face. Not construction: the building was too new and entirely finished in every other respect. Repairs, then.

“Damaged,” Lila remarked. “Such a pity. But at least it is very localized. Everything else is pristine.”

That, too, was truly observed. No trace of damage existed beyond the scaffolding and the tarpaulin. Except . . .

Clancy leaned forward, almost pressing himself against the glass. Black marks cut the lawn where it brushed up against the scaffolding. The distance blurred them, but he thought they were unnaturally straight and narrow.

“Scorch marks?”

“I wondered.” Lila’s voice rolled casually. “Maybe our imaginations are overactive.”

Clancy glanced at her, expecting that she still gazed out the window—but she was looking at him.

And he realized, with a jolt, that his impression that she was evaluating the outside view was not only false, but unjustifiable. She had already evaluated the outside view. She was evaluating him.

“I don’t know about your imagination, ma’am. But his is on steroids.”

Clancy threw a glance over his shoulder at Wilder, irritated.

Lila raised an eyebrow at Wilder. “What does he use it for?”

“Politics, mostly.”

Clancy, surrendering to Wilder’s presence, faced him. “Do you miss shouting about politics, Zane?”

“I’m not that bored. Though I hope you’ve outgrown the anarchos.”

Clancy stepped forward, despite his awareness of Lila’s watchful eyes. “I hope you’ve outgrown your parents.”

Wilder grinned, and doubtless would have rejoined, but Delaney called, “All the contracts are signed. Now things start to get interesting.” He gestured toward the door. “I’ll show you the workstations first.”

“And second?” Hyacinth inquired, rising from the table.

“Your rooms,” Delaney replied. “We all live here now.”

“Sounds snug,” Clancy muttered.

“Oh, it’s not so bad as all that.” Delaney walked close enough to the door to trigger it, but he didn’t go out. He stood, hand on the doorjamb, holding it open and waiting.

They obliged him, though none with haste. Clancy walked out last and studied Delaney as he finally exited. He was inclined to mark the man as a hostile, given his association with the Speaker, but perhaps that judgment was rushed.

“So,” he asked casually, “are you a computer scientist?”

“No. I’m a real scientist.” Delaney gestured to himself. “I am a doctor. The Speaker never mentions that when he introduces me. Not that he forgets, of course.”

“Ah,” said Clancy. “But maybe not a real doctor.”

Delaney’s expression shifted toward an incongruous pleasure. “Well-played, Clancy.”

Before Clancy knew what he made of that, McCulley asked, “So, what are you doing here?”

“Do you know,” Delaney said, “I ask myself that daily. Shall we go?”

The question was, of course, rhetorical. Delaney walked away, and they followed.

But rebellion bubbled in Clancy’s blood. He lagged, by unnoticeable degrees, to the back of the group, finally drifting behind even McCulley. Delaney prattled on at the front, but Clancy didn’t bother to pick out a single word. He watched until a short hallway opened up on the right-hand side, terminating at a stairwell. Clancy ducked into it.

He stopped at the gray door, where the jagged stairwell hieroglyphic was etched in red. He waited until the group’s footsteps faded down the hall, and then he pushed open the door and stepped out onto a landing.

Clancy looked at the stairs marching up above his head, then at the stairs marching down below his feet. He headed down, counting the floors. Anger knotted his chest.

He had begun on the third floor. He walked down five flights before he reached the bottom of the stairwell. A set of transparent double doors faced the stairs, but the other side was dark. And yet . . .

Light leaked through the transparent doors from the hall where Clancy stood. It cast weakly against dark, jumbled shapes—rubble, the shredded remains of walls and ceiling.

“This is interesting.”

Lila Stanislaw stood on the stairs, halfway down the flight behind him.

He had been certain he was alone. “How did you follow me?”

“Quietly.” Lila descended the remaining stairs, and her footsteps made no sound.

Clancy stared at her feet, not sure how she did it. “Why did you follow me?”

“I thought it might be, as I said, interesting.” She leveled an evaluative look at the rubble.

Warmth stirred his blood. He had no reason to trust her, not yet. But he felt that here was the possibility of confederacy. “Let’s see what else isn’t on the official tour.” He walked down the hall, stopping at the nearest door. He found it locked and continued on.

The next door was heavy, gunmetal gray, and manual. Clancy opened it, an odd, skittering sound dragging at the turn of the hinges.

Light inside the room had a fitful dimness. He stepped through the door, and Lila slipped in after him.

The air breathed around him, cool and open—the room was expansive. It had a raw look, the floor choppily painted concrete and the support columns barefaced steel. The walls were dark with a strange, stubby texture.

Realization struck Clancy. The stubby texture was from things covering the walls, a host of knobby shapes pressed tightly together. They were metallic, their luster almost dead but still faintly called forth by the low light.

“Look up.”

Lila’s voice was thick.

Clancy obliged. Things were on the ceiling, too, obscuring the illumination of the light panels. The light stabbing through the spaces between them gave definition to their forms—at once clumsy and insect-like.

They moved. Rustled, with a nauseating, scratching noise, and shuffled clear of the central light panel.

The light flared. Clancy’s eyes stung.

One of the things—larger than most, about the size of a dinner plate—crawled into the center of the light panel. It swiveled, tilting the hard edge of its body toward the light, and then slammed itself into the panel.

Sparks exploded, and the light died.

Lila darted out of the room. Clancy remained, rooted in bewildered fascination.

Something clacked gently on the floor, unseen in the dark. It crept onto his foot, with the sensation of spiders’ legs but increased a thousand times in weight.

Clancy yanked his foot back and kicked, connecting hard. He scrambled into the hall and slammed shut the door.

He stood, hand on the door, trying suddenly to catch his breath.

A strange sound, a metallic pitter-patter drifting over the floor. His gaze dropped to it.

Three of the things—robots, he thought, robots—scuttled past his feet and swarmed up the door.

Clancy backed off, with a sensation that he was underwater.

“This,” Lila said, “is a good time to go back.” She walked away, following her judgment and leaving him to his.

The robots were settling on the hinges. He guessed their object and made his decision. He caught up with Lila at the stairs.

They were making the first turn in the stairwell when a call echoed down to them: “Sam!”

“Here.” Clancy turned onto the next flight and saw Wilder, hurrying down toward him. “Funny meeting you here.”

“It would have been funnier to have met him at the bottom,” Lila said in an aside and looked at Wilder. “Where are the others?”

Wilder gestured vaguely at the air above his head. “They were heading to the first floor. The atrium. Delaney said we would meet people.”

“That’s not all you meet around here.” Lila breezed past Wilder, leaving the remark for him to puzzle over.

Wilder’s eyes trailed her for a moment, then fixed on Clancy. “Did you—”

Clancy stopped him. “I’ll show you what she’s talking about.” He reversed direction, and Wilder followed him, their footsteps a ringing clatter in the stairwell.

They both froze on the bottom steps. The robots streamed black down the hallway, sedate but inevitable. Beneath brighter lights, they were vaguer than before—featureless and undefined as a first thought. But they moved like insects.

Ice traced Clancy’s spine, but the shock on Wilder’s face was diverting. “What do you think?” he asked.

Wilder blinked, and his expression settled back into placidity. “I think we had best get out of here.”

They did. The monotonous clacking followed them up to the first floor. When they exited the stairwell, Clancy shut the gray door behind them and found himself in a dull hallway, with long elevator doors, evenly spaced.

“You know, that was probably the most interesting thing that will ever happen to us,” he commented wryly.

Wilder gave him a sharp look. “Don’t think it.”

Clancy tried to plaster an innocent look on his face. “Think what?”

“Whatever you’re thinking.” Wilder squared his shoulders. “I am going to tell someone—someone in authority.”

“They might be involved,” Clancy pointed out. He kept pace with Wilder, out of the hallway and into the atrium beyond. The ceiling was glass, five stories above, and each balustraded floor
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End User License Agreement
Font Software for Desktop End User License Agreement.
WE RECOMMEND THAT YOU PRINT THIS FONT SOFTWARE FOR DESKTOP END USER LICENSE AGREEMENT FOR FURTHER REFERENCE.
This Font Software for Desktop End User License Agreement (the Agreement) is a legal agreement between you and Typodermic that governs the use of the Font Software that you license from a Typodermic affiliated website, and which are accompanied by or refer to this Agreement. This Agreement becomes a binding contract between you and Typodermic when you install the fonts, use the fonts with software, upload the fonts, or when you accept the Agreement by other means (for instance referring to the Agreement in a purchase order, a confirmation email etc.). If you do not wish to be bound by the Agreement, you cannot access, or use the Font Software. Please read this entire Agreement before agreeing to be bound. The Agreement contains capitalized terms that are defined in Section 9 of the Agreement.
You hereby agree to the following:
1. Binding Agreement. You are bound by the Agreement, and you acknowledge that all use of the Font Software supplied to you by Typodermic for the purposes set forth under this Agreement is governed by this Agreement.
2. License Grants. You are hereby granted, subject to all the terms and conditions herein, a worldwide, non-exclusive, non-assignable, non-transferable (except as expressly permitted herein) license to allow your Licensed Desktop Users to:
• install the Font Software on such Licensed Desktop User's Workstation(s);
• install the Font Software on a Server on which the Font Software may only be accessed by your Licensed Desktop Users;
• Use the Font Software on such Workstations or via such Server to:
(i) create, edit, view, print and distribute materials, provided that, (a) if you distribute such materials, the materials do not contain the Font Software, and (b) if you create a static graphic image with a representation of a typeface and typographic design or ornament, such static graphic image does not correspond to glyphs or glyph combinations of the Font
Page 2 of 7
Software which are individually addressed by software, a website, a hardware device or other means to render such designs and ornaments; and/or
(ii) embed the Font Software into Electronic Documents and duplicate the Font Software as an integrated part of any such Electronic Document, provided that Electronic Documents with embedded Font Software may only be distributed if the Font Software cannot be fully or partially extracted from such Electronic Documents.
(iii) make backup copies of the Font Software, provided that such copies are for your internal backup purposes only and remain in your exclusive control. Any copies that you are expressly permitted to make pursuant to this Agreement must contain the same copyright, trademark, and other proprietary notices that appear on or in the Font Software.
Commercial Printers. You may embed the Font Software in an Electronic Document solely for print and view and provide such Electronic Document to a commercial printer for printing only. You may take a copy of the Font Software used for a particular Electronic Document to a commercial printer provided that the printer represents to you that it has purchased or been granted a license to use the Font Software.
Trademarks. Although use of the Trademarks is not required, if you elect to do so, you may use the Trademarks (i) in your advertising, publicity, literature, packaging and other promotional activities in connection with the Font Software incorporated into your products or materials, and (ii) to identify the Font Software that is/are embedded in or accessed through your products or materials as permitted by this Agreement. You acknowledge that Typodermic owns all right, title and interest in and to the Trademarks.
All rights not expressly granted in this Agreement are reserved to Typodermic.
3. License Limitations and Reporting.
The maximum number of Licensed Desktop Users who may exercise the rights granted to you on your behalf may not exceed the number of Licensed Desktop Users indicated in your Account or transaction documentation such as a quotation or an invoice when licensing the Font Software. You are responsible for compliance with the terms of this Agreement by all such Licensed Desktop Users. If the number of Licensed Desktop Users was not indicated when you downloaded the Font software, the number is one.
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You have licensed rights in this Agreement that may be subject to certain limitations in volume, which are reflected in your Account or in your transaction documentation such as a quotation or an invoice. You are obligated to maintain records with respect to your Use of the Font Software against such licensed amounts and Typodermic or its agents has the right to ask you, from time to time, to provide information regarding such Use amounts and/or to fully document and certify that Use of any and all Font Software at the time of the request is in conformity with your valid licenses from Typodermic, which you shall provide to us within 30 days of our request. In the event your Use of the Font Software exceeds your licensed amounts, you agree to license from Typodermic the necessary additional amounts and pay any fee associated with such increase.
4. Restrictions on Use. You may not:
Transfer your license rights in the Font Software, except as expressly provided herein. You may transfer all your rights to use the Font Software to another person or legal entity provided that (i) the transferee accepts and agrees to be bound by all the terms and conditions of the Agreement, (ii) you destroy all copies of the Font Soft-ware, including all copies stored in the memory of a hardware device and (iii) there is no change to the intent or scope of the rights granted by this Agreement as a result of such transfer.
Rent, lease, sublicense, give, lend, or further distribute the Font Software, or any copy thereof, except as expressly provided herein.
Modify the Font Software in any way, including to create, directly or indirectly, Derivative Works from the Font Software or any portion thereof (except as otherwise specifically set forth herein). If the Font Software contains embedding bits that indicate that the Font Software is only authorized for certain purposes, you may not change or alter the embedding bits.
Embed the Font Software in open-source software which may have the direct or indirect effect of causing the Font Software to become Publicly Available Software or otherwise be subject to a Publicly Available Software agreement.
5. Intellectual and Industrial Property Rights.
You agree that the Font Software is protected by the copyright law or other intellectual and industrial property rights of the United States and its various States, by the copyright law and other intellectual and industrial property rights of other nations, and by international treaties.
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You agree that Typodermic and or/its licensors own all right, title and interest in and to the Font Software, its structure, organization, code, and related files, including all intellectual and industrial property rights therein such as copyright, design and trademarks rights.
You agree that the Font Software, its structure, organization, code, and related files are valuable property of Typodermic and/or its licensors and that any intentional or negligent Use of the Font Software not expressly permitted by the Agreement constitutes an infringement of intellectual and industrial property rights.
All rights in and to the Font Software, including unpublished rights, are reserved under the copyright laws of the United States and other jurisdictions.
6. Limited Warranty; Limitation of Liability. Typodermic warrants to you that the Font Software will effect a faithful reproduction of the underlying typeface design which is of a quality consistent with industry standards. To make a warranty claim, you must notify Typodermic in text form within the Warranty Period, which could include via an email to fontsupport@typodermicfonts.com and provide sufficient information regarding your licensing of the Font Software to enable Typodermic to verify the existence and date of the transaction. The entire, exclusive and cumulative liability and remedy shall be that Typodermic will use reasonable efforts to cause the Font Software to effect a faithful reproduction of the underlying typeface design which is of a quality consistent with industry standards as soon as commercially practicable. TYPODERMIC DOES NOT WARRANT THE PERFORMANCE OR RESULTS YOU MAY OBTAIN BY USING THE FONT SOFTWARE. THE FOREGOING STATES THE SOLE AND EXCLUSIVE REMEDIES FOR TYPODERMIC'S BREACH OF WARRANTY. EXCEPT FOR THE FOREGOING LIMITED WARRANTY, TYPODERMIC MAKES NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, AS TO NON-INFRINGEMENT OF THIRD-PARTY RIGHTS, MERCHANTABILITY, OR FITNESS FOR ANY PARTICULAR PURPOSE. IN NO EVENT WILL TYPODERMIC BE LIABLE TO YOU OR ANYONE ELSE (I) FOR ANY CONSEQUENTIAL, INCIDENTAL OR SPECIAL DAMAGES, INCLUDING WITHOUT LIMITATION ANY LOST PROFITS, LOST DATA, LOST BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES, OR LOST SAVINGS, EVEN IF TYPODERMIC HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES, OR (II) FOR ANY CLAIM AGAINST YOU BY ANY THIRD PARTY SEEKING SUCH DAMAGES EVEN IF TYPODERMIC HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES.
7. Termination. Upon failure by you or your Licensed Desktop User to comply with the terms of this Agreement, Typodermic shall be entitled to terminate this Agreement upon
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notice by regular mail, paid carrier or email. Upon termination of the Agreement, you must destroy the original and any and all copies of the Font Software. The termination of the Agreement shall not preclude Typodermic from suing you for damages of any breach of the Agreement. The Agreement may only be modified in writing signed by an authorized officer of Typodermic.
8. Terms and Conditions. You have separately agreed to Typodermic's standard Terms and Conditions of Business which include provisions relating to governing law and jurisdiction, export restrictions and U.S. government contracts. In the case of a conflict between Typodermic's standard Terms and Conditions of Business and this Agreement, this Agreement shall control.
9. Definitions:
Account means your account at the Typodermic affiliated website through which you purchased the Font Software license that is subject to the terms of this Agreement (such as, www.fonts.com, www.linotype.com, www.fontshop.com, www.myfonts.com, www.typography.com
Commercial Electronic Document means an electronic document which may be distributed to the general public (or to some subset of the general public) as a commercial product for a fee or other consideration (for example, an e-book). For the avoidance of doubt, an electronic document that is created for one's own internal use only or for distribution in a manner that is incidental to its business (for example an instruction manual that explains its product), is not considered a Commercial Electronic Document under this Agreement.
Derivative Work means a work, including but not limited to software or data based upon or derived from the Font Software (or any portion of Font Software) in any form in which such software or data may be recast, transformed, or adapted including, but not limited to, binary data in any format into which Font Software may be converted.
Electronic Document means an electronic document or data file, for example a .pdf manual or an e-book, which is created by Use of the Font Software.
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Font Software means software or instructions which, when used on an appropriate device or devices, generates typeface and typographic designs and ornaments. Font Software shall include all Subsets and bitmap representations of typeface and typographic designs and ornaments created by or derived from the Font Software. Font Software includes upgrades or updates (each of which may be provided to you by Typodermic in its sole discretion), related files, permitted modifications, permitted copies, and related documentation.
Licensed Desktop User means any user up to the number of individuals who may exercise the license grants to the Font Software under this Agreement, as indicated in your Account or transaction documentation such as a quotation or an invoice, whether or not such user does actually exercise such rights. Licensed Desktop Users must be your employees. The number of Licensed Desktop Users shall be counted regardless of whether and when actual Use occurs and thus equal the total of all individuals who are authorized and can potentially Use the Font Software during the Term (non-concurrent use).
Typodermic means collectively Typodermic Fonts Inc., its successors and assigns, its parent, and affiliated, its authorized distributors, and any third party that has licensed to Typodermic any or all of the components of the Font Software supplied to you pursuant to the Agreement.
Publicly Available Software means a) any software that contains, or is derived in any manner (in whole or in part) from, any software that is distributed as free software, open source software (e.g. Linux) or similar licensing or distribution models; and (b) any software that requires as a condition of use, modification and/or distribution of such software that such software or other software incorporated into, derived from or distributed with such software (i) be disclosed or distributed in source code form, (ii) be licensed for the purpose of making Derivative Works, or (iii) be redistributable at no charge.
Server means any server that is either (a) maintained on your premises; (b) under your exclusive control; or (c) owned and controlled by a third party hosting service for your benefit, provided that you (i) have a written agreement regarding the Use and protection of the Font Software installed on such server, and (ii) shall remain responsible for any unauthorized access to and security of the Font Software on such Server.
Trademarks means the trademark for each piece of Font Software licensed under this Agreement or under which Typodermic markets the Font Software.
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Use of the Font Software shall occur when an individual is able to give commands (whether by keyboard or otherwise) that are followed by the Font Software, regardless of the location in which the Font Software resides. Use of the Font Software shall also occur when the software or instructions are executed.
Workstation means a hardware component in which an individual is able to give commands (whether by keyboard or otherwise) that are followed by the Font Software or implement the Font Software, regardless of the location in which the Font Software resides.
Warranty Period means the period of validity of the warranties given by Typodermic in this Agreement. Typodermic's standard Warranty Period is ninety (90) days from delivery. If you enter into this agreement through a German distributor, the agreement is governed by the laws of Germany, the warranty period is twelve (12) months from delivery.
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